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ECCLESIASTES 113 - 226

The text is long and included in sections below. A brief summary:
“I searched high and low for happiness, but it was a momentary, mysterious, and perplexing vapor. It's that way for all
of us. Our reprieve? Enjoy the good things in life, not as an end in themselves—but as a gift from God.”

STRUCTURE

I Introduction to Solomon’s “wise” search for happiness (1:13-18)
a. God has entrusted us with an unhappy search for happiness (1:13-14)
b. Proverb: Limitations of wisdom (1:15)
c. Solomon searched for happiness in wisdom itself (1:16-17)
d. Proverb: Limitations of wisdom (1:18)
1. Solomon’s search for happiness through every accessible avenue (2:1-11)
a. Pleasure: wine, laughter, delights of the senses (2:1-3)
b. Achievement: building projects, wealth accumulation, status (2:4-6)
c. Experimentation with extremes: indulgence, extravagance, intellectual exploration (2:7-9)
d. Evaluation: all accomplishments are vapor—temporary and unsatisfying (2:10-11)
1. A word about wisdom—it benefits us, but it will not provide an escape (2:12-14)
a. Wisdom vs. folly: the wise see what the fool does not (2:12)
b. Both the wise and the fool share the same fate: death (2:13)
c. The end result of wisdom does not guarantee security or lasting satisfaction (2:14)
V. Solomon’s emotional response to his fruitless quest: | hated life! (2:15-21)
a. Recognition of life's absurdity: the righteous and the wicked both die (2:15-16)
b. Hatred of toil: the labor to acquire and enjoy is meaningless if death claims all (2:17)
c. Reflection on successors: those who inherit what we've worked for may not honor it (2:18-19)
d. A despairing conclusion: our efforts feel like chasing wind, apart from God's perspective (2:20-21)
V. Conclusion to Solomon's “wise” search for happiness: stop pursuing “gain”; enjoy life as God's gift
(2:22-26)
a. The pursuit of happiness—"gain"—apart from God yield despair (2:22-23)
b. The reception of happiness from God—as a gift—yields joy (24-26)

GENERAL COMMENTARY:

Ecclesiastes 1:13-2:26 forms the heart of Solomon's autobiographical reflection, revealing the depth of his search for
meaning under the sun. As a wealthy king with the world at his fingertips, Solomon’s search leaves no rock unturned.
Structurally, this section marks a progression from observation to experience. It begins with the admission of
futility—his exhaustive quest reveals that wisdom, toil, and accumulation are fleeting—but concludes with a nuanced
vision of hope: joy and satisfaction are gifts from God, meant to be received with gratitude in the present.

The opening verses (1:12-18, 2:1-11) establish the intellectual and existential framework of the Preacher’s inquiry.
Solomon applies his heart to wisdom, exploring madness, folly, and human labor, only to find vexation and striving
after the wind. His insights reveal a crucial tension: knowledge and wisdom illuminate the depths of life's injustices
and limitations, but they also heighten sorrow. Similarly, his experiments with pleasure, wealth, and creative
accomplishment (2:1-11) yield insight but not ultimate satisfaction. The internal flow here highlights the futility of
human-centered pursuits: each experiment ends in recognition that life's treasures, while beautiful, are insubstantial.
The literary pattern is consistent: pursuit, analysis, and evaluation, with repeated refrains emphasizing “vanity” and
“striving after wind,"” preparing the reader for the corrective that follows.

Solomon's reflections pivot in 2:12-23, as he contrasts the value of wisdom with folly and examines the limits of toil.
Wisdom emerges as superior, but even it cannot overcome the existential reality of death, which renders the labor of
both the wise and the foolish equally transient. The internal flow emphasizes the universality of human limitation—no
amount of wisdom or effort secures ultimate reward in this life.

The section culminates in 2:24-26, where Solomon offers his unexpected prescription: the enjoyment of life is a gift
from God. Here, he introduces the corrective to despair. To eat, drink, and find joy in one's labor is not frivolous but
divinely sanctioned. God grants wisdom, knowledge, and joy to those who please Him. The literary arc here moves



from despair to hope: from the recognition of vanity and toil to the grounded enjoyment of life's gifts in relationship

with God.

