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Abstract 

A dominant theme within the book of Ecclesiastes is the treatment of the benefits of human 

labour. After "the Preacher,” (Qohelet) pronounces the “vanity of vanities” motto, he asks the 

probing question, “What does a person gain from all the labour at which they labour under 

the sun?” This question about the worth of a person’s work controls much of Qohelet’s 

discussion about human living. A key issue is whether work is regarded by Qohelet as an 

intrinsically painful and futile enterprise. A study of the work terminology of Ecclesiastes 

paints a picture in which God has imposed upon humanity a work mandate, much of which is 

painful and futile, but not necessarily so. Much interpretation of Ecclesiastes assumes that the 

Hebrew term עמל, “to labour, toil,” characterizes all work as “painful labour.” However, the 

term is often associated with pleasure from work. As Qohelet addresses the theme of the 

worth of work, he employs a “dialectical polemic” that first demolishes the false expectations 

and folly of human labour, and then replaces it with a wise and affirming perspective on 

work’s benefits.  As a person works within the purposes of God they can attain the outcomes 

of true value and happiness from their labour. 
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Introduction 

 

After “the Preacher,” (Qohelet) announces his famous “all is vanity” judgment against 

everything in this world, he asks a probing question: “What does a person gain from all the 

labor in which they labor under the sun?” (1:3). The question is generally understood to be a 

rhetorical question that demands the answer of “nothing,” but the question is not so easily 

answered. Human “labor” (amal) is assumed to be inherently futile in its aim to achieve 

“profit” (yitron) in life. No doubt Qohelet is very critical of many of the aims and results of 

human workers. Yet Qohelet changes tack often throughout the course of his discourse to 

give hope for the possibility of real gains from work. The “good life” is one of eating, 

drinking, and working. People are counseled to work with all their might, and wisdom is the 

tool for success. So, Qohelet holds an enigmatic perspective on work in that labor is both the 

source of humanity’s greatest pains and pleasures. Given such polar outcomes, the wise 

reader should heed the Preacher’s counsel on all the pitfalls and profits from work. As I 

investigate the Preacher’s theology of vocation, I will look to see if any of the work terms 

used in Ecclesiastes may provide a clue to the inherent nature of work. Then, I will look at 

both the negative and positive outcomes common to human vocation, as the Preacher 

employs a deconstruction and reconstruction approach in his analysis. 

 

I.Work Words 

 

An essential task in studying the theme of labour in Ecclesiastes is to examine the three key 

terms Qohelet uses to describe human working: “to labor,” “to work, do,” and “business.” All 

three terms refer to human labors, all have positive and negative connotations, and all can 



refer to the act of labour or the fruits of labor. When the words are examined in comparison 

with their companions, unique connotations surface that reveal how they complement and 

contrast with each other. 

 

“Labor” 

The most crucial work word employed by Qohelet is the word “to labor, toil” (amal) not 

merely because of the number of its citations (35x), but also due to the rhetorical importance 

of “labour” within the message of Qohelet. The first and most prominent use of “labor” is 

within the initial question of 1:3, “What does it profit a man for all the labor in which he 

labors under the sun?” The use of “labor” in this question, its saturation of usage (15x) in 

Qohelet’s royal autobiography, and its repeated use in the enjoyment refrains (8x) makes 

“labor” the primary term that Qohelet employs to establish the theme of human work.  

The overwhelming understanding of “labor” within the lexicons and commentaries is 

that amal refers to grievous, futile work. Many commentators also take a negative stance on 

the essential nature of “labor.” Fox defines Qohelet’s use of “labor” as follows, “It first of all 

means toil—arduous, wearisome work…When signifying activity, ‘amal always means 

onerous strained labor, “overdoing” rather than simply “doing.” Crenshaw defines “labor” as 

“burdensome labor and mental anguish.” This line of thinking can be indicated simply in the 

choice of “toil” as the preferred translation of the underlying Hebrew term in the 

commentaries and English Bible versions. 

Given that Ecclesiastes is grounded in the Genesis account of a fallen creation, it is 

natural to wonder if the use of “labor” is semantically linked with the cursed work judgment 

of Gen 3:17–19. It is notable that the particular terminology of “pain” (itzbon) in Gen 3:16–

17 is not utilized in in the work terminology of Ecclesiastes. If Qohelet wanted to establish a 

theology of painful, cursed work for humanity, why did he forego the opportunity to utilize 

the Genesis term “pain” as his primary labor term? The fact that such a Hebrew term was 



available, yet not used, indicates that “labor” and the other work terms have not necessarily 

inherited all the pain and futility depicted in Gen 3:17–19.  

