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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

The Futility of Man’s Amusements & Achievements” (Ecclesiastes 2:1-26) 

Solomon began laying out the evidence for the futility of a life without God in Ecclesiastes 1:12-
18 by showing that the pursuit of knowledge is vanity. In chapter two, he will look at three other 
areas: 

(1) FUTILITY OF LEISURE (Eccl 2:1-11) 
(2) FUTILITY OF NATURAL WISDOM (Eccl 2:12-17)  
(3) FUTILITY OF WORK (Eccl 2:18-26) 

Solomon could find no satisfaction in the pursuit of knowledge and education. He concluded, 
“For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.” (1:18) So, Solomon 
switched focus here to the pursuit of self-amusement. Intellectualism has failed to satisfy. He 
went from the “heavy stuff” to the “light stuff” to see if it would make him happy.  William 
MacDonald points out, 

“Having failed to find fulfilment in intellectual pursuits, Solomon turns in chapter 2 to 
the pursuit of pleasure. It seems reasonable that one would be happy if one could just 
enjoy enough pleasure. He thought pleasure by definition means the enjoyable sensations 
that come from the gratification of personal desires. So he decided that he would live it 
up, that he would try to experience every stimulation of the senses known to man. He 
would drink the cup of fun to the full and then at least his heart would ask no more. The 
search ended in failure.” 

FUTILITY OF LEISURE (Eccl 2:1-11) 

I said in mine heart, Go to now, I will prove thee with mirth, therefore enjoy pleasure: and, behold, this also is 
vanity. I said of laughter, It is mad: and of mirth, What doeth it? (v1-2) 

Solomon had the mind, time, and wealth to pursue pleasure. The first area he immersed himself 
in was entertainment. This man fully pursued this area of life, “I said in mine heart, Go to now, I will 
prove thee with mirth, therefore enjoy pleasure.” Solomon assembled the greatest group of entertainers 
from every corner of the world. Money was no object to him. He testifies, “I gat me men singers and 
women singers, and the delights of the sons of men, as musical instruments, and that of all sorts.” This king 
could grasp every nuance of comedy from the most obscure of sources. Yet he found no 
pleasure in it, “behold, this also is vanity.” 

We live in a world that is particularly hedonistic. Amusement is the sole or chief good in 
life and the pursuit of it, is seen as the ideal aim of conduct. It is tragic that some of the greatest 
minds are wasted on foolishness. Some of the brightest minds spend countless hours on 
computer games or watching trashy soap operas. Comedians, ironically, are often the most 
depressed! They wax lyrical about “mental health” when it is really a by-product of a life wasted 
in self-indulgence and refusal to acknowledge God.  

I sought in mine heart to give myself unto wine, yet acquainting mine heart with wisdom; and to lay hold on folly, 
till I might see what was that good for the sons of  men, which they should do under the heaven all the days of their 

life. (v3) 

Solomon tried another leisure activity that often the so-called “great and the good” turn to. He 
became a connoisseur of wine, “I sought in mine heart to give myself unto wine.” Solomon hoped to 
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find sophistication and satisfaction in the bottle. He ate, drank and was merry. The finest food, 
amusements, wine, and women were brought to him. The party was in full flow every day.  

 

 
 

I made me great works; I builded me houses; I planted me vineyards: I made me gardens and orchards, and I 
planted trees in them of all kind of fruits: I made me pools of water, to water therewith the wood that bringeth 

forth trees: I got me servants and maidens, and had servants born in my house; also I had great possessions of great 
and small cattle above all that were in Jerusalem before me: I gathered me also silver and gold, and the peculiar 

treasure of kings and of the provinces: I gat me men singers and women singers, and the delights of the sons of men, 
as musical instruments, and that of all sorts. (v4-8) 

Living a life in frivolity and leisure didn’t bring any lasting happiness to Solomon. Another area 
he experimented on was seeking satisfaction in human achievement. This passionate man 
pursued this wholeheartedly, “I made me great works.” Solomon constructed some of the most 
amazing buildings in human history. He was the greatest artist and architect the world has ever 
known. The Egyptians who built the pyramids were nothing compared to him. He had the time, 
talent, and seemingly unlimited financial resources to lavish on these architectural masterpieces. 
His father David left $300 billion worth of gold for the temple. This structure took 7 years to 
erect and when it was finished must have been worth hundreds of billions of dollars. Solomon 
not only built a temple but magnificent cities, palaces and gardens (2 Chron.8:4-6). His own 
palace in Jerusalem took 13 years in building. If there was lasting pleasure in human 
achievement, Solomon would have found it.  