Taken together, these chapters form a microcosm of Ecclesiastes’ central message. Solomon's exhaustive
experiments reveal the futility of human striving apart from God, yet they also highlight the possibility of meaning and
satisfaction when life is embraced as a gift. Knowledge deepens sorrow, toil can be empty, and pleasures can
mislead—but in the hands of God, even mundane labors and ordinary joys acquire weight and purpose.

VERSE-BY-VERSE COMMENTARY:

13 And | applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven. It is an unhappy
business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with.
—"I applied my heart":

Similar phrasing appears throughout the unit (1:13, 16; 2:1, 3, 12, 15, 20, 24).
The phrase emphasizes that Solomon did not just pursue every means of happiness; he also applied
thoughtfulness to his search. He was not a blind hedonist but a navigator holding a compass.

—"by wisdom™:

What could it mean that Solomon applied “wisdom” to his search for happiness, considering that he
abandoned the wisdom of God's Word?

Solomon is using "wisdom" in the broadest sense, as if to say, "l entered into my hedonistic quest, not
with the goal of numbing and escaping, but rather with eyes wide open for evaluation. | aimed to
answer whether these pursuits could truly satisfy.” His answer: “Nothing satisfied me.”

Derek Kidner agrees with this take on wisdom, as it is used in Ecclesiastes: “For so famous a thinker
the search must naturally begin with wisdom, the quality most highly praised in his circle. But he says
nothing of its first principle, the fear of the Lord, and we can assume that the wisdom he speaks of is
(as his method demands) the best thinking that man can do on his own. It is splendid, as far as it goes;
nothing else can compare with it (2:13); yet it has no answer to our misgivings about life. It only
sharpens them by its clarity.”

In other words, even though Proverbs employs the same Hebrew word for “wisdom,” Ecclesiastes uses
it differently. In Proverbs, wisdom is rooted in the fear of the LORD. In Ecclesiastes, wisdom is man'’s
best thinking, unmoored from the fear of God. This explains why Solomon held onto “wisdom"—man'’s
wisdom—while pursuing a life of wild, God-forbidden pleasures (cf. 2:7-8).

—"all that is done under heaven":

This verse introduces what follows: his pursuit of wisdom and knowledge through education (1:16-18),
of worldly pleasure (2:1-3), of buildings and achievements (2:4-6), of amassing of wealth (2:7-8a), of
sex and romance (2:8b), and of earthly status (2:9). These pursuits amount to “all that is done under
heaven”—in the human search for satisfaction.

“under heaven™:

o This phrase appears three times in Ecclesiastes (1:13; 3:1; 8:16), which complements the more
common “under the sun” (26x).

o “under heaven” reminds us that the viewpoint of these verses derives not merely from under
the sun—but from beyond it. Solomon's gleanings come from heaven itself. Ecclesiastes
focuses on life “under the sun”, but its perspective is not limited by its geography.

“It is an unhappy business": Solomon'’s begins with his conclusion to the pursuit of happiness: it is
unhappy. Apart from God, no earthly satisfaction endures. The “business”"—the pursuit—ends with a
handful of vapor.

“That God has given":

o Solomon will end the story of his personal quest by saying that God's hand gives joy—but only
when we receive it as a gift in the context of friendship with Him. So he begins by saying God
has given us unhappy business; he ends by saying that God has given us happiness—in Him.

o It seems at first harsh that “God has given” us unhappiness. Gee, thanks God! But as we saw in
the prologue (1:1-12), God gave us this vacuous quest as a reward for sin. We all live under its
curse. There is no escaping Solomon's useless quest. But there is reprieve. There is a way of
enjoying our ride to nowhere. Stay tuned.

—"the children of man": Not the children of “men” but “man"—the Hebrew word, "Adam.” The sons of Adam
bear his curse. This is the curse of death and futility that hangs in the background of Ecclesiastes. Because of
it, we work ourselves back into the dirt, striving for a life of meaning, only to chase the wind.



