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Ecclesiastes 1:12-2:26 
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Sermon: Life as a Gift 

Preacher: Justin Ang 

Passage 

Eccl. 1:12   I the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem. 13 And I 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. 14 I 
have seen everything that is done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and a 
striving after wind. 

 

Eccl. 1:15    What is crooked cannot be made straight, 

  and what is lacking cannot be counted. 

Eccl. 1:16   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.” 17 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. 

 

Eccl. 1:18    For in much wisdom is much vexation, 

  and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow. 
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Eccl. 2:1   I said in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure; enjoy your-
self.” But behold, this also was vanity. 2 I said of laughter, “It is mad,” and of plea-
sure, “What use is it?” 3 I 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 I might see 
what was good for the children of man to do under heaven during the few days of 
their life. 4 I made great works. I built houses and planted vineyards for myself. 5 I 
made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. 6 I 
made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees. 7 I bought male 
and female slaves, and had slaves who were born in my house. I had also great pos-
sessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had been before me in Jerusalem. 
8 I also gathered for myself silver and gold and the treasure of kings and provinces. 
I got singers, both men and women, and many concubines, the delight of the sons 
of man. 

 

Eccl. 2:9   So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem. 
Also my wisdom remained with me. 10 And whatever my eyes desired I did not 
keep from them. I 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 I considered all that my 
hands had done and the toil I 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. 

Eccl. 2:12   So I 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 I 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 dark-
ness. And yet I perceived that the same event happens to all of them. 15 Then I said 
in my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me also. Why then have I 
been so very wise?” And I 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 I hated life, 
because what is done under the sun was grievous to me, for all is vanity and a striv-
ing after wind. 

 

Eccl. 2:18   I hated all my toil in which I toil under the sun, seeing that I must leave it 
to the man who will come after me, 19 and who knows whether he will be wise or a 
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fool? Yet he will be master of all for which I toiled and used my wisdom under the 
sun. This also is vanity. 20 So I 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. 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. 

Eccl. 2:24   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.  

Transcript 

What Gets You Up in the Morning? 

What gets you up in the morning? Growing up, what got me up in the morning was 
television. I know. But it was television shows like Saturday morning Disney. And 
during the week, it was Agro’s cartoon connection. I know, I can’t believe I was able 
to get up so early in the morning! 6am! That’s all changed now.  

What gets you up in the morning? Maybe it’s work, or children, friends, family. We 
all are motivated with some sort of purpose, aren’t we? We get up hoping we will 
make a difference in the world. Hoping that we will enjoy our day. What is it that 
makes you happy in life? 

We’re going through Ecclesiastes, and Solomon is asking the question, what is the 
meaning of life. What is it that should get us up in the morning? Deep questions. 
Last week, we saw how Solomon concluded that life is short, we will not be remem-
bered and he looks to the world, and shows how the world is repetitive.  
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Solomon continues his observation of the world. He doesn’t just look at the repeti-
tive nature of the world, the sun comes up, the sun goes down. He doesn’t just look 
at the wind, the water, the seas that never get full, but he looks at his own experi-
ence. He shares with us, his readers, what he did in order to pursue purpose, in or-
der to pursue happiness. And what happens in this passage is that we see him pur-
suing the things of this world.  

And what we’ll see is further truths that he brings up. About what life really is. And 
before we’re quick to dismiss what Solomon says to us we should listen carefully. 
We might feel like we should ignore what Solomon says to us but there are some 
really important truths. Yes, Solomon sounds very depressing. He sounds absolute-
ly devastated, but there are rays of hope when we continue to read. And Solomon 
is helping us because he’s helping us to take our heads out of the sand. We’re 
putting our fingers in our ears and he’s asking that we listen for a little while and 
see the truth about the world. 

Life will be Disappointing 

So the first thing that we see Solomon observe about life is the fact that it will be 
disappointing. Solomon, from chapter 1 verse 12, begins his quest for meaning, 
purpose. And he decides to pursue different avenues, doesn’t he? We’re told that 
he pursues wisdom, that verse 16 he ‘acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who 
were in Jerusalem before him.’ To know what it means to have both wisdom and 
folly.  

Not only does he look at wisdom, but then he looks at pleasure chapter 2 verse 1. 
Pleasure in laughter, he enjoyed wine, alcohol, pleasure in construction, making 
houses and vineyards, gardens and parks. He even had slaves, he had many pos-
sessions, herds, flocks, silver, and gold. He enjoyed life.  

