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Meaningless! An Introduction to Ecclesiastes 

Ecclesiastes 1:1-11 
 

Our son Jake has begun playing with Legos. And I, for one, am thrilled. I imagine many of 
you grew up with Legos. And I don’t know how you feel, but ever since I stopped playing with 
Legos, I’ve been looking for an excuse to start playing with them. And now I finally have one. 
It’s wonderful. But, there’s a downside. I’m way more excited about Legos than Jake is. Actually, 
let me clarify: I’m far more interested in building Legos. Jake, on the other hand, is far more 
interested in destroying them. And that’s frustrating. One time, I spent several hours building a 
spaceship “with him.” And then, I left the room for 3 seconds. And I heard that horrible sound. 
“crash!” And I walked in and my glorious spaceship was gone. 

When was the last you let out a deep, long sigh? Maybe someone cut you off on the 
freeway. Or maybe some thoughtless child destroyed your Lego masterpiece. Life is full of 
minor annoyances, isn’t it? Things that make us go…“sigh.” But occasionally, we react this way 
for a different reason; a deeper reason. Sometimes life feels like an exercise in futility. In an 
instant, the things we labor to build just fall apart.  

Maybe you worked for years to get a promotion. But your boss ultimately gave it to 
someone else; someone far less qualified. Maybe you invested in a relationship. You loved this 
person well. You served them. You cared for them. But now they want nothing to do with you. 
Maybe you had a friend who was extremely health-conscious. They incorporated kale into 
every meal. They did Pilates in the elevator. But then they were diagnosed with a terminal 
illness. Or maybe you labored to attain something; to get that dream job, or that dream house, 
or that dream relationship, or whatever. And you did it! You got what you wanted. But, it’s just 
not that great.  

Last week, I was reading an article about Tom Brady.1 Tom is one of the most iconic 
figures in American sports. And he’s the classic American success story. He was overlooked by 
almost every team. Then, he’s drafted by a struggling franchise. And he completely turns them 
around. He becomes the greatest quarterback of his generation. And yet, it doesn’t satisfy him. 
Shortly after winning his third Super Bowl, Brady said, “I think, God, there’s got to be more than 
this.” That comment amazed me. This man is like a fictional character. He’s handsome and well-
spoken. His wife is widely considered the most beautiful woman on the planet. They have 
extraordinary wealth. And yet he’s obsessed with football. That’s his purpose. And his career 
                                                           

1 http://www.mbird.com/2015/02/tom-brady-cheats-death/ 
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will likely end badly. His dad has said as much. Tom simply doesn’t want to do anything else. So 
here’s a man at the pinnacle of his profession. Football is his chief desire. And yet, he wants 
more. “There’s got to be more.”   

Sometimes, our expectations don’t align with reality. Terrible things happen to good 
people. Honesty and hard work don’t pay off. Hopes disappoint. And bad experiences linger, 
don’t they? They stick to us. But good experiences are elusive. They seem to slip from our 
grasp. Things fall apart. And when they do, clichés and pat answers don’t work. Perhaps even 
biblical answers don’t seem to offer much help. If you’ve ever experienced this; if life has made 
you go… “sigh”; then Ecclesiastes is for you.     
 

This is a strange book. In a sense, it’s the most unbiblical book in the Bible. Ecclesiastes is 
about meaninglessness. The Hebrew for meaningless is hevel. It appears over 30 times in the 
book. And it almost sounds like a sigh, doesn’t it? Oh “Hevel!” Ecclesiastes is about our 
insatiable desire for purpose. It’s about the pursuit of meaning in the midst of meaninglessness. 
And that’s why we’ve entitled this series, Enjoying Life in an Uncertain World. 