Solomon lived a life of unimaginable luxury. People waited on his every whim and need, 
“I got me servants and maidens, and had servants born in my house.” This gave him enormous power and 
control over others. He had wealth on a grand scale, “also I had great possessions of great and small 
cattle above all that were in Jerusalem before me: I gathered me also silver and gold, and the peculiar treasure of 
kings and of the provinces.” He had so much gold that he even put gold in his horse stables. The 
Bible reveals that silver was treated as nothing (1 Kings 10:1,21). He had all kinds of delicacies 
and foods on his table (1 Kings 4:22-23).  

These amazing achievements were Solomon’s personal, pet projects. They exceeded the 
seven wonders of the world. Yet it left him completely empty, “Then I looked on all the works that 
my hands had wrought, and on the labour that I had laboured to do: and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of 
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spirit, and there was no profit under the sun.” (v11) All Solomon’s great milestones became millstones 
on his heart. They brought a measure of immediate gratification but no lasting happiness. It is 
interesting that the billionaires rarely retire from their empires. They live for one more deal and 
one more invention. For those that do retire, they often feel empty and some even die 
prematurely. 

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; for my heart 

rejoiced in all my labour: and this was my portion of all my labour. Then I looked on all the works that my hands 
had wrought, and on the labour that I had laboured to do: and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit, and 

there was no profit under the sun. (v9-11) 

Solomon summarises here this area of his life. He had it all and he pursued it all, “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; for my heart rejoiced in 
all my labour: and this was my portion of all my labour.” This man achieved incredible heights. He had 
pleasure, possessions, and popularity. People admired and envied him all over the world. But in 
the end it was shadows chasing shadows, “Then I looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, 
and on the labour that I had laboured to do: and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit, and there was no 
profit under the sun.” 

 

  
 

The problem in pursuing amusement, comedy, and wine is that they provide only a temporary 
diversion in one’s mind from reality. But sooner or later, the individual has to leave the 
amusement, comedy show, or put down the bottle of wine. The next day you have to sober up in 
the morning and get up to face reality. When the laughter ends, the grief remains. Then the 
emptiness returns. Banowksy notes, 

“Pleasure is a hard master, an appetite that grows on what it feeds. It is a physiological 
fact that a stimulated muscle reflexively demands greater stimulation, and people become 
enslaved by their passions in much the same way. With each overindulgence, the level of 
physical and emotional expectation gradually rises so that an increasingly greater thrill is 
required to satisfy the urge. Without finding full satisfaction, the hunger need settles into 
the monotony of filling and emptying. One begins by seeking pleasure to fill his 
boredom and ends by being bored with pleasures.”  

 4 

FUTILITY OF NATURAL WISDOM (Eccl 2:12-17)  

And I turned myself to behold wisdom, and madness, and folly: for what can the man do that cometh after the 
king? even that which hath been already done. Then I saw that wisdom excelleth folly, as far as light excelleth 

darkness. The wise man's eyes are in his head; but the fool walketh in darkness: and I myself perceived also that 
one event happeneth to them all. Then said I in my heart, As it happeneth to the fool, so it happeneth even to me; 
and why was I then more wise? Then I said in my heart, that this also is vanity. For there is no remembrance of 

the wise more than of the fool for ever; seeing that which now is in the days to come shall all be forgotten. And how 
dieth the wise man? as the fool. Therefore I hated life; because the work that is wrought under the sun is grievous 

unto me: for all is vanity and vexation of spirit. (v12-17) 

Solomon then took some time to have a period of introspection, “And I turned myself to behold 
wisdom, and madness, and folly: for what can the man do that cometh after the king? even that which hath been 
already done.” He was given the privilege of having more natural wisdom than any fallen man 
before or after. Solomon accepts that, in some sense, wisdom is better than foolishness, “Then I 
saw that wisdom excelleth folly, as far as light excelleth darkness. The wise man's eyes are in his head; but the fool 
walketh in darkness.” In other words, Solomon notes that wisdom provides foresight to avoid 
certain dangers whereas a fool falls into difficulty as though he stumbles around in the dark.  