14 | have seen everything that is done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striving after wind. 15 What
is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be counted.
—In verse 14, Solomon reinforces his conclusion about our “unhappy business” of pursuing happiness in a
cursed world by describing it in thematic terms: life is “vanity”"—a fleeting, mysterious, empty vapor—a
“striving after wind" that cycles, like us, right back where it started. Wind, like happiness, is beyond our reach.
Any pursuit of earthly happiness will end without gain, a cycle of empty searching.
—In verse 15, Solomon quotes a proverb to support this same conclusion (a literary approach he repeats in v.
18). How does the proverb make his point?
e “What is crooked cannot be made straight”: The world is full of sin and injustice, and nothing can fix it.
Stuck in our cursed state, we chase wind.
e ‘“what is lacking cannot be counted”: You can't fix a problem that your mind can't grasp. Like a
mysterious vapor, the problem of our “unhappy business” cannot be resolved. It is an infinite mystery,
a number we cannot count to.
—Gibson (quoting Meyers): “Realising this can help you deal with life in a way that honours God. For example,
do not be surprised to find yourself in a frustrating situation from which you cannot escape by means of
controlling it. Not everything can be fixed! Not everything is a problem to be solved. Some things must be
borne, must be suffered and endured. Wisdom does not teach us how to master the world. It does not give us
techniques for programming life such that life becomes orderly and predictable.”

16 | 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." 17 And | applied my heart to know wisdom and to
know madness and folly. | perceived that this also is but a striving after wind. 18 For in much wisdom is much
vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.
—Now, Solomon gets more concrete, beginning with the quest for wisdom and knowledge. We know from 1
Kings 4:29-34 that Solomon educated himself thoroughly in science and the arts. He pursued these to the nth
degree, “surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before” him.
—"| applied my heart to know wisdom": He studied not just diverse disciplines of wisdom but also the nature
of wisdom itself. He perched himself above it all—and the conclusion was the same: all is vanity.
—"to know madness and folly”: You can't study light without investigating darkness; you can’t fathom justice
without reference to injustice. Contrasts illuminate. The opposite of wisdom is “madness and folly"—the
insanity of foolish living.
—In sum, Solomon devoted himself to understanding the way of wisdom, the nature of wisdom, and the
opposite of wisdom—madness and folly.
—Strikingly, Solomon concludes that even the pursuit of wisdom is vanity! How can this be? Is wisdom utterly
useless? Later Solomon will clarify that wisdom does have some value. So what does he mean by calling
wisdom'’s pursuit “vanity”?

e First, wisdom does not provide a way of escape. We are all stuck on the merry-go-round of death and
futility—wise and foolish alike. The wise person cannot say, “I've arrived! I've discovered the secret
wisdom that circumvents mortality! I've found the way to happiness without God!"

e Second, we must understand Solomon's term “wisdom” in relation to its pair in verse 16, "knowledge”.
He's not using “wisdom"” in the strictest biblical sense of living in the fear of God and all its practical
expressions. Rather, he's speaking of the "wisdom" of people who receive education. Like Moses, who
was schooled in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and like Daniel, who was taught the wisdom of
Babylon, the pursuit of higher education will not satisfy.

—"For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow":

e “For": This proverb is designed to explain how the pursuit of wisdom is “vanity” and “striving after the
wind"—it's because of what it produces.

e Even if you acquire vast wisdom and knowledge, it only increases the “vexation” and “sorrow”! How can
that be?

e If you've ever caught yourself daydreaming about living a quiet rural life, perhaps even with the
Amish—away from technology, away from political spin and 24/7 news cycles, away from the grind of
more and bigger and better—you can understand what Solomon intends. Our “advances” have not
produced any lasting gain; in some ways, they increase frustration.

e Society has grown leaps and bounds in "wisdom” (if defined as “man'’s best thinking”) and “knowledge”
with every century. But has sin's curse become any more bearable? Solomon says: it increases the
burden. As Albert Einstein once said, “The more | learn, the more | realize how much | don't know.”
Education doesn't build toward a fixed point where we can finally say, “l know it all'" Knowledge chases
infinity; humans who seek it as a means of lasting gain are sprinting after wind.



e Solomon will later qualify this statement by saying that wisdom is better than folly, even if it increases
sorrow and vexation.

e Gibson: “"He learns so much and yet his heart aches like the man who knows nothing (1:18). Degree
certificates line his study walls, but his tears are the same as the person working on the street who
never even went to school.”

e Kaiser: "Wisdom, when viewed apart from that wisdom which comes from the fear of God... only
increases grief instead of bringing relief to the question of profit.”