I think this is the most challenging – yet fascinating – book in Scripture. It recounts 
Solomon’s quest for meaning. Solomon was a famous king in Israel. But throughout the book, 
he doesn’t refer to himself as “king,” but as “the teacher.” The Hebrew word is “Qohelet.” In 
Greek, it’s “Ecclesiastes.” That’s where the book’s name comes from. Now, some English 
versions translate Qohelet as “preacher.” But that’s a bit misleading. The root of this word 
means, “to assemble.” Solomon isn’t a preacher. He’s more like a philosophy professor. He 
assembles words of wisdom. And he teaches an assembly of students. But his message is odd. 
In fact, it leaves us with more questions than answers. In a sense, Ecclesiastes is the counter-
point to Proverbs. Proverbs shows us how life normally works. It shows us the rule. But 
Ecclesiastes focuses on the exception. Proverbs shows us which way to go. But Ecclesiastes 
questions whether we can know the way. Our professor seeks meaning. But he despairs of 
finding it. 

And ironically, many interpreters of Ecclesiastes have felt the same way. They’ve tried to 
discover the meaning of this book. But they’ve despaired of finding it. And as I’ve studied this 
book, I’ve often wanted to cry out: “Meaningless, Meaningless! This book is meaningless!” This 
is a confusing book. People interpret it in many different ways. And these differences aren’t 
superficial. For instance, some people think Ecclesiates is a joyful book. One scholar says it’s the 
most joyful book in the Old Testament!2 Solomon encourages us to live life to the fullest; to 
enjoy God’s good gifts. But others think this book is profoundly depressing. Solomon is the  
original existentialist. He’s a skeptic. He thinks life is absurd. And thus, humans must create 
their own meaning.  

                                                           
2 William D. Barrick, Ecclesiastes: The Philippians of the Old Testament (Focus on the Bible Series: Christian 

Focus: Ross-Shire, Scotland, UK: 2012); see also Roger Whybray, Ecclesiastes (NCB: Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989).  
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People interpret this book in contradictory ways. And that’s because it’s a contradictory 
book. Its teaching seems to conflict with other parts of Scripture. For example, Solomon takes a 
negative view of God’s role in human affairs. He doubts that wrongs will be righted (1:15). He 
even envies those who were never born (4:3). Furthermore, this book is filled with internal 
tensions. In chapter 2, Solomon says that wisdom is better than folly (2:13). But in chapter 9, he 
says there’s no advantage to being wise! In chapter 5, he says that money is unsatisfying (5:10). 
But in chapter 10, he says money is the answer to everything (10:19)! In chapter 7, he says that 
sorrow is better than laughter (7:3). But in chapter 8, he says there’s nothing better than to eat, 
drink and be merry (8:15).  

So what are we to make of this? Does this book actually have a point? I think it does. But  
to grasp it, we must keep a few things in mind.   

Here’s the first thing we need to recognize; there’s more than one voice in this book. 
Solomon isn’t the only one who speaks. Notice, in chapter 1, he’s referred to in the third 
person. Verse 1 says, “The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem.” 
However, in verse 12, Solomon begins to speak in the first person. And this first-person 
perspective continues until chapter 12. And then, starting in verse 9, we read this: “In addition 
to being a wise man, the Preacher also taught the people knowledge; and he pondered, 
searched out and arranged many proverbs. 10 The Preacher sought to find delightful words and 
to write words of truth correctly. 11 The words of wise men are like goads, and masters of these 
collections are like well-driven nails; they are given by one Shepherd. 12 But beyond this, my son, 
be warned: the writing of many books is endless, and excessive devotion to books is wearying to 
the body. 13 The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and keep His commandments, 
because this applies to every person. 14 For God will bring every act to judgment, everything 
which is hidden, whether it is good or evil.” 

Solomon’s teaching is framed by two statements. In chapter 1, a narrator introduces his 
teaching. And then, in chapter 12, he evaluates it. And that’s very significant. To understand 
this book, we must examine what Solomon says. But we must also examine what this narrator 
says about Solomon. So who is this narrator? According to chapter 12, he’s a father. And he’s 
having a conversation with his son. They’re discussing the wisdom of Solomon. So what does 
this father think of Solomon’s teaching? Does he view it positively, or negatively?  

