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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

The Futility of Man’s Knowledge” (Ecclesiastes 1:12-18) 

OUTLINE - This is not a book without logic or structure. It begins with the problem stated: All 
is Vanity in this World. Solomon then sets out the evidence to back up his claim. He will show how 
he diligently sought satisfaction through many different areas of life. Solomon will try science, the 
laws of nature, wisdom and philosophy, pleasure and materialism, as well as living for the “now.” 
He will explore fatalism, egotism, religion, wealth, and morality. Then in the final verses of the 
book he will give us the result of his experiments.  

 
There seems to be two main divisions with an introduction and conclusion added on when you 
read the 12 chapters. The first six chapters of the book of Ecclesiastes describe all of the worldly 
things “under the sun” that the Preacher tries to find fulfillment in. He used his resources and 
know-how to construct lavish buildings and to provide himself with luxurious gardens and farms; 
he amassed a personal fortune; he equipped his household with everything he needed for a life of 
uninhibited pleasure. In the first two chapters is where the search begins and he describes how he 
tries scientific discovery (Eccl 1:10-11), wisdom and philosophy (Eccl 1:13-18), mirth (Eccl 2:1), 
alcohol (Eccl 2:3), architecture (Eccl 2:4); property (Eccl 2:7-8), and luxury (Eccl 2:8). The Preacher 
then turned his mind towards different philosophies to find meaning, such as materialism (Eccl 
2:19-20). In chapters 3 and 4, he gives us the results that came from that search. In five and six, 
he exhorts us on a variety of vanities that conclude from these things. Everything was meaningless, 
a temporary diversion that, without God, had no purpose or longevity. 

Chapters 7-12 of Ecclesiastes describe the Preacher’s practical suggestions and comments 
on how a life should be lived and there are certain conclusions that he finally brings us to. He 
comes finally to the conclusion; that without God, there is no truth or meaning to life. He has seen 
many evils, and realized that even the best of man’s achievements are worth nothing in the long 
run. So, he advises the reader to acknowledge God from youth (Eccl 12:1), and to follow His will 
(Eccl 12:13-14). 

 2 

SOLOMON – This man was the wisest, richest, and most powerful man of his generation. His 
wisdom was famed across the world, his wealth far beyond imagination, he had the most beautiful 
wives in the world, and he had servants without number, summer and winter palaces, and 
magnificent gardens. According to the biblical record, Solomon was “wiser than all men . . . and his 
fame was in all nations round about” (1 Kings 4:31). “And there came of all people to hear the wisdom of 
Solomon, from all kings of the earth, which had heard of his wisdom” (1 Kings 4:34). Furthermore, his reign 
was uniquely prosperous. “King Solomon passed all the kings of the earth in riches and wisdom” (2 Chron 
9:22). It seems Solomon had it all. “Who can eat, or who else can hasten or enjoy hereunto, more than I?” 
(Eccl 2:25). This was no idle boast! 

Solomon came into this life in the midst of some mixed circumstances, but the grace of 
God made something wonderful from this tragic birth. Solomon probably is around 20 years old 
when he becomes King. He enjoyed a very different kind of monarchy than the one his father had 
after Saul’s tragic reign. Solomon’s father, King David, had to fight many wars but Solomon “had 
peace on all sides round about him” (1 Kings 4:24). Saul, David and Solomon all reigned 40 years, but 
each had very different reigns. Solomon died around 60 years, but because he wasted his life he 
was prematurely “old” (1 Kings11:4). This king lived in multiple splendid palaces. He had all of his 
utensils made of gold. Even the stalls of his horses were overlaid with gold. He owned tens of 
thousands of the finest horses from Egypt.  

Gold came to Solomon at an incredible rate every day. All kinds of animals, food, artifacts 
from all over the world were brought to him. No man ever became such a connoisseur of all of 
these. Solomon was a poet, a musician, a scientist, and a writer. Using his great organisational 
abilities, he instituted a major and spectacular development program for his capital city. His 
achievements became legendary, as did his understanding not only of the human condition but 
also of the physical world around him with its abundant animal and plant life. Solomon had all the 
natural ability to gain out of everything he mentions in this book. He mastered every subject. The 
whole of Israel basked in his wisdom and seemed to benefit from his giftedness. People came from 
far and wide to ask him questions and to hear him speak.  

Sadly, Solomon was not strong enough to withstand the temptations that go along with 
such a life of popularity, largesse and luxury. His contribution to the nation of Israel is figured 
largely in material terms and, subsequent to the building of the Temple, he did little to promote 
the religious life of his people. The summary of Solomon’s life is “if only…” He was truly the 
wisest fool who ever lived. A great mind doesn’t mean that you have a spiritual heart. It is not 
enough to maintain a walk with God. The wisest of men was just a man! This is a poignant warning 
to any who believe that the education of a child is the greatest thing. Education is a great thing. 
But it is not the greatest thing. That is why Solomon declared, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning 
of knowledge.” (Prov. 1:7a) 