The root from “labor” occurs 75x in the OT and 35 of these are in Ecclesiastes. The 

noun form of amal in the OT has the three distinct senses: “trouble/sorrow,” 

“mischief/wickedness,” and “labor” and its product. The examination of how amal is utilized 

outside of Ecclesiastes has impacted interpretation of the term in Ecclesiastes. In 

Ecclesiastes, amal only has the sense of work. There are no allusions to “trouble” or 

“mischief” in the labour mentioned. Yet the negative connotations of amal from its wider use 

often taint its interpretation in Ecclesiastes. When defining amal in Ecclesiastes, many 

commentators allude to its more ominous renderings to paint a dark picture of its meaning 

which approximates “painful labor.” This is not to argue that “labor” does not carry negative 

connotations in certain contexts, but that the determination of the nature of the labor sense of 

amal needs to be derived from the context and usage of the term within Ecclesiastes and not 

from the transferal of other sense classes from other contexts. In light of these considerations, 

the English gloss “labor” should be used to indicate the work associated with amal though in 

some contexts where pain and futility is in view the gloss “toil” would be appropriate.  

 

“Deeds” 

The verbal terms “to do, work” and the nouns “deed, work” belong to one of the other main 

roots (asah) used in Ecclesiastes to refer to work and appear 64x. “Labor” and “work” 

function as synonyms when they both refer to human work. In his reflection upon all his 

works (2:10), he uses “labor” to refer to all of these works. Then in verse 2:11, he oscillates 

between “labor” and “work” with both referring to his grand list of accomplishments, “I 

looked on all the works that my hands had done and on the labor in which I had labored in 

doing it.” The fact that both words can have the same referent is significant, because it 

dispels the notion that there is an absolute dichotomy between the two types of work. 



Attempts to bifurcate the two types of workings may be motivated by the belief that amal 

only refers to wearisome work and asah to pleasant work. A key difference exists between 

“labor” and “deed” in relation to who is the subject of the verb: God or humans. In some 

cases who is doing the work is ambiguous. Notably, the term “labor” is never used of God’s 

work, only human labor, whereas “deed” is used of both divine and human work. So God is 

always “working,” but never “laboring.” 

 

“Business” 

The third key work term in Ecclesiastes is “business” (inyan,12x) which refers to the 

“business,” “occupations,” or “tasks” which people are engaged in during the course of their 

life. The word in Ecclesiastes refers to the vast scope of work in which humans are occupied 

throughout the course of their lives. Fox is correct in his insight that “business” has a sense of 

the “bustle of events that fill life” whereby “business” becomes “busyness.” Another 

connotation to “business” is that it is often a work that has been given by God to people. In 

this sense the work of humans is a “task” that has been assigned for people in their life. In ten 

of the eleven uses of  “business,” the word is used in a critical manner to describe either pain 

or futility in human labours. In three instances the adjective “evil” directly modifies 

“business” (1:13; 4:8; 5:13). With the one exception in 5:20, every instance of “business” 

describes a negative and futile labor situation of humanity. 

 

Work or Wealth? 

A key interpretive issue in the study of the three work words is the perplexing manner in 

which the terms refer to both the act of work and the product of work. All three terms are 

used within the parallel constructions “labor in which one labors,” “deeds that are done,” and 

“the business in which one busies oneself”, wherein distinctions can be more easily made 

between labor and its product. The noun forms are more ambiguous regarding a “work” and 



“wealth” reference. When Qohelet says a person should “rejoice in their labor” (5:19) is he 

referring to the joy of work or the joy derived from the income? Perhaps when the ambiguous 

usages of the work terms are employed, Qohelet has the totality of work and its results under 

consideration. The actual work of people and the results of the work are inextricably joined 

within Qohelet’s appraisals. This has significance for the overall interpretation of 

Ecclesiastes due to the close correlation of “labor” to the experiences of pleasure or pain.  

 

II. Labor Pains 

 

Qohelet is acutely critical of the extent of grief and pain associated with many human 

endeavors. Surprisingly, there are scant references in Ecclesiastes to the labor itself being 

painful.  However, though work in Ecclesiastes is not intrinsically painful, it is often 

derivatively painful, that is, pain often accompanies and is derived from human work. The 

question amounts to: what are the various causes of sorrow and pain in labor that Qohelet 

observes in the world?  