Well, on the one hand, the Father clearly appreciates Solomon’s wisdom. He calls him a 
“wise man.” And he sees value in Solomon’s words. He says they goad us; they prompt us to ask 
important questions. On the other hand, he gives his son a warning. In verse 12, he says, “son, 
don’t go beyond this.” In other words, “son, don’t endlessly speculate about the meaning of life. 
People could go on doing that forever.” Rather than speculating, the Father encourages his son 
to, “fear God, and keep his commandments.” And that’s the point of Ecclesiates.3 

                                                           
3 Interpretation adapted from Peter Enns, Ecclesiastes (Two Horizons Bible Commentray: Eerdmans: Grand 

Rapids, 2011).   
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This father doesn’t think Solomon’s teaching is incorrect so much as it’s incomplete. 
Solomon looks at life, “under the sun.” That phrase appears 29 times in Ecclesiastes. He has an, 
“under the sun,” perspective. He attempts to construct a view of reality from the ground up. 
Time and again we hear him say, “I looked.” “I saw.” “I observed.” He makes observations. And 
then he tries to draw conclusions. And he’s aware of God’s activity. He isn’t an atheist, or a 
skeptic. He’s more like a disillusioned believer. He can’t make sense of what he sees. He can’t 
reconcile all of the data. And given the parameters of his perspective, Solomon is right: life 
under the sun doesn’t make sense.4 At face value, things do seem futile and meaningless. And 
death does appear to have the final word. But the narrator says there’s another perspective; 
one that’s deeper, and truer. In 12:13, he calls us to fear God. That’s the Old Testament way of 
saying, “trust God.” The narrator calls us to rely on God.  

And “this,” he says, is the duty of “every person.”5 That phrase, “every person,” is 
significant. The narrator actually borrows it from Solomon. In chapter 3, Solomon says that 
“every person” should eat, and drink, and be satisfied with their toil (3:13). He says something 
similar about “every person” in chapter 5 (5:19). And in chapter 7, he says that death is the fate 
of “every person” (7:2). So here’s Solomon’s philosophy of life; here’s his universal truth: life is 
hard, and then you die. Death robs us of every good thing. You only live once. So live life to the 
fullest. And if Solomon were tweeting, he’d insert a “YOLO” hash-tag at this point. For Solomon, 
this is “every person’s” duty. In response, the narrator offers a corrective. He doesn’t totally 
reject Solomon’s teaching. The world can and should be enjoyed. But the purpose of human life 
isn’t simply to enjoy creation; but to trust the Creator. That, says the author, is the true duty of 
every person. That’s the point.  

But why should we fear God? In the midst of all this futility and emptiness, why should 
we trust in him? Because God will bring every act into judgment (12:14). In other words, God 
will set this world right. He will right every wrong. He will fix what is unfixable. And he will 
create harmony out of discord. Solomon tried to find resolution in this world. But life under the 
sun is broken. Some things aren’t resolvable in this life. The hopes of life will vaporize. So 
meaning must come from the outside. It must come from God himself. The narrator calls us to 
look beyond the sun, to the kingdom that is coming.  

 Now, I know you’re not supposed to give away the ending. But in this case, it’s 
necessary. This whole book must be read in light of the conclusion. Solomon’s teaching may 
leave us scratching out heads. But ultimately, it reveals that life is mysterious. Circumstances 
are unpredictable. Joy is fleeting. Thus, we must not place our functional trust in this life. If we 
do, we’ll be sorely disappointed. And we’ll return to that point time and again. Every part of this 

                                                           
4 Point adapted from talk by Tremper Longman, http://open.biola.edu/resources/life-is-difficult-and-then-you-

die-how-to-live-in-a-fallen-world.  
5 Point adapted from Enns, 9-13.    
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book drives towards the same conclusion; that we need outside help. We need outside 
meaning.   