However, there is a limit to this superiority for ultimately both the wise man and the fool 
die and are both forgotten, “and I myself perceived also that one event happeneth to them all. Then said I in 
my heart, As it happeneth to the fool, so it happeneth even to me; and why was I then more wise? Then I said in 
my heart, that this also is vanity. For there is no remembrance of the wise more than of the fool for ever; seeing that 
which now is in the days to come shall all be forgotten. And how dieth the wise man? as the fool.” No matter 
how wise you are, your wisdom is in the end worthless because it cannot change your final 
destiny. The wise man and the fool end up in the same grave, “As it happeneth to the fool, so it 
happeneth even to me; and why was I then more wise?” And in a few years both are forgotten, “For there 
is no remembrance of the wise more than of the fool for ever.”  They are indistinguishable in death. 
Wisdom provides only a temporary advantage. Fairchild points out, 

“Death acts as a great sandstorm that comes to flatten all of our sandcastles we are so 
proud of. Death is the great equalizer because no matter how high we build them, we all 
descend six feet under as we push up tulips.” 

Solomon faces the emptiness of life without God in a very honest way, “Therefore I hated 
life; because the work that is wrought under the sun is grievous unto me: for all is vanity and vexation of spirit.” 
This is the black hole of despair that all men fall into who pursue life without God. Solomon 
may have been the most admired, wealthy, powerful, famous, talented man in the world yet his 
life was empty.  

FUTILITY OF WORK (Eccl 2:18-26) 

Yea, I hated all my labour which I had taken under the sun: because I should leave it unto the man that shall be 
after me. And who knoweth whether he shall be a wise man or a fool? yet shall he have rule over all my labour 
wherein I have laboured, and wherein I have shewed myself wise under the sun. This is also vanity. Therefore I 
went about to cause my heart to despair of all the labour which I took under the sun. For there is a man whose 

labour is in wisdom, and in knowledge, and in equity; yet to a man that hath not laboured therein shall he leave it 
for his portion. This also is vanity and a great evil. For what hath man of all his labour, and of the vexation of 
his heart, wherein he hath laboured under the sun? For all his days are sorrows, and his travail grief; yea, his 

heart taketh not rest in the night. This is also vanity. (v18-23) 
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Solomon continued his introspection of his own life. He thought about the great wealth he had 
accumulated and great achievements that he had realised. Doubtless, so many envied him for it. 
He concludes: 

(1) You cannot keep it (v18) 
(2) You cannot preserve it (v19-20) 
(3) You cannot even enjoy it (v21-23) 

Solomon wearily observed that all his great wealth and achievements had to be left behind, “Yea, 
I hated all my labour which I had taken under the sun: because I should leave it unto the man that shall be after 
me.” You can build a great pyramid as your tomb and fill it with gold and precious stones but you 
can’t take a single thing with you into eternity. One writer in The Wall Street Journal called money, 
“an article which may be used as a universal passport to everywhere except heaven, and as a 
universal provider of everything except happiness.” 

As a shrewd judge of character, Solomon probably could discern that Rehoboam wasn’t 
a wise man. This made him question the value of his own legacy, “because I should leave it unto the 
man that shall be after me. And who knoweth whether he shall be a wise man or a fool? yet shall he have rule 
over all my labour wherein I have laboured, and wherein I have shewed myself wise under the sun.” Wiersbe 
noted, “It’s bad enough that we must leave our wealth behind, but even worse that we might 
leave it to somebody who will waste it! There is a Chinese proverb � ���� (Fu bu guo san 
dai)  that says, Wealth never lasts for three generations: First Generation creates the wealth, 
Second Generation spends the wealth, Third Generation sees nothing of the wealth. The Italians 
have a similar saying, “from the cowshed to the stars and back to the cowshed” This classic 
“rags to riches, and back to rags” story is played out around the world. History shows that 
Solomon’s fears were realised for Rehoboam wasted it all in a very short time. Clarke noted, 
“Alas! Solomon, the wisest of all men, made the worst use of his wisdom, had seven hundred 
wives and three hundred concubines, and yet left but one son behind him, to possess 
his estates and his throne, and that one was the silliest of fools!” 

