
“Ecclesiastes: The Meaning of Life”!
Ecclesiastes 1:1-11; 12:1-13!

One of the best-selling books of the last 20 years has been Rick Warren’s book, “The 
Purpose Driven Life.”  The book topped the Wall Street Journal as well as the New York 
Times best seller lists and sold more than 30 million copies within its first five years of 
being published.  Perhaps its popularity stems from this sense of a humanity-wide 
desire to understand the ‘why’ our existence.!

In his introduction, Warren describes a survey that was conducted by Dr. Hugh 
Moorhead, who was once a philosophy professor at Northeastern Illinois University.  Dr. 
Moorhead wrote to 250 famous philosophers, scientists, writers, and various 
intellectuals, and asked them all a simple question: “What is the meaning of life?”  Some 
offered their best guesses; others admitted they just made up a response; still others 
honestly admitted that they were clueless.  Several of these well to do people even 
asked Dr. Moorhead to write back and tell them if he had discovered the purpose of life.!

Men and women are looking for answers to life in a variety of places, only to come up 
short.  In the information age, we are all running low on wisdom!!

David Jeremiah has described the book of Ecclesiates as being “an inner road map” of 
Solomon’s quest for meaning.  This peculiar book in the Old Testament is a classic 
primer of real-world, everyday philosophy that is seen through the eyes of the most 
powerful, influential, and educated man in the world at the time, while at the same time 
being inspired by the Spirit of God as divine Scripture.!

For forty years, King Solomon of Israel was on the top of the mountain of success.  His 
kingdom was a sight to behold.  He had wealth, luxury, and plenty of wisdom to go with 
it.  And despite being the wisest man who had ever lived, he allowed stuff to get 
between his relationship with God.  !

Solomon had made it to the top, and he tells us in Ecclesiastes that it was a desolate 
place.!



illus. of Everest movie!

The wisdom of Solomon that is on display in the book of Proverbs gives way to the 
weariness of Solomon that is so obvious in what he writes in the book of Ecclesiastes.!

The course of Solomon’s life can be traced in the three books of the Old Testament that 
are his legacy—Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Solomon.!

• Song of Solomon reveals the passion of his youth; sunrise!

• Proverbs reveals the wisdom of his life; noontime!

• Ecclesiastes reveals regretful retrospect; sunset!

In the autumn sunset of his life, Solomon looks back on all that he had accumulated, all 
of his decisions both good and bad, and in melancholy tones he writes:!

Ecclesiastes 1:16-18 - “I said in my heart, ‘I have acquired great wisdom, 
surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me, and my heart has had great 
experience of wisdom and knowledge.’  And I applied my heart to know wisdom 
and to know madness and folly.  I perceived that this also is but a striving after 
wind.  For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge 
increases sorrow.”!

It is from such vexation and sorrow that an old and broken Solomon writes to us, and 
we had better heed his counsel as one who knows firsthand.  What is the meaning of 
life, and what does my individual existence matter in the grand scheme of things?  
These are the questions that Solomon would have us ponder.  In the book of 
Ecclesiastes, we find the memoirs of a man faced with the monotony of life who tried to 
find meaning and satisfaction through a variety of pursuits, yet in the end concludes that 
it is all meaningless vanity.!

In addition to telling about his own personal experiences and observations, all 
throughout Ecclesiastes, Solomon describes life by using several different metaphors.  
Here are three:!



1.  Life is a mystery to be EXAMINED (1:1-18)!

“The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem.  Vanity of vanities, 
says the Preacher, vanity of vanities!  All is vanity.  What does man gain by all the toil at 
which he toils under the sun?”!

The way that Solomon begins is hardly encouraging—“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.”  !

Hebrews scholars point out that the word used for “vanity” in our English transitions is a 
word that literally means breath or vapor, something that disappears as quickly as it 
shows up.!

The word is used frequently throughout the book to describe the illusive nature of life 
and its pursuits.  The things that we can’t wait to grasp in our hands seem to easily pass 
right through our fingers no sooner than we have them.!

The use of the word indicates that our brief lives are marked by empty futility.  To prove 
his point, Solomon will take everything that people typically use to bring meaning to their 
lives or what they think will bring them satisfaction and show how empty it really is in 
and of itself.  The point that is being made throughout the book is that life without a 
relationship with God at the center doesn't make any sense.!