And now that we have a sense of how to read this book, we can begin reading it. 
“The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. 2 "Vanity of vanities," says the 
Preacher, "Vanity of vanities! All is vanity." 3 What advantage does man have in all his work 
Which he does under the sun? 4 A generation goes and a generation comes, But the earth 
remains forever. 5 Also, the sun rises and the sun sets; And hastening to its place it rises there 
again. 6 Blowing toward the south, Then turning toward the north, The wind continues swirling 
along; And on its circular courses the wind returns. 7 All the rivers flow into the sea, Yet the sea 
is not full. To the place where the rivers flow, There they flow again. 8 All things are wearisome; 
Man is not able to tell it. The eye is not satisfied with seeing, Nor is the ear filled with hearing. 9 
That which has been is that which will be, And that which has been done is that which will be 
done. So, there is nothing new under the sun. 10 Is there anything of which one might say, "See 
this, it is new "? Already it has existed for ages Which were before us. 11 There is no 
remembrance of earlier things; And also of the later things which will occur, There will be for 
them no remembrance among those who will come later still.” 

And everyone said, “yay!” What a positive, encourage passage, right? Happy 4th of July 
Weekend! This is a dark passage. But it prepares us for what’s to come.  

This is a summary of Solomon’s teaching. And it’s a punch to the gut. In verse 2, he lays 
out his central thesis. He says, “vanity of vanities! All is vanity.” “Vanity” is the Hebrew word, 
“hevel” which I mentioned earlier. Ecclesiastes is an elusive book. And “hevel” has an elusive 
meaning. This is a complex word. “Vanity” is probably a mistranslation. The word refers to 
something that’s fleeting; that’s bewildering; that’s mesmerizing, and yet ephemeral. And, 
ultimately, hevel refers to something that’s absurd. Kidner says you can’t get your hands on it. 
It’s the nearest thing to zero.6 In Hebrew, you emphasize something by repeating it. In Isaiah 6, 
the angels say that God is “holy, holy, holy.” In other words, God is truly, ultimately holy. Here, 
Solomon says that life is “hevel of hevel.” In other words, it is truly and ultimately pointless. And 
lest we miss his point, he says, “all is hevel.” Solomon introduces his teaching with this 
statement. And in chapter 12, he concludes with this statement. So he bookends his teaching 
with this thesis. This is a literary device. In effect, Solomon is saying, “this is the sum and 
substance of my teaching; from beginning…to end.”   

Life is pointless. That’s Solomon’s point. But why does he think this? Why does he take 
such a bleak view of existence? Why not see the glass as half-full? Well, he tells us why. First, he 
asks a rhetorical question. In verse 3, he says, “what advantage do we gain through our toil?” 
That word, “advantage,” is an economic term. Solomon is asking, “who comes out ahead in life? 
When all is said and done, who gets a return on their investment?” The answer, is “no one.”  

                                                           
6 Derek Kidner, The Message of Ecclesiastes: A Time to Mourn and a Time to Dance (TBST: IVP: Downers Grove, 

1976); 22.  
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But why? Why is there no gain? Because nothing ultimately changes. Nothing reaches its 
destination. To illustrate this point, Solomon appeals to nature. Other biblical writers see 
beauty in the rhythms of nature. But Solomon sees a meaningless, never-ending cycle. The sun 
rises, only to set. The wind blows, only to return. The rivers continually fill the sea. But the sea 
never fills up. Every journey seems to end where it begins.7 There’s no gain. The world seems to 
be caught in a rut.8 