11 said in my heart, "Come now, | will test you with pleasure; enjoy yourself." But behold, this also was vanity. 2 |
said of laughter, "It is mad," and of pleasure, "What use is it?" 3 | searched with my heart how to cheer my body
with wine—my heart still guiding me with wisdom—and how to lay hold on folly, till | might see what was good
for the children of man to do under heaven during the few days of their life. 4 | made great works. | built houses
and planted vineyards for myself. 5 | made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees.
6 | made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees. 7 | bought male and female slaves, and
had slaves who were born in my house. | had also great possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had
been before me in Jerusalem. 8 | also gathered for myself silver and gold and the treasure of kings and
provinces. | got singers, both men and women, and many concubines, the delight of the sons of man. 9 So |
became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem. Also my wisdom remained with me. 10 And
whatever my eyes desired | did not keep from them. | kept my heart from no pleasure, for my heart found
pleasure in all my toil, and this was my reward for all my toil. 11 Then | considered all that my hands had done
and the toil | had expended in doing it, and behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing
to be gained under the sun.

—"1 will test you with pleasure; enjoy yourself": This introduces a whole section about Solomon'’s hedonistic

quest:

e “laughter”: picture the pot-smoking hippy who sings, “Don’t worry, be happy,” rather than troubling
himself with troublesome thoughts. “It is mad"”, Solomon concludes. The pot-smoking hippy is crazy.

e ‘“cheer my body with wine": picture the man of Proverbs 23, who says, “They struck me... but | was not
hurt; they beat me, but | did not feel it. When shall | awake? | must have another drink.” The drunkard
drowns his sorrow with wine, only to multiply sorrows, which he then drowns with more wine—
defeating each hangover with excess, until he hits rock bottom.

¢ "how to lay hold on folly": If everybody said it was a foolish way to live, Solomon did it anyway.

e ‘I made great works... houses... vineyards... gardens... parks... pools... trees": Picture Elon Musk,
finishing a rocket, only to build tunnels—even proposing one from NYC to London.
e ‘I bought male and female slave... had great possessions... | got singers”: This all fit the category of

wealth, which is admittedly uncomfortable as it relates to slaves. Revelation 18 critiques ownership of
persons, which reduces them to asset valuation (Rev. 18:11-13). Solomon is not highlighting his
righteousness but rather his indulgence. His citizens will later criticize him for harsh treatment (1 Kgs.
2:13-14).

e “many concubines, the delight of the sons of man": Deut. 17:17 forbids a king from many wives
(Solomon had 700). He had 300 concubines, which are essentially second-tier wives. Jesus argues in
Matt. 19 that Genesis 2 teaches monogamy as the ideal, not just for kings, but for everyone. Solomon
didn't care. While it was normal in his culture for kings to take wives as part of international treaties,
the king was to trust in God for security. Solomon admits here that he also did this for sexual pleasure.

—"1 will test you... my heart still guiding me with wisdom... my wisdom remained with me... Then | considered":

e Solomon's pursuit of happiness was more than that—it was a “test”, an experiment, a pursuit of an
answer to this question: is happiness even possible while living under sin’s curse?

e Again, Solomon was not guided by the God-fearing wisdom of Proverbs. Such wisdom begins with the
fear of God and leads to righteousness. Solomon’s hedonistic quest was by no means righteous.

¢ The "wisdom" he employed was “the world's best thinking.” He applied his mind to understand the
world's pleasures—whether they yielded happiness.

