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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

The Futility of Life” (Ecclesiastes 1:1-11) 

The Book of Ecclesiastes is relevant in every period of world history for it speaks to the meaning 
of all of human life. But it is particularly appropriate for us to study at this time when the world is 
in chaos and confusion. Governments, Scientists, Economists and the so-called great thinkers have 
no wisdom to enlighten us with. However, God has wisdom to share. Put down your newspapers, 
switch of the computer and the television. Let us hear His voice, “But the LORD is in his holy temple: 
let all the earth keep silence before Him.” (Hab. 2:20) 

 This is an autobiographical book by King Solomon. There never was a man like Solomon 
- not before or since. No king ever had so many earthly advantages. It’s as if God opened all the 
windows of heaven and poured out grace upon grace in abundance on this choice young man. No 
one could have had more yet sadly no one wasted more! He ended up deflated, depressed and 
disillusioned with the pursuit of the things of this world.  

 

 
 

The book does not declare eternal or heavenly things to be vain - only those things connected to 
this earth and limited by time. Something is vain if it brings no ultimate value. Many things on 
earth have a temporary value and are not evil in themselves. However, when these things are 
examined in the light of eternity, they are worthless or vain. This is not a pessimistic book but a 
realistic book. One writer noted, 

“When you read the Book of Ecclesiastes, you discover that when Solomon’s heart 
began to turn from the Lord, he went through a period of cynicism and despair.  He 
even questioned whether his life was worth living.  Without a close walk with the 
Lord, his heart was empty, so he pursued pleasure, became involved in commercial 
ventures with many foreign nations, and engaged in vast building 
programs.  However, he still found no enjoyment in life.  At least thirty-eight times 
in Ecclesiastes, Solomon wrote, “Vanity of vanities.”  His love for spiritual values 
was replaced by a love for physical pleasures and material wealth, and gradually 
his heart turned from the Lord.” 

The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of 
vanities; all is vanity. (v1-2) 
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Solomon begins by announcing his name and position, “Koheleth, son of David and King in Jerusalem.” 
This is no ordinary man. For Solomon is the son of Israel’s greatest King and in the Messianic 
royal line. He had more money, talents, abilities, privileges, opportunities than any man in history 
to pursue the natural world. Solomon admits he took full advantage of this, “So I was great, and 
increased more than all that were before me in Jerusalem: also my wisdom remained with me. And whatsoever mine 
eyes desired I kept not from them, I withheld not my heart from any joy.” (2:9-10) 

Solomon now takes the position of “the Preacher” or proclaimer of truth. He wants us to 
know that he had all the natural wisdom to gain out of everything mentioned in this book. In a 
sense, only Solomon could write this book. For no one can speak with more authority on this 
subject than him. Only one wiser man ever lived in respect of the natural things of life and that 
was Jesus Christ. 

After introducing himself, the Solomon puts forth the thesis which forms the subject of 
his treatise, “Vanity of vanities; all is vanity.”  

DEFINITION OF “VANITY” - The key word is vanity, which occurs thirty-seven times. The 
key phrase is “under the sun,” which occurs twenty-nine times. Another phrase which recurs is “I 
said in mine heart.” In other words, this book contains the cogitations of man’s heart. These are 
conclusions which men have reached through their own intelligence, their own experiments. The 
author reflects his frustration with trying to understand the meaning and purpose of life through 
his use of the Hebrew term hebel which is translated as “vanity.” The lexical entry of hebel is 
“vapour” or “breath.” In Ecclesiastes it is being used in a metaphorical sense.  

 

 
Solomon begins his book in a completely negative tone concerning the futility of all life and carries 
this theme throughout the book. Man’s labour is profitless; nature and human life repeat 
themselves in monotonous succession, and all must fall ere long into oblivion. Nothing is new, 
nothing is lasting (Eccl 1:1-11). This is the prologue; the rest of the book is taken up with the 
writer’s various experiences and deductions from this opening statement. Solomon wrote 
Ecclesiastes as a warning to those who think they can be satisfied with what the world has to offer. 
He is going to pursue whatever he wants and pursue everything in the natural life and come back 
and tell us if there is anything worth in them outside of God. He will finally tell us that all is vanity 
and vexation as nothing under the sun offers any permanent profit. In the end, he concludes that 
the wise man is he who fears God and keeps His commandments (Eccl 12:13).  

What profit hath a man of all his labour which he taketh under the sun? (v3) 

Solomon follows up his theme with a rhetorical question that demands a negative answer in v3. 
This is the key question to ask for a man that has seen it all and experienced it all from this world’s 
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perspective. In other words, Solomon is asking himself and us: What is the point in everything I’m 
doing? The answer he is bringing us to is that our lives are deeply unsatisfying if we view them 
simply from the horizontal or ground level. The pleasures of sin only last for a short season. If we 
cut off God from our world, then this is where we would end up.  

One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever. The sun also ariseth, 
and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to his place where he arose. The wind goeth toward the south, and turneth 

about unto the north; it whirleth about continually, and the wind returneth again according to his circuits. All the 
rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place from whence the rivers come, thither they return again. 

(v4-7) 

Solomon investigated the world around him. He found evidence from nature that man’s efforts 
are ultimately futile without God. As a further clarification and to evidence his statement, Solomon 
cites examples from human history (v4), nature (v5-7), and human nature (v8-11).   