 

Grievous Toil 

The category of grief associations include any reference to emotional pain caused by the 

doing of the work and the anxiety over the results of work. The most direct link of pain with 

work comes from the error of the quantity of work people apply themselves to in life. Most 

prevalent in Ecclesiastes is the sorrow associated with overworking. The clearest expression 

of the criticism of overworking comes in Qohelet’s judgement against “two hands full of 

labor” (4:6). The striving for more deprived the worker of “quietness.” Brown remarks on the 

worker’s relentless laboring for profit, “In the vicious cycle for gain, toil marks a sabbath-

less existence.” The same overworking mindset is critiqued in the passage that follows (4:7–

8) where the worker “has no end to his labors,” and thus has no pleasure or family in his life. 

Ironically, the success of a hard-working person can cause more pain for them. In 5:12–13 



Qohelet twice refers to rich people hurt by their riches. Due to anxiety over maintaining 

riches, the “full stomach of the rich” causes sleeplessness (5:12), in contrast to the satisfied 

stomach of the laborer.  

The preponderance of pain associations with work often comes from anxiety over the 

outcomes of one’s labor. The work itself does not cause as much pain as the mental anguish 

associated with worrying about its success. Qohelet confessed that he initially felt pleasure 

from his work. It was only after he considered the prospects of the future of his work that his 

positive outlook morphed into “hatred” (2:18) and “despair” (2:20). Qohelet describes the 

mental anguish of these inward strivings as “days full of sorrow,” one’s “work is a vexation,” 

and the worker is deprived of sleep, “at night his heart cannot rest” (2:23). A similar mental 

affliction is experienced by the failed rich man of 5:13–17, who all his days “eats in darkness 

in much vexation and sickness and wrath.” When one considers that the constellation of pain 

terminology in Ecclesiastes is applied mainly to the anguish and worry about the future of 

one’s work, it indicates that Qohelet’s work polemic stresses the insecurities and vagaries of 

human living. The uncertainty of outcomes from work, the frustration of failed goals, and the 

fear of the future cause considerable stress to people. 

 

Laboring in Vain 

Despair over the futility of work is more frequent than the grief attending the effort of work. 

The futility of work describes the emotions of Qohelet and other workers as they consider 

and bemoan the failure of their efforts. An essential cause of vanity in work is the fleeting 

nature of human life and accomplishments. Transience, or impermanence, is an important 

element in hebel (“vanity, breath, meaningless, enigma”), perhaps even its essential meaning. 

Though wisdom and work may achieve many goals in life, those accomplishments will not 

endure. The quest for permanent accomplishments is called “vanity” and a “chasing after 

wind.” Qohelet achieved all that he desired, yet he dreaded the future when another person 



would enjoy and potentially jeopardize his success. The poor youth who became a popular 

king lost his honor and legacy, since future generations will not remember him. In 5:11 and 

6:1–2 a person gains riches and wealth yet someone else “partakes” of what they had earned. 

The rich man of 5:13–17 earns his wealth and then loses it through a failed investment. The 

transient nature of human accomplishments introduces an ultimate futility “under the sun” to 

the works of people.  

 

No Satisfaction 

Another dimension of futility in work is found in the tragedy that the labors of people are 

unable to satisfy their desires. It is evident from several scenarios that the end goal of the 

worker was not to find meaning but to obtain happiness in life, often denoted by the term 

“satisfaction.” When a person’s works fail to accomplish happiness, Qohelet judges the 

scenario as “vanity.” This is seen in the passages of 4:7 and 6:7, where people work to gratify 

their desires, but they are never able to satisfy the eyes (4:17) or the mouth (6:7). Rudman 

grimly observes, “Qoheleth’s philosophy of life is notable in that human attempts to achieve 

contentment appear from the very beginning to be doomed to failure.” The solitary rich man 

in 4:7–8 is a tragic figure who tirelessly works, yet never experiences any measure of 

happiness. His focus on work and riches, ostensibly to gain happiness, caused him to be 

isolated relationally. The mention of no son or brother and the rhetorical question, “For 

whom am I laboring?” indicate that his loneliness contributed to his unhappiness. Though his 

labor produced riches, he was “never satisfied” with them.  

The failure to be satisfied in life is considered by Qohelet to be a grievous evil and the 

ultimate tragedy of human existence. The “love of money” in 5:10 is seen to be intrinsically 

unsatisfying. In 6:3–9 Qohelet postulates a hypothetical scenario of a person who had 

everything (long life, children, riches) yet was not satisfied. Such a person would have been 

better off being a stillborn (6:3). From this conclusion Qohelet holds that the value of any 



work can be measured by its enhancement or erosion of human happiness. Yet, the enigma of 

Ecclesiastes is that the possibility of experiencing enjoyment from labour is still set forth for 

humanity. 