He speaks from experience!  If ever there was a man who could find life and meaning 
outside of God, it was Solomon.  When it came it wealth and possessions, knowledge 
and prestige, Solomon was a man who had it all.  !

He was sitting high atop of the pinnacle of success.  And yet when it was all said and 
done, he says that it was all vanity.  None of it brought value to his soul.!

Without God at the center, a person’s life:!

Finds only meaningless achievement!

“What does a man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?”!

“Gain” - profit or advantage !



He asks the question, “What advantage does a man really have from all of the toil and 
labor of his brief life?”  The idea of effort or labor is mentioned several times in the book, 
and it brings to mind the language of Genesis 3 and the curse.!

“Under the Sun” - an expression used around 30 times in the book; refers to an 
earthbound view of things!

He speaks of his ‘toil’ or labor, the idea of working to exhaustion yet experiencing no 
fulfillment in it all.  Having experienced all there was to experience, having 
accomplished all there was to accomplish, he says that none of the things he had done 
in life brought one ounce of satisfaction to his soul.!

In the twilight of his life, Solomon comes full circle.  He recognized the ultimate 
foolishness of trying to find identity in his ‘toil’ or work.  His life had been a hustle and 
bustle of activity, consisting of making plans, building buildings, and pursuing pleasures.  
No one had a resume as impressive as his.  And yet, what advantage was it all?  What 
did it really profit?!

Mark 8:36 - “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his 
soul?”!

He had achieved much, but by his own admission, it was all ultimately meaningless.  He 
had it all, then lost it all, and then much later on he finds out what was really worth 
having anyway.  !

Tim Keller says that the writer of Ecclesiastes is pushing us to the logical conclusion of 
our position, exposing any philosophy that would seek to live life without God as the 
ultimate foundation.  If this life is all there is, then what permanent value is your life in 
the grand scheme of things?  Meaningless!!

Full of empty activity!

“A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the earth remains forever.”!



No matter what person achieves for himself in this life, without God it is all meaningless.  
Next, Solomon shows us that all human activity and busyness, outside of a relationship 
with God, is ultimately pointless.!

He uses three illustrations from nature:!

• the sun rises (1:5)!

• the wind blows (1:6)!

• the rivers flow (1:7)!

The idea is that there is a lot of activity, but nothing really every changes.  Man lives out 
his days on this tiny speck of dirt called planet earth literally running around in circles.  
He is saying that the natural cycles only demonstrate how all our activity is empty 
because nothing really changes.  We are trapped in a prison of monotony.  The sun 
rises and sets.  The wind comes and goes.  The water flows into the sea, but the sea 
never changes—an endless cycle.!

Have you ever heard this expression—“Same old, same old?”!

Jon Akin - “We all feel this frustration from time to time, do we not?  You walk into the 
kitchen and the sink is full of dishes, so you roll up your sleeves, clean them, and put 
them away.  You walk into the kitchen the next morning, and what is there?  Dishes!  
The laundry basket is overflowing with clothes, so you throw them in the washing 
machine, then the dryer, and then you fold them and put them away.  You walk into your 
closet and what do you see?  Clothes piled high in the laundry basket.” !

There are always more bills to pay, more emails to return, more grass to mow, more 
piles of dirt to move around from one corner to another until our brief sojourn on earth is 
done.!

It is interesting to me that our lives are full of more activity than they have ever been, yet 
it seems like the collective American soul is more empty than ever before. !



CBS News, “More Americans suffering from stress, anxiety, and depression, 
study finds” (April 17, 2017) - “More Americans than ever before are stressed, 
depressed and anxiety-ridden, and many are unable to get the help they need, a new 
study suggests…Mental illness is on the rise.  Suicide is on the rise.  And access to 
care for the mentally ill is getting worse.” !

Just this week, Chester Bennington, a high profile rock star with success and fame 
under his belt, ended up taking his own life.  What would cause someone to do that?  It 
is the perceived emptiness of life without something more at its center.!

Solomon says in verse 5, “The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the 
place where it rises.”  In other words, day after day, it is the same thing over and over 
again.  Time marches on unaffected and relentless, not slowing down for anyone. !

Without God at the center, life is like an old radio without a song to play, without a spark 
to affect the dial.  Sin has left humanity in a broken and sad state.!