Solomon used all the manifold gifts and all the opportunities God gave him to live life to 
the full. The Lord permitted one man this amazing opportunity and Solomon then wrote the Book 
of Ecclesiastes as his autobiography towards the end of his life. So, Solomon speaks here with real 
experience and authority. We all would do well to listen. Solomon writes to warn us of the futility 
of a life without God. He concludes at the end of the Book that by putting God first is the only 
way to find any meaning. Solomon learned these lessons the hard way. You can learn the same 
lessons the easy or the hard way. 
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ECCLESIASTES 1:1-12 to 2:26: Futility of Seeking Satisfaction in Human Achievement  

In the first eleven verses of Ecclesiastes chapter one, Solomon examined three broad categories in 
his search for the key to life: human history, physical nature, and human nature. He now narrows 
his focus in 1:12-2:26 to investigations from his own personal experimentation. Solomon recounts 
that he sought satisfaction in four broad categories, but ended up disillusioned. F B Meyer records, 

“In Greek mythology, King Tantalus offended the gods and was punished in the 
underworld. He was placed in a lake in water up to his chin, but whenever he attempted 
to satisfy his burning thirst the water receded. Over his head were branches laden with 
choice fruit, but when he tried to satisfy his hunger they eluded his grasping hands. 
Tantalus, therefore, became the symbol of utter frustration. Even today his name is 
remembered in the English word tantalize.” 

Solomon will outline four key areas that he investigated and fully pursued but ultimately found to 
be empty vessels of satisfaction. He discovered the:  

1. Futility of Knowledge (Eccl 1:12-18). 

2. Futility of Leisure (Eccl 2:1-11).  

3. Futility of Natural Wisdom (Eccl 2:12-17).  

4. Futility of Work (Eccl 2:18-26). 

In the concluding verses of chapter two, Solomon is suddenly confronted with a different 
perspective (v24-26). This message of hope shows that the greatest challenge to a life lived without 
reference to God is to encounter a person whose life is filled with His presence and approval. To 
the man who pleases Him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness, “For God giveth to a man 
that is good in his sight wisdom, and knowledge, and joy: but to the sinner he giveth travail, to gather and to heap 
up, that he may give to him that is good before God. This also is vanity and vexation of spirit.” (Eccl. 2:26) 

INVESTIGATION ONE - FUTILITY OF EDUCATION (v12-18) 

There are many people who believe that the acquisition of knowledge is everything. Universities 
abound in modern society. Nations measure their prestige by the number of graduates they have. 
Asians, in particular, will sacrifice huge amounts of time, energy, and money to get the best 
education for their child. Tuition services are billion dollar industries. There was no one better 
than Solomon to investigate this truth and give us his considered verdict. He concludes that the 
pursuit of knowledge without God is vanity and futile. In Proverbs, Solomon extolls knowledge 
and wisdom (Prov. 1:7-9; 9:10), but this is knowledge based on the fear of the Lord.  

I the Preacher was king over Israel in Jerusalem. And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom 
concerning all things that are done under heaven: this sore travail hath God given to the sons of man to be 

exercised therewith. I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and vexation 
of spirit. That which is crooked cannot be made straight: and that which is wanting cannot be numbered. (v12-15) 

The pursuit of knowledge is not a new thing. For instance, the ancient Egyptians acquired great 
wisdom. The great temples and monuments  they erected continue to fascinate and baffle people 
in the modern day. Indeed, we still don’t know how the built the pyramids! The ancient Egyptians 
had an extraordinary command of astronomy, mathematics, agriculture, arts, science, and 
technology. They invented and mastered the use of things like locks, body mummification, ramps, 
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ploughs, mills for grinding grain, chariots, pottery, glass, irrigation, paper and ink, cosmetics, the 
toothbrush and toothpaste etc.  

Solomon had great natural abilities, thirst for knowledge, and wisdom was a gift of God (1 
Kings 3:5-28). He sought out the greatest education possible until he mastered every subject “And 
I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven.” Solomon 
stopped at nothing. He put heart and soul into this pursuit. In the end, few, if any, could teach 
him anymore. This was no idle boast as he was particularly close to the Egyptians, who were the 
most advanced nation on earth at that time. He even married an Egyptian princess. 

 

 
  

The pursuit of knowledge requires great discipline and sacrifice, “this sore travail hath God given to the 
sons of man to be exercised therewith.” Guzik notes, 

“God has deliberately built a system where life seems meaningless and empty without the 
understanding of a living, active God to whom we must give account. It may seem cruel 
of God to devise such a system, but it is actually evidence of His great love and mercy. He 
built within us the desire and need for that which brings meaning and fulfilment to life. As 
Augustine wrote, the Creator made a God-shaped space in each of us, which can only be 
filled with Him.” 

Solomon testifies that he witnessed the product of great minds, “I have seen all the works that 
are done under the sun.” Solomon himself designed and erected some of the most amazing palaces, 
gardens, monuments of history. But Solomon learned the limitations on education, “That which is 
crooked cannot be made straight: and that which is wanting cannot be numbered.”  