You know there are millionaires and even billionaires who have so much money 
that they don’t know what to do with it. And they’ll start to collect things. Jay Leno 
has a underground garage of 169 cars and 117 motorbikes. Others spend money 
on boats, and I’m talking about multi-million dollar boats with state of the art 
equipment. Others have houses that have multiple helicopter landing pads, rooms 
for servants. 
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Solomon enjoyed life. Whatever his heart desired, he pursued it with relentless en-
ergy. To the point, that have a look with me at verse 10, chapter 2. 

10 And whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them. I kept my heart from no 
pleasure, for my heart found pleasure in all my toil, and this was my reward for all 
my toil. 

Whatever he desired, Solomon pursued. Maybe we don’t understand what 
Solomon did, but in our heart of hearts, we all pursue what our hearts want. We 
might think that we are different from Solomon, we’re no where nearly as rich or as 
wise as Solomon was, but Solomon’s experience speaks to us because it speaks of 
the human condition.  

Augustine, a 4th century Christian, said, “In looking for you, I seek the happy life.”  

Our desire to make ourselves happy. We all want to make ourselves happy, don’t 
we? Some of us try to make ourselves happy through living a good life. Some of us 
desire to make ourselves happy by the experiences we have in life. Some of us 
make ourselves happy by the possessions we keep. I remember talking to some-
one lately, I can’t remember who it was exactly, but they were sharing how a friend 
of theirs had asked to have their house cleaned. Because their husband had died 
and so they wanted to clean the house because their husband had been a hoarder. 
Whilst my friend was cleaning the house, they discovered a car hidden in the 
garage under all the items that were kept. We may laugh, but for that person, their 
happiness was found in their possessions.  

What do we do to seek happiness? 

Solomon argues that whatever it is, we will all be disappointed. That we will be dis-
appointed by life. It’s what Solomon argues as vanity. It’s not that life is completely 
meaningless, but what Solomon is arguing is that we will be disappointed by life 
and the pursuit of happiness. I want to show you, because Solomon is persistent 
with this theme. That life will be a disappointment.  

It is an unhappy business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with. 
(Ecclesiastes 1:12 ESV) 

He says that it’s going to be frustrating. Life is frustrating. Life is futile. Things can’t 
ultimately be changed. That’s what Solomon says, 
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What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be counted. 

(Ecclesiastes 1:15 ESV) 

And… 

For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases 
sorrow. (Ecclesiastes 1:18 ESV) 

When we pursue more wisdom and knowledge, we’re going to be disappointed. 
Maybe we come to some knowledge of the world, but then it’s been suppressed. 
It’s going to end in pain. There is no ultimate meaning. 

Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I 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. (Ecclesiastes 2:11 ESV) 

Solomon says, that life is disappointing, because you cannot gain. There’s no last-
ing significance, you might earn all this money, you might accumulate, only for it to 
end up on the rubbish heap, only for someone else to get it once you die and you 
don’t enjoy it.  

But, Justin, does that mean that it doesn’t matter if I’m wise, or if I’m foolish? No, 
says Solomon. It’s better to be wise than foolish. Have a look. 

So I 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.Then I saw that there is 
more gain in wisdom than in folly, as there is more gain in light than in darkness.The 
wise person has his eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness. (Ecclesiastes 
2:12–14 ESV) 

This is where we really see Solomon seeing the complexity of life. Solomon is be-
ing real. There’s a ray of sunshine, life is more grey than it is black and white and 
Solomon says that it is better to be wise than foolish. It is better to do justice than 
evil, it’s better to be wise than being a fool, being in the light is better than being in 
the darkness. There’s something of value when we seek to do good in our world 
than there is in being evil.  

But then, life is still disappointing, it’s going to be frustrating isn’t it? Because ulti-
mately we all meet the same end. That’s what Solomon then says, in the later half of 
verse 14. 
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And yet I perceived that the same event happens to all of them.Then I said in my 
heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me also. Why then have I been so 
very wise?” And I said in my heart that this also is vanity. (Ecclesiastes 2:14–15 ESV) 

Every life will end in death, and therefore be a disappointment. That’s Solomon’s 
point here. Life’s pleasures, life’s wisdom, life’s possessions have been a disap-
pointment. Solomon uses the word, “gain.” And what he means is that there will be 
no remembrance, there will be no significance.  

