Lesson 3

Searching for meaning in a world of vanity

Ecclesiastes 1:12-2:26
I. Text and context
The key question raised earlier “what do people gain from their toil under the sun?” is further explored here. Many of the same words of the prior passage are repeated here with the final conclusion being “there is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink and find enjoyment in their toil”. This conclusion is repeated with increasing urgency and solemnity throughout the rest of Ecclesiastes (3:12-12, 22; 5:18-20, 8:15, 9:7-10, 11:8-10).

II. Theme and goal
There are two key themes that flow through this passage. First, all human endeavors under the sun are vanity. The Teacher has searched for gain in life in many directions and has come up empty. Second, in verse 24 of chapter 2, the Teacher concludes that God is the giver of joy even in the midst of toil. The theme for this section can be stated as:

Since all worldly endeavors are futile, find enjoyment in God’s daily gifts of food, drink, and toil. 

Why would the Teacher encourage Israel to enjoy their food, drink, and work?  The Teacher wants to encourage them to find joy today, rather than postponing enjoyment to some future time. 

     Why would the people of Israel, or us, “postpone joy” or “postpone enjoying food/ drink/ work” until later rather than enjoying it today?  What are some ways this is evident in our lives?  (example:  saying we will wait to take a vacation, a much desired trip, or enjoying some hobby until retirement / until the kids get older / until _______”)
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ
A. Typology

*Solomon, the king of peace, ruled wisely in the city of peace (Jerusalem) and is a type of the great King of 
peace. 

B. Analogy

*Our daily bread is God’s gift to us (Matt 6:11) and God will give us everything we need (Matt 6:25-33)

C. NT references

*I Cor 10:31……..Col 3:16-17……need to live with godliness and contentment

D. Contrast

*In contrast to the Teacher encouraging us to find joy on earth, Paul encourages us to also seek and long for finding joy in the life to come (Phil 1:21-23)
IV. Meaning and application      We need to consider the needs addressed by this text:  

*the impact of materialism and consumerism on Israel and on us / evidence of a “total work culture”

*the tendency to live for future joy rather then enjoying life today


*the lack of contentment with our “daily bread” 

“The teacher shows the inherent absurdity of a ‘total work culture”. Although he is speaking to Hellenistic Jews who are on-the-rise his teaching is perfectly suited to modern professional America where many of us have learned to value ourselves chiefly in terms of how hard we work. In this culture, it is admirable to be continually pressed for time” 1

This section involves the Teacher as “Solomon” trying several different experiments to see if all is indeed vanity and futile.
A. Use wisdom to seek to understand everything done under heaven…..yet he finds that this is an “unhappy business”. Why is searching out by wisdom an unhappy business?


Vs. 14……all of this is worldly striving….chasing after the wind. Literally the Teacher says this is 


“herding the wind” which leads the Teacher to conclude with a proverb in verse 15



Vs. 15  What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be counted

After God cursed the ground and Paul says the creation “groans” under sin. We live in a world that we cannot easily explain:


*why do tornadoes destroy homes on one side of the street but not the other


*why does cancer strike some but not others?

The only thing we can hope for is that “all of creation will be set free from its bondage to decay” (Rom 8:20-21)

“What is lacking cannot be counted” is the same way as saying “you can’t count your chickens before they are hatched”….If you do not have it yet you cannot count it as profit. 

B. The Teacher examines wisdom itself in vs. 16. The Teacher wants to know how wisdom and folly are different. He concludes with another proverb in vs. 18. The conclusion is that much wisdom brings much frustration because the world does not seem to make sense and the more  wise one becomes the more pain and suffering you realize in the world as well. Wisdom is valuable and other wisdom literature (Psalms, Proverbs) emphasizes the importance and value of wisdom…..yet, the more wise you are the more you realize the brokenness of the world and more and more the mystery of how God works. 
C. The Teacher experiments with the pursuit of pleasure (2:1). In Ecclesiastes pleasure is not wrong (in 2:26 it is called a gift from God)….yet the Teacher says if you seek pleasure apart from God without taking God into account it is worthless and vain. 

In this section the Teacher combines key terms (toil, vanity, striving after the wind, no profit, under the sun) to show the bitter disappointment for secular man when you try to build a lifestyle apart from God. Materialism and consumerism fail to provide meaning and joy apart from God. 

How should we look at work and pleasure?    2:24…..all comes from the hand of God. If you pursue wisdom, pleasure, money, work by itself you will not have joy or meaning. If, however, you receive those things (possessions, work, pleasure, wisdom) as gifts from God they can be enjoyed. 

To the one who pleases God, God gives wisdom, knowledge, and joy. Who pleases God?  The one who acknowledges that God is sovereign and who receive enjoyment as a gift from God and who honor God by being grateful for what God has given. 

To the “sinner” or one who seeks all these things without reference to God what is the result?  God gives a life of “gathering and heaping/collecting”….there is no let up. They are a workaholic. They receive an entire life where all they do is “gather and heap” and yet are never satisfied or filled with joy. 

APPLICATION QUESTIONS

1. Ecclesiastes 2:24 contrasts the life of the righteous with the life of the sinner…..one receives wisdom/knowledge/joy from God as a gift in the midst of work while the other spends his/her entire life “gathering and heaping/collecting”. They key phrase that distinguishes these two people is “the one who pleases God”. How can a sinner please God? (Read also 1 Thess 4:1-8).
2. If the wisest, richest man concludes that all of the money in the world and all the accomplishments are all vanity and striving after the wind unless God gives joy as a gift how should that caution us?  How should that direct our prayers?

2. Certainly we should long for heaven and the time when we will experience endless joy without pain and sorrow. Yet, this passage (along with the rest of Scripture) also teaches us to enjoy the world and the gifts God gives us to enjoy in the world. This passage warns against a “total work culture” where we are waiting to enjoy God’s gifts in the future and not enjoying what God gives us daily to enjoy. Why do you think we always want to postpone enjoyment of what God has given us?
3. Jesus teaches that our joy in what God has given us is related to our growing in contentment. Why is contentment and submission to God as our sovereign provider essential to experiencing joy today?

4. Read Colossians 3:16-17. In “whatever you do” give thanks. How is thankfulness related to joy?  What are some good gifts God has given you that you are grateful for that have also given you great joy?
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