This is not advice to encourage us to give up on education. Education has value but it 
cannot solve the deep problems of life. All our intellectual pursuits will always hit a wall. For man’s 
wisdom is incomplete and misleading. You can never master all knowledge. There is always 
something more and newer to be learned. Socrates once quipped, “I am the wisest of all Greeks, 
because I of all men know that I know nothing.” Furthermore, man’s knowledge can’t make a 
sinner holy. Leopards can’t change their spots. The politician, sociologist, psychiatrist, doctor, 
economist etc. all promise to be able to “reform” or “change” fallen man. All have failed. It is one 
of the great frustrations of life. The world is broken beyond human repair, and only God can truly 
fix it. 

Many people boast that “knowledge is power.” In a limited way, there is some truth in 
that. But, in spite of man’s best efforts, knowledge has no power to keep you alive when God’s 
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says your time is up. Education can’t teach you what is morally right and wrong; it can’t teach you 
about eternity and spiritual matters. A godless man with a PhD is simply an educated fool. He is 
looking but not truly seeing. The simplest child that knows God has far more wisdom than him! 
That is why Solomon concluded that knowledge without God is meaningless and frustration, 
“behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit.” Only God can transform people’s lives from the inside out.   

I communed with mine own heart, saying, Lo, I am come to great estate, and have gotten more wisdom than all 
they that have been before me in Jerusalem: yea, my heart had great experience of wisdom and knowledge. And I 

gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit. For 
in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow. (v16-18) 

This great King pursued man’s knowledge to the greatest degree, “I communed with mine own heart, 
saying, Lo, I am come to great estate, and have gotten more wisdom than all they that have been before me in 
Jerusalem: yea, my heart had great experience of wisdom and knowledge.” If anyone could have found 
satisfaction in this pursuit, it was Solomon. He sent representatives to India, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Babylon, Greece, and to the uttermost parts of the world in search of answers to life’s most 
perplexing questions. The great and the good flowed from every corner of the planet to his palace 
to discuss these things. The Bible reveals that he succeeded in this pursuit for he was, “wiser than 
all men . . . and his fame was in all nations round about” (1 Kings 4:31). “And there came of all people to hear 
the wisdom of Solomon, from all kings of the earth, which had heard of his wisdom” (1 Kings 4:34).  

 

 
 

Solomon’s knowledge of art, philosophy, biology, chemistry was famous, 

And he spake three thousand proverbs: and his songs were a thousand and five. 
And he spake of trees, from the cedar tree that is in Lebanon even unto the hyssop 
that springeth out of the wall: he spake also of beasts, and of fowl, and of creeping 
things, and of fishes. (1 Kgs 4:32-33). 

Solomon revealed another intellectual pursuit – philosophy, “And I gave my heart to know wisdom, and 
to know madness and folly.” But he found that philosophy without God makes you a “foolosopher.” 
For he admits, “I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit.” Keith Krell notes, 

“If Solomon were alive today, he would say, “You’ve heard of Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle? Morons!” Solomon’s point in 1:16 is that he is the wisest man that has ever lived, 
yet he still couldn’t find satisfaction in education and learning. At first glance, it is natural 
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to assume that Solomon’s quest led him to observe insanity. However, in Scripture both 
“madness” and “folly” imply moral perversity rather than mental oddity.” 

Solomon writes here as a broken man, “I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit. For in much 
wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.” For he learned a painful lesson. 
That everything is meaningless without GOD. It will lead us to all the dead end streets in life. 
Solomon thought deeply about this, “I communed with mine own heart.” But he can’t even conclude 
any great advantage of wisdom over folly. Solomon points out that wisdom simply allows you to 
understand that life is full of pain and sorrow but it can’t solve the problem. In fact, it multiples 
your frustration and sorrow. You also discover that the more you know, the more you realise you 
don’t know. One commentator noted, 

“The more knowledge the old king obtains, the deeper his grief becomes. Humanly 
speaking, there is no way out of the quagmire into which he has fallen. Each new titbit of 
information only plunges him deeper into his hopelessness. Solomon knows better than 
to worship idols. Given fantastic wisdom from God, the king has squandered it. A brilliant 
beginning moves inexorably to a sordid ending. Everything confirms his humanity, his 
sinfulness, his accountability, and his inevitable death. With an increasingly heavy heart, 
Solomon’s research is driving him to a heart-wrenching conclusion: he cannot save 
himself. No person can. What more can he do? Is it time to give up? With time so very 
short, what might possibly provide the greatest benefit? Like many an individual before or 
since, King Solomon turns from serious pursuits to the pursuit of pleasure (2:1–11).  

Life without God is meaningless. Academic degrees, research and study, philosophical ramblings 
can’t substitute for knowing God. The Lord reminds us all,  

Thus saith the LORD, Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, neither let the 
mighty man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches: But let him 
that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I am the 
LORD which exercise lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness, in the earth: 
for in these things I delight, saith the LORD. (Jer. 9:23-24) 

 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS  

(1) In what areas of my life would I agree with Solomon that life “under the sun” meaningless or 
futile?  

(2) How does the fleeting nature of life and lack of satisfaction in natural things affect my thinking? 
What area of my life gives me satisfaction? 

(3) If life does not satisfy because nothing is new and no one is remembered (1:8-11), how should 
I then live? 

(4) What are the strengths and weaknesses on the pursuit of knowledge in the natural world? 

 