—Solomon's initial conclusion is two-fold:

e On one side, he actually did enjoy these pleasures as a “reward for all my toil”. This does not suggest
that every single pleasure was righteous. It is a general statement about earthly pleasure as a good
experience—even a gift from God. His statement in vv. 24-26 will clarify this initial conclusion.

e On the other side, Solomon's pleasures did not last—they were "vanity” and “striving after the wind".
Rather than providing escape from the merry-go-round of death and futility, the world's best
pleasures left him spinning.



e The flow of verse 10 (pleasures are a reward) into verse 11 (pleasures are vain) is instructive. Neither
verse can stand alone—we must understand both sides—but verse 11 trumps verse 10 in terms of
gravity. He presents verse 11 as the ultimate picture: every earthly pleasure fails the test. It cannot
produce lasting gain or satisfaction. It cannot provide a true escape.

—"great works... great possessions... more than any who had been before me... | became great and surpassed
all who were before me... whatever my eyes desired... | kept my heart from no pleasure”:

e Solomon fills this section with superlatives to shatter any illusion that his quest for fulfillment was
anything less than total or that it lacked the necessary resources to succeed, as if to say, "Maybe if he
had been wealthier or had more time, he might have found true satisfaction..."

e He meticulously lays bare the extremes to which he went, leaving no room for doubt that every
avenue—every indulgence—was explored, and yet none could provide the lasting contentment he
sought.

—Gibson: “Famously, Pascal went as far as suggesting that ‘the sole cause of man's unhappiness is that he
does not know how to stay quietly in his room." He believed that ‘nothing is so unbearable for a man as to be
in complete repose, without passions, without business, without distraction, without application. Then he feels
his nothingness, his abandonment, his insufficiency, his dependence, his impotence, his emptiness.
Incontinent from the depths of his soul there will arise boredom, melancholy, sadness, sorrow, spite,
despair."—In other words, our pursuit of happiness is one big distraction from despair over our human
condition.

12 So | turned to consider wisdom and madness and folly. For what can the man do who comes after the king?
Only what has already been done. 13 Then | saw that there is more gain in wisdom than in folly, as there is more
gain in light than in darkness. 14 The wise person has his eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness. And
yet | perceived that the same event happens to all of them.

—"So | turned to consider wisdom and madness and folly":

e This repeats 1:17 almost verbatim: “And | applied my heart to know wisdom and to know madness and
folly".

¢ In the first instance, Solomon concluded that wisdom and knowledge only increased sorrow and
vexation (1:18). If he had stopped there, we might have concluded that wisdom and folly are equally
valid paths to choose.

e In this second instance, Solomon corrects that false conclusion.

—"more gain in wisdom than folly... in light than darkness":

e The elusive “gain” of Solomon's pursuits returns in this verse. There is indeed some gain in living a
wise life, just as light is better than darkness.

e Solomon then expands the light/darkness motif by applying it practically: “The wise person has eyes in
his head, but the fool walks in darkness”. In other words, wisdom is superior because it illuminates our
path. It prevents us from tripping and falling. Despite the “vexation” and “sorrow” produced by the
world's best thinking (1:18)—the pursuit of wisdom still bears fruit.

e But then, Solomon qualifies his qualifier...

—"And yet | perceived that the same event happens to all of them": The wise person can avoid tripping and
falling, and this makes the merry-go-round of death and futility a bit more pleasant. But there's still no
escape. Even wise people die.

15 Then | said in my heart, "What happens to the fool will happen to me also. Why then have | been so very
wise?" And | said in my heart that this also is vanity. 16 For of the wise as of the fool there is no enduring
remembrance, seeing that in the days to come all will have been long forgotten. How the wise dies just like the
fool! 17 So | hated life, because what is done under the sun was grievous to me, for all is vanity and a striving
after wind. 18 | hated all my toil in which | toil under the sun, seeing that | must leave it to the man who will come
after me, 19 and who knows whether he will be wise or a fool? Yet he will be master of all for which | toiled and
used my wisdom under the sun. This also is vanity.

—These verses present Solomon’s emotional response to the limitations of wisdom.