 

Sovereign Plans  

Essential to Qohelet’s theology is his belief that God sovereignly controls all the deeds that 

are done on the earth. The usage of such phrases as “the work of God,” “the hand of God,” 

“God makes” and “time” are allusions to the reality of a sovereign plan controlling all human 

works. The poem of the times in 3:1–7 chiefly teaches that everything that occurs in a human 

life happens according to the timing which God has determined. Without ambiguity, Qohelet 

adheres to a worldview that maintains God’s absolute sway over the affairs of humankind, so 

humans must take into account God’s designs and purposes. Futility occurs whenever God’s 

purposes undermine the purposes of humans, and when humans find themselves unable to 

amend the purposes of God. A repeated area of human futility comes in the arena of 

discerning the works of God and future events. Though humans may boast of their plans, they 

have no ability to foresee or fulfill the best outcomes for their lives. The inability of humans 

to know God’s purposes in life is a key reason for the futility of their work. 

 

III. Labor Gains 

 

It would be easy to conclude that Qohelet consistently views work negatively, however he 

enigmatically changes tack and speaks effusively over the positive benefits of labor. 

Beginning in the enjoyment refrain of 2:24–26 Qohelet’s tone towards the prospects of good 

rewards from labor changes, which begins an oscillating pattern of negative observation and 

positive advice. The unique feature of the enjoyment refrains is that God determines the 

reward from work. In these enjoyment passages instead of grief, pleasure becomes the norm, 

and instead of futility people experience success and happiness.  



 

God Apportions 

In these positive passages the term “lot, portion” (heleq) features prominently, which can be 

defined in Ecclesiastes as the accrued benefits from labor given by God for a person to enjoy 

in life. The “portion” of benefits that a person earns in life is always seen as gift from God. In 

both enjoyment refrains, the “gift of God” refers to the material proceeds from one’s work 

and the happiness that comes from enjoying those proceeds. The use of “gift” terminology 

reminds the reader that though they might have earned their income from hard work, it all 

ultimately comes from the hand of God. Qohelet seeks to correct the erroneous thinking that 

assumes that competent work guarantees an equitable return. This type of thinking attributes 

all rewards to the effort of people without taking into account God’s role in their 

disbursement. All the profitability of human labor is contingent upon the favor of God, so 

autonomous, self-reliant workers are living in a delusion.  

 

Pleasurable Labor 

Though it has been acknowledged that labor involves pain, it is not so readily observed that 

labor gives pleasure. Qohelet’s account of his royal accomplishments in 2:1–11 is a testament 

to the pleasure of work. This passage is often referred to as a hedonism or materialism 

experiment, but the whole enterprise is a colossal list of work projects. Drinking wine and 

amassing things and people (servants, singers, concubines) is what one would expect, yet his 

pleasure list begins with, “I did great works” (2:4). The extensive list of achievements and 

acquisitions were all aimed for obtaining pleasure, “I kept my heart from no pleasure” (2:10). 

And pleasure he did find, which was his “portion,” for all his labor. In this epic enterprise of 

work no note of negativity is present in his labors.  

There is universal recognition by scholars of God’s role in the experience of 

enjoyment in work and life. The primary positive benefit included within the “portion” and 



“gift” granted to people by God is enjoyment from work. In 2:26 the eating, drinking, and 

enjoyment from labor is “from the hand of God.”   Qohelet further elaborates that “apart from 

him” who can eat or “who can enjoy?” The enjoyment refrain of 5:18–20 credits God 

multiple times for the enjoyment experienced. Eating and drinking and finding enjoyment in 

work is “his lot.” God gives a person “wealth and possessions” and he “gives the power” to 

do three actions: “to eat [partake of] them”, “to accept his lot,” and “to rejoice in his toil.” 

These three enjoyable outcomes are “the gift of God.”  

Qohelet’s view of enjoyment encompasses the process of labor and not just the 

enjoyment of its proceeds. Many commentators only allow for pleasure to be associated with 

the proceeds of labor, for they consider “labor” to be inherently displeasing. When Qohelet 

implores a person to enjoy “all the labor in which one labors” the whole process of work and 

rewards is in view. If joy is experienced in labor, then one need not infer from Qohelet’s 

critical observations of labor that all labor is inherently grievous. It is possible, when 

accompanied by God’s blessing, for the act of labor to be redeemed and attended with 

pleasure. 

 

Successful Work 

It is logical to conclude that labor is profitable when it is not futile. Qohelet considers work to 

be valuable when work achieves its purpose, so he applauds every scenario where a worker 

successfully completes tasks or obtains revenue from their work. Each of the enjoyment 

refrains and the admonition of 9:7–10 mention either “labor” or “work” as part of the 

commendable lifestyle given by God. The enjoyment they experience is related to the 

pleasure of fulfilled objectives. The successful yield from labor is a “good reward for toil” 

(4:9), as opposed to “toiling for the wind.” Wisdom is applauded because it is instrumental in 

achieving successful results. Qohelet recognizes that it is good when a person’s works 

accomplish the goals set out before them—a success given by God. 



