
The Key Word in Ecclessiastes

A Word Study on  ֶהבֶל (hevel, “futile”)


NET Bible


The motto “Everything is futile!” is the theme of the book [of Ecclesiastes]. Its occurs at the 
beginning (1:2) and end of the book (12:8), forming an envelope structure (inclusio). Everything 
described in 1:2-12:8 is the supporting proof of the thesis of 1:2. With few exceptions (e.g., 
2:24-26; 3:14-15; 11:9-12:1, 9), everything described in 1:2-12:8 is characterized as “futile” (הֶבֶל, 
hevel).


The term הֶבֶל (hevel, “futile”) is repeated five times within the eight words of verse 2 for 
emphasis. The noun הֶבֶל is the key word in Ecclesiastes. The root is used in two ways in the OT, 
literally and figuratively. 


The literal, concrete sense is used in reference to the wind, man’s transitory breath, evanescent 
vapor (Isa 57:13; Pss 62:10; 144:4; Prov 21:6; Job 7:16). In this sense, it is often a synonym for 
“breath” or “wind” (Eccl 1:14; Isa 57:13; Jer 10:14). The literal sense lent itself to metaphorical 
senses: (1) breath/vapor/wind is nonphysical, evanescent, and lacks concrete substance thus, the 
connotation “unsubstantial” (Jer 10:15; 16:19; 51:18), “profitless” or “fruitless” (Ps 78:33; Prov 
13:11), “worthless” (2 Kgs 17:15; Jer 2:5; 10:3), “pointless” (Prov 21:6), “futile” (Lam 4:17; Eccl 
1:2, 14; 2:1, 14-15), (2) breath/vapor/wind is transitory and fleeting—thus, the connotation 
“fleeting” or “transitory” (Prov 31:30; Eccl 6:12; 7:15; 9:9; 11:10; Job 7:16) and (3) breath/vapor/
wind cannot be seen thus, the idea of “obscure,” “dark,” “difficult to understand,” “enigmatic” 
(Eccl 11:10). See HALOT 236-37 s.v. I הֶבֶל; BDB 210-11 s.v. I הֶבֶל. 


The metaphorical sense is used with the following synonyms: ּתּהֹו (tohu, “empty, vanity”; Isa 
 ,loʾ hoʿil, “worthless) לֹא הוֹעִיל and ,(riq, “profitless, useless”; Isa 30:7; Eccl 6:11) רִיק ,(49:4
profitless”; Is 30:6; 57:12; Jer 16:19). It is parallel to “few days” and “[days] which he passes like a 
shadow” (Eccl 6:12). It is used in reference to youth and vigor (11:10) and life (6:12; 7:15; 9:9), 
which are “transitory” or “fleeting.” 


The most common parallels to הֶבֶל in Ecclesiastes are the phrases “chasing after the wind” 
(  ”or “no profit (mah yitron ,מהַ־יּתִרְוֹן) ”?rʿut ruakh) in 2:11, 17, 26; 7:14 and “what profit ,רְעוּת רוּחַ
 in 2:11; 3:19; 6:9. It is used in reference to enigmas in life (6:2; 8:10, 14) and (ʾen yitron ,אֵין יתִרְוֹן)
to the future which is obscure (11:8). 


It is often used in antithesis to terms connoting value: טוֹב (tov, “good, benefit, advantage”) 
and יתֹרְוֹן (yotron, “profit, advantage, gain”). Because the concrete picture of the “wind” lends 
itself to the figurative connotation “futile,” the motto “This is futile” (זהֶ הֶבֶל, zeh hevel) is often 
used with the metaphor, “like striving after the wind” (רְעוּת 
 rʿut ruakh)—a graphic picture of an expenditure of ,רוּחַ
effort in vain because no one can catch the wind by chasing 
it (e.g., 1:14, 17; 2:11, 17, 26; 4:4, 6, 16; 6:9). 


Although it is the key word in Ecclesiastes, it should not 
be translated the same way in every place.
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USE THE NET BIBLE  
1

(Michael S. Heiser)


I’m the kind of person who likes to use things until they can no longer be fixed. I don't like 
to upgrade until whatever I’m using passes the point of being inconvenient but workable to 
being totally useless, even dangerous. Admit it: we all have something that's "good enough" 
for what we need to do.  And if we’re just as honest, we also have to admit that when we do 
upgrade we wonder why we waited so long. 


That’s how it will be with the NET Bible. 


What’s the NET Bible? Close your eyes and think about the study Bible you’re using. Can 
you see the tiny footnotes scattered through your translation here and there? They direct your 
attention to a few words at the bottom of the page, maybe a suggestion for another 
translation or something about a manuscript. There aren't that many, but they’re useful. Got 
that fixed in your mind? Now give your study Bible a performance-enhancing drug, maybe a 
growth hormone. The NET Bible is what all other study Bibles want to be when they grow up. 


I’m not kidding. The NET Bible is a freely available translation created by dozens of 
scholars experienced in Bible translation. It has over 60,000 notes, most of which explain 
specifically why the translators did what they did or how a different manuscript reading might 
affect translation. The preface to the NET Bible explains why it's distinctive: 


The translators' notes make the original languages far more accessible, allowing you 
to look over the translator’s shoulder at the very process of translation. This level of 
documentation is a first for a Bible translation, making transparent the textual basis and 
the rationale for key renderings (including major interpretive options and alternative 
translations). 


Theres no other tool that comes close to it for 
English readers who don't know Greek and 
Hebrew. If you are growing in your Bible study 
skills, at some point you need to breach the 
English translation, The NET Bible has an 
unparalleled focus on the biblical text and the 
decisions the English translators made. 


 This is taken from a book I highly recommend, Brief Insights on Mastering Bible Study (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018), pp.173-174.1