—Notwithstanding the relative benefit of wisdom, the shadow of death still looms, and Solomon feels the

weight of it: “Why then have | been so very wise?"—In other words, what's the point?

—"this also is vanity": This is hebel—a vapor. The wisdom acquired does not last beyond the grave. It does not

liberate us from the perplexing harshness of life.

—"For of the wise as of the fool there is no enduring remembrance™:

e Solomon introduced this idea in 1:11. Wisdom benefits us in this life, but it will not escape death or its
result—forgottenness.



e The benefit of wisdom is not that it produces an earthly legacy. It does not. In a generation or two,

nobody will care about our legacy. They'll be busy making their own forgotten memories.
—"I hated all my toil in which | toil under the sun":

e Contemplating death made Solomon hate life. Why? Because he “must leave it" to someone else—
perhaps even to a “fool” who will destroy what he built.

e They say that “the first generation generates wealth; the second generation maintains it; the third
generation squanders it."

e This happened with the Vanderbilts: Cornelius built a fortune through railroads and shipping (died in
1877); his son William sustained and even expanded the empire a bit; Cornelius Jr. and the rest of the
third generation mismanaged it. By the early 20'" century, it was all gone.

e Although Solomon expresses a hatred for life by contemplating death, this initial response must be
balanced with the broader theme of Ecclesiastes, which shows that reflecting on life's brevity actually
enables us to appreciate life more fully. He reinforces this point just a few verses later (vv. 24-26) and
repeatedly throughout the book, particularly in Ecclesiastes 7:2: “It is better to go to the house of
mourning than to go to the house of feasting, for this is the end of all mankind, and the living will lay it
to heart.”

e Gibson: “death can change us from people who want to control life for gain into people who find deep
joy in receiving life as a gift... life in God's world is gift, not gain."

20 So | turned about and gave my heart up to despair over all the toil of my labors under the sun, 21 because
sometimes a person who has toiled with wisdom and knowledge and skill must leave everything to be enjoyed by
someone who did not toil for it. This also is vanity and a great evil.
—"This also is vanity and a great evil™
e This section continues the theme of Solomon’'s emotional response to living under sin's curse. Not only
did he “hate" life—he cratered into “despair.”
e Pr.13:22 says, “A good man leaves an inheritance to his children's children, but the sinner's wealth is
laid up for the righteous." Yet, here, Solomon calls this “vanity and a great evil"—how can that be?

o The apparent contradiction lies in the different perspectives of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. In
Proverbs, the emphasis is on the wisdom of leaving a legacy for future generations, where the
accumulation of wealth is seen as a good thing when it aligns with righteousness. It speaks to
the long-term benefit of a godly life and the generational impact of wise stewardship.

o In Ecclesiastes, however, Solomon reflects on the frustrations of life under the sun. He sees
that, despite a righteous man'’s efforts to build wealth and leave an inheritance, he cannot
control what happens to it after his death. This reality leads Solomon to describe it as “vanity
and a great evil.” The point is that, despite the wisdom of Proverbs, wealth is ultimately
fleeting and may be squandered or misused by those who inherit it, who may not have the
same wisdom or values. In the end, life's brevity makes the pursuit of wealth seem pointless,
especially when it cannot offer lasting fulfillment.

o So, in Ecclesiastes, Solomon is not denying the value of inheritance or wealth, but rather
highlighting the futility of putting all one’s hope in material success, especially when death
strips away control over what happens next. It's a warning against overvaluing wealth and an
encouragement to find meaning in things that endure beyond death.

e Still, how can he call it “great evil"?

o | am no Hebrew scholar, but | don't love this translation, “evil"—although it is a normal way of
translating the word (NASB, NKJV, NRSV). The word carries a broad enough semantic range to
not necessarily convey “moral evil.” | have a problem with generational wealth being passed
receiving such a label, considering its positive connotations elsewhere in Scripture, especially
Proverbs.

o The Hebrew word for “evil” can also be translated as “tragedy” or “misfortune™:

= NIV: “This too is meaningless, a great misfortune.”
= NLT: “This is also so meaningless. It's a great tragedy.”

o | think the NIV/NLT rendering makes more sense. Solomon is not making moral judgments
about generational wealth but rather expressing how he feels about it practically. It feels like a
great tragedy to Solomon that a fool might inherit everything he toiled for.