And Solomon thinks that nature mirrors our experience.  We too are caught in a rut. This 
is true of us personally. In verse 8, Solomon says that we’re never satisfied. We can never speak 
enough. There’s always more to be said. I read lots of comment threads online. And that’s not 
always a fruitful exercise. But I love to see how people debate. I want to see how they reach 
their conclusions. But do you know what I’ve never witnessed? I’ve never heard anyone say, 
“wait a minute, I’m wrong! And you’re right! You’ve made the definitive statement. There’s 
nothing more that needs to be said.”  No. There’s always more that needs to be said! Solomon 
says we can never hear enough. Someone always has a new perspective; a new take; a new 
study; a new finding. And we’re always eager to hear more. Did you know there are only 12 
notes in western music? And many popular songs share the same chord structure. We’ve heard 
it all before. And yet we want to hear more. We can never see enough. I have yet to meet the 
guy who said, “Jeff, yesterday, I finally saw her; “the one.” The most beautiful woman in the 
world. My quest is over. I never need to look at another woman, ever again.” We want more, 
only to want more. And the harder we try to fill ourselves, the hungrier we get. That’s the 
nature of addiction, isn’t it? Appetite always increases with consumption. We fill the void. But 
the void keeps growing.   

We never seem to get ahead. It’s true of us personally. It’s also true of us corporately. 
Solomon says that one generation goes, and another generation comes. In other words, we’re 
always being replaced. And the work of one generation is constantly being undone by the next.  

During college, I worked several different jobs. And one summer, my friend got me a job 
with his construction company. I wasn’t a master carpenter, or anything; more like a master 
hole-digger, and grunt-laborer. But we got to remodel some amazing homes. And we had this 
one client. He was extremely wealthy. And he wanted to remodel this room. But the family 
couldn’t decide what they wanted. So we’d design a beautiful room for them. We’d frame it 
out. And we’d be nearing completion. And then they’d say, “nah, let’s do something else.” And 
we’d have to destroy everything we just built. Now on the one hand, that was fine. They were 
paying us to do that. But on the other hand, it was painful. We had to demolish this thing we’d 
worked so hard to build.  

Every generation wants to remake the world in its image. The human heart longs for 
transcendence, doesn’t it? We want to believe that history will progress. And obviously, that 

                                                           
7 Kidner, 25.  
8 Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010); 45.   
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means it’s progressing towards some ideal; towards a perfect state. We want to believe that 
justice will prevail, the wrongs will be forever righted, that there’s some kind of arc to history. 
And we hope to make some lasting change. But the problem is that every generation believes 
this. So the world is continually torn down, and built up. History repeats itself. A generation 
builds something. The next generation says, “that’s antiquated. We need something new.” The 
next generation comes. And they do the exact same thing. Round and round it goes.   

Solomon says there’s, “nothing new under the sun.” Now, that’s hard to believe isn’t it? 
Think of all the technological advancements over the last 200 years? I mean, my iphone seems 
pretty new. It seems there are many new things under the sun. Well, Solomon anticipates this 
objection. He says, “now, you might say, ‘Look! See this! It’s new!’ But really, it’s not.” I don’t 
think Solomon is denying the reality of human innovation, or discovery. He just thinks 
everything is a variation on something else. And more importantly, he thinks humans continue 
to behave the same way. The young rebel against the old. And the old look down on the young. 
I recently heard a great quote from Socrates. He said that the youth of his day “now love luxury. 
They have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for elders and love 
chatter in place of exercise.”9  See, Socrates couldn’t stand millenials either! The truth is, every 
generation has its “millenials.”  

The more things change, the more they stay the same. Solomon views life as one giant 
hamster wheel. Nature never gets anywhere. Our desires never get fulfilled. And history never 
reaches a resolution. What we establish is destroyed. And everything we do is forgotten. At 
some point, no one will remember that we even existed. We end up where we started. From 
dust we came; to dust we shall return. And that is the very definition of futility.  

This is not a pleasant passage. But we mustn’t be too quick to dismiss it or correct it. We 
need to feel the weight of this. Solomon is hitting on something crucial. This world is fractured. 
In Romans 8, Paul says that creation has been subjected to futility (Rom 8:20). That word, 
“futility,” is mataiotes. And mataiotes is the Greek word for…you guessed it…hevel. Sin and evil 
have broken this world. Creation has been subjected to hevel. We are living in a discordant 
world; where things don’t make sense, and don’t work. So how should we labor in such a 
world? Can we make any lasting difference?  