Qohelet deems the material proceeds of labor to be another key benefit from work. 

Qohelet is not anti-materialistic and does not portray God as being anti-materialistic. God 

gives “wealth and possessions” in 5:19 and gives all that the “sinner” gathers to “the one who 

pleases him” (2:26). The enjoyment refrains consider the ownership of riches or possessions 

as part of the “portion” and “gift” from God. In contrast, no longer owning riches is 

considered a futile outcome. That the possession of wealth is considered a part of the “gift of 

God” should guard against those interpretations that champion spiritual values over against 

material values. Qohelet’s polemic is not aimed at material possessions per se, but at each 

scenario in which a person fails to attain the valid pleasures normally associated with the 

wealth. Qohelet’s affirmation of the value of the possessions of this world is the basis for his 

advocacy of enjoying them in the admonitions of 9:7–10 and 11:7–10. Within his perspective 

of blessed living, Qohelet does not place the fear of God and the enjoyment of material 

possession in opposition. Rather, the necessary and valid enjoyment of materials possessions 

is contingent upon God’s blessing. In Ecclesiastes, vanity occurs every time people rely upon 

themselves, without the fear of God, in their pursuit of possessions and pleasures. Thus, one 

need not “hold in tension” fearing God and pursuing earthly gain. Instead, the two aims are 

held “hand in hand.” Such an outlook can be a helpful perspective for the vast majority of 

people who are employed in “secular” profit-driven enterprises.  

 

Fear God 

The recognition that God has absolute power to determine the course of a person’s 

life and the outcomes of their labors should inspire the fear of him in people. Qohelet 

explicitly states that the “fear of God” is the natural corollary to the recognition of his rule, “I 

perceived that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it nor anything 

taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before him” (3:14). The “fear God” 

injunction refers to human recognition that God is in control of all the occurs in a person’s 



life. This fear calls for the renunciation of self-reliance and hubris in relation to guiding one’s 

life. Many scholars, however, do not interpret Qohelet’s use of the “fear God” phrase in a 

positive light. The reference to “fear” is often read in the negative sense of  “terror” or 

“fright” before God, instead of reverence and trust. There are good reasons to believe, 

however, that Qohelet’s descriptions of God’s rule are intended to encourage his readers to 

trust in God. One can reasonably draw the inference from Qohelet’s observations and 

affirmations that God’s rule is propitious toward those who fear him. If God gives wisdom, 

righteousness, joy, riches, possessions and the opportunity to enjoy the fruit of one’s labor, it 

is reasonable to trust in such a deity. Given that Qohelet ends on a positive note about the 

prospects of labor and living in Chapter 11, the reader should conclude that Qohelet 

ultimately holds a positive attitude toward the possibilities of living a valuable life within the 

purposes of God.  

 

Conclusion 

A credible reading of Ecclesiastes needs to equally appreciate Qohelet’s negative and 

positive perspectives to work. When Qohelet declares that “all is vanity,” he levels a 

judgment against the totality of this world’s corruption as a result of the curses of Genesis 

chapter three. The maladies of ambition, overworking, covetousness, laziness, folly, and 

anxiety taint the whole “business” of work. Qohelet questions the worth of work for he 

knows that all accomplishments have a short shelf-life. Humans strive for worldly success for 

they imagine they will automatically derive happiness from it. Qohelet observes the ironic 

tragedy that the success of work often does not engender such happiness. A major frustration 

of human living is that people cannot comprehend the course of events in life and are unable 

control their own destiny due to God’s sovereign rule.  

The recognition of vanity in the world does not, however, rule out the possibility of 

people attaining true value and joy in life. Within his dialectical approach Qohelet changes 



tack to reconstruct value from the debris of this world’s vanity. The primary difference 

between the negative observations and the positive admonitions is that God confers the 

benefits of labor to individuals. Qohelet asserts that all rewards from labor depend upon 

God’s sovereign plans and not merely upon the competency of humans. He adjures people to 

“fear God” because all human purposes will falter apart from God’s blessings. When God 

gives a “portion” of good things in life people experience success in labor, the enjoyment of 

this world’s goods, and real happiness. People can affect their own happiness by embracing 

the rule of God over their lives, working with wisdom, and accepting all the enjoyable things 

that God has made available in life. These benefits from our labor form the partial mitigation 

of vanity of this world. 
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