Fixates on unsatisfying amusements!

In addition to achieving wealth and success, and in addition to a flurry of activity, the 
Bible says that Solomon sought to amuse himself with all different types of pleasure.!

2:10 - “And whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them.  I kept my heart 
from no pleasure.”!

He says, “Whatever I wanted, that’s what I went after.”  And he went after it hard. Yet he 
says that it brought him no satisfaction.  It was like a mirage of water on the desert 
horizon.  The closer he got to it, the farther it stayed away.  !

Listen to how he describes it all in verses 8-9:!

“All things are full of weariness; a man cannot utter it; the eye is not satisfied with 
seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing.  What has been is what will be, and what has 
been done is what will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun.”!



We can’t see enough, hear enough, or experience enough.  No matter what we have, it 
is never enough.  We are never happy or content.  We always want more and are 
constantly waiting for something else that we think will bring us fulfillment in life.!

Look at what he says in verse 10—“Is there a thing of which it is said, See, this is new?  
It has been already in the ages before us.”  !

He saying, “Been there, done that, got the t-shirt.”!

His point here is that from an ‘under the sun’ point of view, life is a mystery that doesn’t 
make sense.  It is futile.  He sums up life without God as being like grasping for the 
wind.  Try to catch the wind in your fingers—it is an impossibility. !

2.  Life is a gift to be ENJOYED (2:24-26; 11–12)!

“There is nothing better for a person that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in 
his toil.  This also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from Him who can eat or 
who can have enjoyment?”!

Without God at the center, life seems like monotony to be endured.  With God at the 
center, life is seen as a gift to be enjoyed, something for which we are to be grateful.  
That is quite an alternative, isn’t it?!

3:13 - “Everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure in his toil—this is God’s 
gift to man.”!

5:18 - “Behold, what I have seen to be good and fitting is to eat and drink and find 
enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of his life 
that God has given.”!

Notice he refers to the ‘few days’ of life that God has given.!

James 4:14 - “What is your life?  For you are a mist that appears for a little time 
and then vanishes.”!

The words of a poem express it well:!



Life is just a minute—only 60 seconds in it.!
Forced upon you—can’t refuse it.!
Didn't seek it—didn’t choose it.!

But it’s up to you to use it.!
You must suffer if you lose it.!

Give an account if you abuse it.!
Just a tiny, little minute,!

But eternity is in it!!

Life is brief, and it seems that the longer you live the quicker it speeds up.  We are here 
one minute, and gone the next.  The loved ones that we hold near and dear to our 
hearts are like evening shadows—gone with the setting sun.  Remember this!!

Toward the close of the book Solomon tells us how to enjoy life:!

Experience your days (11:8)!

“So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them all; but let him remember that 
the days of darkness will be many.  All that comes is vanity.”!

Why go through life miserable?  Why should you allow the circumstances of life make 
you a bitter somebody? !

• So you got passed over for that job promotion.  So what?!

• So you can’t conceal your natural hair color any longer.  Why does it matter?!

• So you have an issue with someone, or someone has an issue with you.  Why not 
deal with it? !

Life is much too short for unnecessary drama.!

Enjoy your youth (11:9-10)!



“Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your 
youth.  Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes.  But know that for all 
these things God will bring you into judgment.”!

When we are young, we think that we are invincible.  We forget, however, that 
youthfulness is fleeting.  It is funny how that when we are young, we wish to be older, 
and when we are old, we wish to be younger.  Solomon tells us to enjoy our youth, 
make sound decisions in light of eternity, and don’t wish it away.  !

Express your faith (12:1)!

“Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth.”!

The word ‘remember’ is not used in the sense of having forgotten, but rather a 
conscious decision to keep something in mind.  Solomon is saying that we should keep 
our Creator at the forefront of our thinking when we are young.  A sense of divine 
accountability is important and foundational for life.!

Embrace your mortality (12:2-8)!

“Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the evil days come and 
the years draw near…”!

He provides a poetic picture of getting older:!

“The day when the keepers of the house tremble”—These are your arms and your 
hands.  As you get old, they tremble and shake.!

“And the strong men bow down”—Your knees and shoulders begin to stoop and we get 
frail as we age.!

“When the grinders cease because they are few”—This a reference to your teeth that 
are prone to decay.  Someone said that, in old age, teeth are like stars—they come out 
at night!!