 

 
 

This man had pursued every area of life that the world argues that if you have you will find 
happiness. Yet, Solomon reveals that there is no gold at the end of the rainbow for the sinner. 
He laments, “For what hath man of all his labour, and of the vexation of his heart, wherein he hath laboured 
under the sun? For all his days are sorrows, and his travail grief; yea, his heart taketh not rest in the night.” At 
night he frets over losing everything. Solomon destroys the myth that we all persuade ourselves 
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in the sentence, “I’ll be happy if only I had….” The richest king that ever lived finds no profit it 
all the things money can buy. Heaven can’t be made on earth by fallen man. Solomon ultimately 
discovered that there is only PAIN in PLEASURE. Ray Stedman notes, 

“That is a very honest reporting. Solomon says there were some positive things, 
apparently. First, he gained a degree of notoriety, he says. He became great, surpassing all 
who went before him in Jerusalem. Many people think that fame will satisfy the 
emptiness of the heart. Solomon found fame. He adds that he kept his objectivity, 
though. “My wisdom remained with me,” he says. In other words, “I was able to assess 
this as I went along. I did not lose myself in this wild search for pleasure. I was able to 
look at myself and evaluate it as I went along. But I tried everything. I did not miss or set 
aside anything.” He belonged to the jet-set of that day. “I enjoyed it for a while,” he says. 
“I found pleasure in all my toil, but that was all the reward I got for my labor – 
momentary enjoyment. Each time I repeated it I got a little less enjoyment out of it.” 
“My conclusion,” Solomon says, “is that it was not worth it. Like a candle, it all burned 
away, leaving me jaded and surfeited. Nothing could excite me after that.” He concludes 
that it was all emptiness, a striving after wind. He was burned out.” 

Like his father David, Solomon was a man of great ability and passion. There was nothing 
apathetic about this man. But unlike his father he did not direct those abilities and passions for 
the glory of God. 

There is nothing better for a man, than that he should eat and drink, and that he should make his soul enjoy good 
in his labour. This also I saw, that it was from the hand of God. For who can eat, or who else can hasten 

hereunto, more than I? 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. (v24-26) 

There is a significant transition in this section for God is brought into focus for the first time. 
This changes the perspective from the horizontal “under the sun” to the vertical. Solomon comes 
to his first great spiritual conclusion in this book of Ecclesiastes. He seems to be saying here that 
the gifts of life are the gifts of the Creator. Only by acknowledging the Creator can any true 
satisfaction be found in using these gifts, “that he should make his soul enjoy good in his labour.” This 
brings God’s blessing, “For God giveth to a man that is good in his sight wisdom, and knowledge, and joy.” 
Steadman observes, 

“Enjoyment is a gift of God. There is nothing in possessions, in material goods, in 
money, there is nothing in man himself that can enable him to keep enjoying the things 
he does. But it is possible to have enjoyment all your life if you take it from the hand of 
God. It is given to those who please God.” 

To ignore God, brings God’s judgment on your soul, “but to the sinner he giveth travail, to gather and 
to heap up.” The pleasures of sin are enjoyable but only for a season. Don’t mistake the warmth of 
popularity or praise for solid happiness. The hymn writer put it well, “I tried the broken cisterns, 
Lord, But, ah, the waters failed! E’en as I stooped to drink they fled, And mocked me as I 
wailed.” The prophet Isaiah makes a great statement, which is true of humanity outside of 
Christ, “There is no peace, saith the LORD, unto the wicked” (Isa 48:22; 57:21).  
 
 
 