22 What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart with which he toils beneath the sun? 23 For all his days
are full of sorrow, and his work is a vexation. Even in the night his heart does not rest. This also is vanity.



—Given the hatred and despair Solomon's quest for happiness yielded, he returns to the original question:
“What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart"?

—This is the same question Solomon addressed in the prologue (1:1-12). In 1:3, he asked, “What does man gain
by all the toil with which he toils under the sun?”

—Solomon's initial investigation was based on observation of earth's cycles. Like the sun, wind, and water,
human beings cycle through life without any lasting gain.

—His continued investigation focuses not on distant observation but personal engagement—a pursuit of
every pleasure under the sun.

—Both investigations conclude the same: All is vanity. Mortals cannot conquer sin’s curse—its “sorrow” and
“vexation”"—Dby innovation or experiences. There is nothing new under the sun.

—"Even in the night his heart does not rest": the “sorrow” and “vexation” associated with daytime labor does
not cease with those labors. Our hearts continue their toil, even when our heads lie down.

24 There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also,
I saw, is from the hand of God, 25 for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? 26 For to the one
who pleases him God has given wisdom and knowledge and joy, but to the sinner he has given the business of
gathering and collecting, only to give to one who pleases God. This also is vanity and a striving after wind.
—But there is hope! And it's a bit surprising. After casting shade over the pursuit of pleasure—Solomon
recommends pleasure!
—"There is nothing better”: This is a value assessment. Like an appraiser estimating worth, Solomon has
tested the pleasures of life and found them wonderful—but also empty. It requires wisdom to experience
them as the former, not the latter.
—"this is from the hand of God, for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment?”

Gibson: “It is so striking that now, at the end of the Preacher's epic quest \for happiness, he discovers
where it comes from. Not from his striving, but from God's giving."

It's not just the food and drink—but the enjoyment they bring—that comes “from the hand of God".
The world's best thinking imagines satisfaction—finishing its savory meal with a stomach full of
vanity. Apart from God, His blessings don't satisfy.

But with God, His blessings DO satisfy. This is the difference.

o One person chases pleasure like a greyhound circling the track for a fake rabbit. Even if he's a
special breed—one who actually catches it—he ultimately suffers the disillusionment of “all
that work” for a mouthful of rubber. So it is with godless people who chase pleasure. They're
either dissatisfied because the rabbit is out of reach, or even if they reach it, they're
disappointed by the taste.

o In contrast, the godly person does not chase fantasies. He is under no delusion about earthly
pleasures producing any lasting gain. He does not live for the next high or milestone—but for
God. In living for God RIGHT NOW, he can enjoy his life in the present. Rather than living for a
future when “everything will be better,” he receives every present blessing as a gift from God.
He is grateful.

Solomon's teaching protects us from swinging the pendulum too far from worldly pleasure into hyper-
religiosity. While it's true that earthly goods do not satisfy our deepest needs, it does not follow that
we should forsake them all, take a vow of poverty, self-flagellate like the ancient monks who beat their
bodies as if to share in Christ's suffering, or give ourselves over to excessive fasting and abstention
from life's pleasures. This would only be trading one delusion for another: the godless pursuit of
happiness for the world-less pursuit of false spirituality. One chases a phantom of pleasure that never
satisfies; the other chases a phantom of holiness that never frees. Both run in endless circles,
exhausted by the pursuit. Only the one who receives God's blessings as gifts can lay down the chase
for wind and rubber rabbits—and taste eternity, even in earthly pleasures.

Gibson (quoting Wilson): “The gift of God does not make this meaninglessness go away; the gift of God
makes this vanity enjoyable.”

Gibson: “life is meant to be enjoyed not mastered.”