 Solomon points out that all the great and the good come and they all go. Few, if any, are 
remembered. Most of us know very little of our family tree. Indeed, in v11 he observes all attempts 
to live on in future generations is futile, “There is no remembrance of former things; neither shall there be 
any remembrance of things that are to come with those that shall come after.” We carve out names in stone in 
graveyards that lie forgotten and some even hammer their names on the sides of buildings, which 
most people pass by without noting its significance. Mark Twain was right, “The world will lament 
you for an hour and forget you forever.” Man is born, is educated, works by the sweat of his brow 
for many years, married, has a family, and dies. The cycle is seemingly repeated endlessly. No one 
can break it. It is a life of monotony and purposelessness. Alexander Maclaren notes of Solomon,  

“He looks out upon humanity, and sees that in one aspect the world is full of births, and 
in another full of deaths. Coffins and cradles seem the main furniture, and he hears the 
tramp, tramp, tramp of the generations passing over a soil honeycombed with tombs.” 

So, life is like mowing the lawn or washing the clothes - you do it over and over and over again. 
From the horizontal perspective, we are all just a meaningless dot on the timeline of this planet. 
McDonald points out, 

“Solomon observed that frail man’s life is filled with labor and activity but where does it 
get him when all is said and done. He is on a treadmill, a tiresome round of motion without 
progress. You ask him why he works and he replied, ‘To get money, of course.’ But why 
does he want money? To buy food. And why does he want food? To maintain his strength. 
Yes, but why does he want strength? He wants strength so he can work. And so there he 
is right back where he began. He works to get money to buy food to give strength to work 
to get money to buy food to get strength and so on, ad infinitum. He lives a life of quiet 
desperation.” 

After setting forth the evidence from human history, Solomon switches to the natural 
world - sun, wind, rivers. We often mistake movement with progress. But the cycles of nature 
move but still go around and round in a monotonous cycle. For instance, the seemingly most 
significant planet in the cycle obeys this rule, “The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to 
his place where he arose.” The sun just rises in the east and it sets in the west. Up it comes and down 
it goes. It is indifferent to those around it. The same sun that rose and fell on Abraham, 
Nebuchadnezzar, Caesar, Apostle Paul, John Wesley etc., rises and falls upon us. The same is true 
for the wind, “The wind goeth toward the south, and turneth about unto the north; it whirleth about continually, 
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and the wind returneth again according to his circuits.” The same is also true for hydrological cycle, “All 
the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place from whence the rivers come, thither they return 
again.” There was “change” all around in each of the natural cycles, yet nothing really changed. 

The natural world is one gigantic illustration for the cyclical nature of man’s life. For just 
like the sun rises and sets, the wind blows, and the rain falls so life is like a giant merry-go-round, 
constantly returning on its course. We may label ourselves to sound significant – baby boomers, 
Millennials, Gen X but all are ultimately forgotten. All are dispensable and all are replaceable. We 
are here today and gone tomorrow. No one cares!  

All things are full of labour; man cannot utter it: the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with 
hearing. The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: 
and there is no new thing under the sun. Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? it hath been 

already of old time, which was before us. There is no remembrance of former things; neither shall there be any 
remembrance of things that are to come with those that shall come after. (8-11) 

Solomon concludes from this evidence that life with its seemingly aimless cycles is fleeting 
and deeply frustrating. There are three basic reasons for this conclusion: 

(1) No satisfaction under the sun (v8). 
(2) Nothing new under the sun (v9-10). 
(3) No one is remembered under the sun (v11). 

The world promises a proverbial crock of gold under the rainbow if you pursue the things of life 
without God. But we will find this is a lie, “All things are full of labour; man cannot utter it: the eye is not 
satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing.” It was the same lie the old devil promised Eve in 
Eden. That if your break free from God and live life your way then you will be happy. There are 
a great many people who swallow this lie and live like that. It is doomed to frustration and deep 
disappointment. Everything and everyone in life will ultimately disappoint us. 

 

 
 Swindoll pointedly notes, 

“Apathy rules and nobody seems to care. Life isn’t simply tragic. Life is dull. H. L. Mencken 
said it well, ‘The basic fact about human experience is not that it is a tragedy, but that it is 
a bore. It is not that it is predominantly painful, but that it is lacking in any sense.’ No one 
ever said it better than Thoreau: ‘Most men lead lives of quiet desperation.’ We don't want 
to believe that. Motivational speakers who cheerlead seminars all across America hope that 
we won’t believe that. It would blow a hole in their business. The last thing we’re supposed 
to realize is that we have lied to most of our lives.” 

Often, foolish men attempt to break out of this cycle by proclaiming some new invention or novel 
thinking but he only finds frustratingly that the problems of mankind remain, “Is there any thing 
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whereof it may be said, See, this is new?” Many look for something to distract them or deliver them. 
Some even invent more sophisticated and accessible ways of sinning but the problem of sin, uneasy 
conscience, fear of eternity and death afflicts every culture, continent, and century, “it hath been 
already of old time, which was before us.” It is just smoke and mirrors. History repeats itself in generation 
after generation in one endless cul-de-sac. We boast in being progressive because our memories 
are so short but we are all regressive.   

To be wise a man or woman has to grasp the limitations of viewing life from the horizontal 
independent of God. For the worldview “under the sun” is limited, frustrated and meaningless. 
Power, popularity, prestige, pleasure cannot fill the vacuum in our hearts that only God can fill. 
There is another worldview. We can view life from the vertical and bring God into the picture to 
bring meaning, value, and purpose. This is where Solomon ultimately wants to bring his reader to 
at the end of the book, “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: 
for this is the whole duty of man.” (Eccl. 12:13) 

The frustrations of searching “under the sun” has a solution. Jesus came to give us real life 
and real meaning, “I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly.” (John 
10:10) When we can’t get satisfaction under the sun, we can find satisfaction in the Son. That is 
why Augustine observed, ‘Thou hast made us, O Lord, for thyself and our hearts shall find no rest 
‘til it rests in Thee.”  
 

 
 
 
 