“And those that look through the windows grow dim”—This is a person’s eyesight that 
dims and blurs.!

“When the doors are shut in the streets”—Our hearing begins to fail, and our mind 
begins to get fuzzy.  We can’t remember things quite the way we used to be able to.!

“When one rises up at the sound of a bird”—The ability to enjoy the sweetness of a 
good night’s sleep seems to leave us.!

Solomon’s point in all of this is to remind you that the life that you have is a gift from 
your Creator.  Don’t squander it away!  This is especially true for those of us who are 
still on the front 9…Those of you on the back 9, there are still a few more holes to shoot 
for par.  Don’t let the double bogies of life cause you to give up.  God is full of grace and 
mercy, and He wants you to enjoy the life that He has given you, even though there 
have been some bumps and bruises along the way.!

As much as it is a mystery to be examined, Solomon says that life is a gift to be 
enjoyed, and this can only be done when you view it from the perspective that keeps 
Jesus at the center.!

3.  Life is a stewardship to be ENTRUSTED (11:9; 12:13-14)!

“Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your 
youth.  Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes.  But know that for all 
these things God will bring you into judgment.”!

Life is a mystery to be examined.  Life is a gift to be enjoyed.  And may we never forget 
that life is a stewardship with which we have been entrusted.  We only have one life, 
and there are no do overs.  The youthful and inexperienced must bear this in mind when 
they make decisions in life.!

Minutes become hours, and hours become days.  The beauty of youth quickly fades into 
age, reminding us all of our mortality.  Therefore, we must find out the true meaning of 
life while we have time and opportunity to do so.  Stop and consider!!



It reminds me of a story I heard:!

“A little spider that descended one day on a single thread from a barn’s lofty rafters and 
alighted near the corner of a window.  From there it began to weave its web.  The corner 
of the drafty old barn was busy with flies, and soon the spider grew fat and prospered.  
One day as he surveyed the empire of his web, he noticed a single strand that reached 
up into the unseen.  He had long since forgotten its significance and, thinking it to be a 
stray and unnecessary strand, he snapped it.  In an instant, his whole world collapsed 
around him.”!

12:5 - “Because man is going to his eternal home, and the mourners go about the 
streets…the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who 
gave it.”!

Wisdom doesn’t waste its opportunities.  Wisdom understands what matters most.  
Wisdom makes every decision in light of the fact that we are destined to meet God.  
Solomon shows us how life is meaningful when you and I begin to see things from 
God’s perspective.  The message is not that nothing matters, but that everything does.!

• As insignificant and forgotten about as you may feel, your life matters.!

• As painful as the regret of past mistakes may be, your life matters.!

• As empty as the pursuit of pleasure and success has been, your life still matters.!

Your life matters because Jesus gave His in order to save yours.  He willingly bled and 
died in your place, paying the price for sin, so that those who repent and believe Him 
could have true life.!

John 10:10 - “I have come that you might have life and have it more abundantly.”!

The meaning of life is discovered through knowing Jesus.  The Preacher shows us the 
absolute vanity of life without Him, and his purpose is to warn us against foolishly 
expecting earthly things to give us eternal satisfaction.  He wants to expose the 



meaningless of life in a sin-cursed world in order to create a hunger within our hearts for 
something more.!

Life under the sun doesn't make sense when we view it from only a human perspective, 
when we never gets our eyes and affections out of the dirt, failing to see to the glory of 
Jesus.  It is only when we look up after the blinders have been removed from our eyes 
that we are able to see the meaning of life.  !

Ecclesiastes says we find life, not under the sun, but in the Son.!

Colossians 3:1-4 - “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that 
are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.  Set your mind on 
things that are above, not on things that are on earth.  For you have died, and 
your life is hidden with Christ in God.  When Christ who is your life appears, then 
you also will appear with Him in glory.”  !

Without Jesus at the center, life is hollow.!

Jesus at the center of it all!
Jesus at the center of it all!
From beginning to the end!

It will always be, it's always been You!
Jesus, Jesus!

Nothing else matters!
Nothing in this world will do!

'Cause Jesus You're the center!
Everything revolves around You!

Jesus You!
At the center of it all!
At the center of it all!

Jesus be the center of my life!
Jesus be the center of my life!

From beginning to the end!



It will always be, it's always been You!
Jesus, Jesus!