—"For to the one who pleases him God has given wisdom and knowledge and joy":

Solomon's pursuit of everything has revealed the superiority of wisdom over folly (2:13-14) and the
value of joy (2:24). Now he adds that God gives both.

It's not just earthly goods, but the joy they can bring, which God gives. Many people have goods—but
they can't derive joy from them.

To whom does God give these gifts? To “the one who pleases him". Those who walk in friendship with
God should have the most joy. When we enjoy God first, we enjoy life most.



But this doesn’'t seem to be very true, practically. | know many Christians who are not satisfied at all in
life. And | know some non-Christians who seem to be happy. How would Solomon answer this?

o First, it should challenge Christians to actually receive Solomon's counsel: to enjoy God's
blessings, to enjoy the present, to enjoy Him, all with gratitude. Many Christians are stuck in
the same delusion as the godless; this explains their dissatisfaction and disillusionment.

o Second, whatever happiness non-Christians find, it is apart from God, still fleeting, and still
ends in death. They are partying on the Titanic.

o Third, Solomon himself acknowledges the disparities of our fallen world: “There is a vanity that
takes place on earth, that there are righteous people to whom it happens according to the
deeds of the wicked, and there are wicked people to whom it happens according to the deeds
of the righteous. | said that this also is vanity” (8:14). Nevertheless, the flourishing of the
wicked and the languishing of the righteous should not prevent joy. The very next verse says,
“And | commend joy, for man has nothing better under the sun but to eat and drink and be
joyful, for this will go with him in his toil through the days of his life that God has given him
under the sun” (8:15). Despite the world’s injustice—what is preventing you from enjoying
today?

—"but to the sinner he has given the business of gathering and collecting, only to give to one who
pleases God":

This sounds similar to Pr. 13:22: “A good man leaves an inheritance to his children’s children, but the
sinner's wealth is laid up for the righteous.”

In what sense can this actually be true, though? Godless people leave inheritances to their families all
the time. And there's no evidence that righteous people are more wealthy than wicked ones. Scripture
often addresses this disparity (Ps. 37:16-17; 73:3-17; Pr. 21:21; Jer. 17:11).

Solomon is not suggesting that every godless person will die and give his inheritance to godly people.
Rather, both here and in Proverbs 13:22, he's saying that God's people ULTIMATELY collect the
inheritance of the godless. Why? Because we live forever with God, and they don't. Solomon doesn't
directly address the afterlife, but it's on his mind because he views the final judgment as God's
resolution to every injustice and His reward for all unseen righteousness (8:11-13; 11:9; 12:14).

One concrete example of this was Israel inheriting Canaan: their wealth, their homes, their vineyards,
their land—forfeited because of their sin, but inherited by Israel because of God's covenant love. This
foreshadows the end of the age, when God's people will live in this renewed world. The wealth of the
wicked will have been stored up for us. Their homes, their vineyards, their land, their yachts, maybe
even their spaceships! It will all belong to us. And we'll have eternity to improve on these cultural
advancements!

—"This also is vanity and a striving after the wind": Why would Solomon say that a good thing—namely,
the righteous inheriting the wealth of the wicked—is vanity and striving after the wind?

In our study on Ecclesiastes 1, we observed that “vanity” can have many nuanced meanings: brief,
elusive, insubstantial, mysterious, and frustrating.

Given its pairing with “striving after the wind" in this case—"vanity” contextually means, “elusive” or
“fleeting.”

What is elusive or fleeting about the wealth of the wicked being passed to the righteous?

o When Solomon says “This"” is vanity/striving—grammatically speaking, “This" is a
demonstrative singular masculine. It cannot refer to the wisdom/knowledge/joy of the
righteous because these words in verse 26 because these are all feminine. It seems most likely
that it refers to the “toil” of the wicked that earns him nothing in the end. “Toil” is masculine in
the Hebrew, matching the masculine “This".

o Therefore, Solomon is not suggesting that the justice of verse 26 is vanity. It is right and good
that God's people inherit sinners' wealth.

o Instead, he's referring to the “under the sun” reality of the wicked: their greatest happiness is
zapped from them when they die. This is “vanity” in the sense that their wealth has wings.