Jesus provides the answer to this question. He’s the Greater Solomon. And he  
provides us with superior wisdom. Jesus says, “do not store up for yourselves treasures on 
earth, where moth and rust consume…but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven” 
(Matthew 6:19-21). And Paul encourages us to be steadfast and immovable, knowing that our 

                                                           
9 After doing further research, I discovered that this remark has been spuriously attributed to Socrates. 

However, a similar remark occurs in Plato’s Republic: "The democratic youth . . . lives along day by day, gratifying 
thedesire that occurs to him, at one time drinking and listening to theflute, at another downing water and reducing, 
now practisinggymnastic, and again idling and neglecting everything; and sometimes 
spending his time as though he were occupied in philosophy." 
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labor in the Lord is not in vain (1 Cor 15:58). Jesus says there’s a kind of labor that lasts; that 
endures. Our work can echo into eternity. God can enfold it into his redemptive story.   

So will my work endure? Will it echo into eternity? Or will it perish? Well, itdepends. 
What am I working for? Why am I laboring? Am I laboring for more stuff? That stuff will break. 
Or, it will disappear. Or, it’ll go to my kids. And they’ll just sell it to get more stuff. Am I laboring 
for honor? For acclaim? Everyone around me is going to die. I’m not going to be remembered. 
At some point, no one will even remember that I ever existed. Am I striving for pleasure? It 
won’t be enough. The more I consume, the more my appetite will grow. And the law of 
diminishing returns will take effect.   

My work can endure. But for that to happen, I must view work differently. I’m not living 
in my story. I’m living in God’s. And that changes everything. My job is God’s job. I’m not 
working for the weekend. I’m working for his glory. I’m here to do excellent work; work that 
reflects God’s excellence. And I’m here to reflect Christ to my co-workers; to serve them, and 
bless them. And I do it hoping they too come to know Christ. My stuff is God’s stuff. So I’m 
generous. I have open hands. I think of ways to leverage my money for his kingdom. And my 
house is God’s house. Last week, I heard a wise believer say something that just leveled me. He 
said that if you’re a Christian, your home is not your refuge. Christ is your refuge. He’s your only 
refuge. But your home; that’s an outpost of Christ’s kingdom.”10 Christ is my shelter. But my 
home is a tool for his kingdom. Hospitality isn’t just biblical. It’s revolutionary. I don’t think 
that’s an overstatement. People are so lonely. And they need in-person connection with others. 
And in this culture, that is rare. And hospitality is exhausting and inconvenient. But I’ve seen 
houses change the world; places where people come in, and are loved, and are welcomed as 
family. And they see the love of Christ. And they come to know him. Our work can endure. It all 
depends on what we’re working for.   

As Christians, we don’t believe that we’ve somehow discovered God. We can’t infer our 
way to meaning, or to God. And Ecclesiastes demonstrates this. We can’t discover the meaning 
of life. We can’t construct a comprehensive view of reality from the bottom up. We’ll never 
reach the summit. And that’s why we need outside help. We don’t overcome our condition to 
find meaning. We believe that Meaning has found us by entering our condition. Jesus comes to 
us. In fact, he relates to us as one of us. He shows us what God is like. In Christ, Meaning enters 
from the outside. Jesus lives under the sun. He experiences the futility of life. He is bewildered 
and confused. And he lives our life. And then, he dies our death. Death renders things 
meaningless. So Jesus destroys death on our behalf. And he rises to restore us to God. And 
now, we have a right relationship with God; the source of meaning, and purpose. So if you 
despair of figuring this out; if you think, “I can’t put it all together,” you’re in a good place. In 
Christ, meaning comes to you. And if you trust in him, you will know that life isn’t in vain.    

                                                           
10 See http://www.vergenetwork.org/2015/06/20/why-my-home-is-my-refuge-is-a-lie-of-the-devil-and-

idolatry/. 
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