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We have finished Chapter 1 of ECCLESIASTES, which is Solomon’s introduction to the 

book, giving both his main theme and his reasons for writing the book. 

We now enter chapters 2-3 of ECCLESIASTES.  In these two chapters Solomon 

summarizes for us his own personal search for meaning in life apart from God, giving the double 

conclusion that there is no meaning for labor apart from God but that labor has eternal value if 

done for God. 

You can look at this part of the book as having two main parts: a NEGATIVE part (2:1-

23) apart from God and a POSITIVE response (2:24-3:22, the end).  We can take this negative 

part in just one day, this letter, but it will probably take us three days to get through the positive 

section because it has so many thoughts, some of them rather complicated and many beautiful. 

Today we will look at Ecclesiastes 2:1-23, Solomon’s personal search for meaning in life 

apart from God and the conclusions he draws from this search. 

 

I.  Solomon’s Search for Meaning Apart from God, 2:1-23. 

A.  The Search (2:1-10) 

Solomon was a very industrious person, a very alert and perceptive person, and had 

access to every form of the pursuit of meaning in life.  He tried to find meaning in pure 

LAUGHTER along with the delights that produce laughter (vs. 1-2).  He experimented with 

DRUNKENNESS and the sins that go along with it (vs. 3).  He labored hard to produce great 

WEALTH and ACCOMPLISHMENTS (vss. 4-8).  He tried the delights of the world’s best 

MUSIC (vs. 8b).  He kept his WISDOM all through the search (9a).  And he did all this with an 

attitude of enjoying his search, rejoicing in his labor for its own sake (10). 

That summarizes his search.  Read all ten verses to get the missing details but notice that 

it does indeed cover every area of labor possible in this life. 

B.  Its Conclusion (2:11-23) 

Solomon’s conclusion we have already mentioned several times:  apart from God, “all 

was vanity and vexation of spirit and there was no profit under the sun” (verse 11). 

But now he goes on to give some REASONS for this conclusion that he is always 

drawing.  WHY does he say all this labor is without profit? 

First of all, notice that verses 13-14a form a parenthesis in his giving of reasons.  There 

he will admit that while he is living, even apart from God, the man with worldly wisdom who 

works hard is better off than the man who lives merely for pleasure or sin.  (Put parentheses 

around these verses!). 

But the rest of verses 11-23 give five reasons why Solomon states that this labor was still 

without profit. 

REASON 1:  THE LABOR ITSELF must needs be repeated (vs. 12). 

If one person does everything, as Solomon did, what’s left for the next guy to do??  He 

can only repeat what was already done! 

REASON 2:  THE MAN HIMSELF will still have to die (vs. 15). 



The earthly wise man dies just as the fool, so what lasting good did his work do him?  

Both wind up in the grave! 

REASON 3:  THE MAN HIMSELF will not be long remembered (vs. 16). 

If a wise man hopes for the “immortality” of living on in people’s memories and esteem, 

his hope is useless.  People forget surprisingly fast! 

REASON 4:  THE WORK ITSELF will perish also (vss. 18-21). 

“If people forget me, at least I will have improved life on this earth,” many people like to 

say.  But…hold it!  That’s not true!  History shows that every peak of attainment is followed by 

decline and finally by total loss of all attainment.  What men do soon vanishes.  As Solomon says 

it, the fool who neglects progress will take over the work of the wise man who wrought the 

progress and all the work will be lost. 

REASON 5:  THE WORK ITSELF was wearisome toil! (vss. 22-23). 

Although he may have given heart and soul to his work, doing it even with eagerness, yet 

the work was difficult, accompanied with disappointments and opposition and all manner of 

griefs.  The work also took away his sleep and gave him no peace in his leisure time when he 

finally had time to reflect on its value.  The toil itself was, basically, a wearisome strain. 

We can summarize these five reasons as basically two reasons:  1. FOR HIMSELF, a 

man gains nothing through his labor because the labor itself is frustrating, plus he will soon die 

and lose its benefits, plus people will soon forget all about him; and 2. AS FOR HIS WORK, it 

also has no lasting value because fools soon destroy or lose his work and so future generations 

must start from scratch all over again. 

No wonder Solomon keeps saying all is “vanity and vexation of spirit,” “no profit,” “I 

hated life,” “the work…is grievous,” and “I went about to cause my heart to despair of all the 

labor which I took.”  Apart from God, how empty and futile it all is! 

May God grant us the wisdom of Solomon in his younger years to forsake all labor apart 

from Him.  Rather, may we labor in love for Him Who is both our Creator and Redeemer. 

Next time, if He permits, we shall see the other side of the picture which Solomon 

presents:  there is value to our work as we do it for God’s sake! 

 

Letter # 7:  Theme: ECCLESIASTES 2:1-23.  “Solomon’s Search for Meaning without 

God” 

Questions: 

1. Name the four ways in which Solomon sought to find meaning in life apart from God.  

(1 = verses 1-2; 2 = verse 3; 3 = verses 4-8a; 4 = verse 8b). 

2. Solomon says that he “rejoiced in all my labor; and this was the portion of all my 

labor.”  What does this mean?  Was this Godly joy? 

3.  Solomon does not deny a degree of profit inherent in labor itself during life on earth.  

Which two verses admit this earthly profit? 

4. What is the “one event” of verse 14b which makes all earthly labor worthless apart 

from God? 

5. Name the five reasons why—in the light of death and apart from God—Solomon 

concludes that work is worthless.  Give an example of each from your own experience. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

That, therefore, the temptations by which we are continually assailed may not shake our belief 

in the providence of God, we ought to remember this lesson of instruction, that although God 



govern the righteous, and provides for their safety, they are yet subject and exposed to many 

miseries, that, being tested by such trials, they may give evidence of their invincible constancy, 

and experience so much the more that God is their deliverer.  If they were exempted from every 

kind of trial, their faith would languish, they would cease to call upon God, and their piety would 

remain hidden and unknown. 

 

         Calvin’s Commentaries on Psalms, page 572 
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