What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart with which he toils beneath the 
sun?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. (Ecclesiastes 2:22–23 ESV) 

Even in wisdom, knowledge, possessions, in our work, ultimately there will be no 
lasting significance because life will end in death. Life is frustrating. It is futile.  

Life is a Gift from God 

Before we dismiss Solomon and say that he’s being a diva, we should realise that 
Solomon in his wisdom is helping us see the truth of life without God. I hope that 
we take what Solomon says seriously. It’s easy for us to put our heads in the sand 
but that’s not what Solomon wants us to do. He wants us to see what life is like with-
out God in it. He wants us to see the futility of living life without God in it. We can 
chase after these things, without God, but we will all end up in the same place as 
Solomon.  

Even if we acknowledge God in our lives, our lives can end up in the same place as 
Solomon if we forget God. Just as some of you reminded me, Solomon strayed 
from God in the latter years of his life as he had 700 wives and 300 concubines (1 
Kings 11). Solomon began to worship idols and false gods. Just like Solomon, our 
hearts may be led astray and forget God. Even if we are Christians, we still need to 
take Solomon seriously. That life without God is meaningless, it’s vanity, it’s frustrat-
ing and futile. 

But there’s hope in what Solomon says. It brings us to our second point. And that’s 
this. Life is a gift from God. What does Solomon say to end of this passage? There’s 
a ray of sunshine in what Solomon says. A tiny glimmer of hope. 
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There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find en-
joyment 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?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. (Ecclesiastes 2:24–26 ESV) 

Life without God is meaningless, but when we understand that what we have been 
given has been given from the hand of God, then we will understand and more im-
portantly, we’re going to enjoy life. The need to acknowledge that everything we 
have comes from God.  

Solomon, in his quest to find ‘gain’ has forgotten that life is gift. Solomon is is show-
ing us that when we forget that God is our creator, that’s when it starts to go horri-
bly wrong for us. When we forget that God is our creator, that’s when we will seek 
significance. We will seek to grasp at things that aren’t ours. We will try to overex-
tend. We try to do what Solomon does and seek gain, seek remembrance, seek a 
legacy.  

Maybe an illustration might help. I once owned birds. I had a couple of budgies. 
And they were my first pets. I loved them. Sometimes, they would sit on my hand. 
But I had to make sure that I held them lightly. I had to make sure that I didn’t hold 
them tightly, to the point that I might have crushed them. If the birds chose to fly 
away, I had to be okay with that because if I hold onto them too tightly, then I 
risked losing them altogether. It’s a bit like that with life. What God has given to us, 
is a gift from his hand, and so we are to hold onto them lightly. If we hold onto to 
them too tightly, it’s like what Solomon does, we seek to find gain in them. We seek 
to find ultimate satisfaction. We demand happiness from them what they can’t give.  

Those who are married might know this in their marriages. If we demand happi-
ness from our spouses, it actually makes us unhappy. Maybe even angry. But it ap-
plies to all of life, if we demand happiness in our jobs, we’re going to be very un-
happy. But if we recognise that our spouses, our jobs, our possessions are a gift 
from God then we’re going to place them in their right places. That’s what Solomon 
is saying. It doesn’t matter whether we are Christians, or non-Christians, this is a 
truth about the human condition. Just as James says in his book, 
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Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father 
of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. (James 1:17 
ESV) 

Let me ask you a question.. This question helps us to see whether we see life as a 
gift from God. “How present are you in every situation you are in?” I’ve noticed as I 
drive, that people are more and more looking at their pants. Especially at traffic 
lights. Obviously, they’re not looking at their pants, they’re looking at their mobile 
phones. Besides the fact that it is potentially very dangerous to text and drive, it’s 
actually a sign that we are not appreciating the gift of God in living in the present. 
Elizabeth Elliot, used to quote her first husband, Jim Elliot. He used to say, “Wher-
ever you are, be all there! Live to the hilt every situation you believe to be the will 
of God.” It’s very true. There are moments of joy in our lives. If we realise that our 
lives are absolutely dependent on Him, if we realise that God has given our lives as 
a gift, we’re going to be more present in each moment. 

Enjoying the Ultimate Gift 

As Christians, we can look at Ecclesiastes, and learn that life is a gift from God. That 
life without God is meaningless. Every good gift comes from the father. We can en-
joy the good gifts of food, drink and work that God gives us. We no longer need to 
seek significance, no longer seeking gain, but enjoy the hand of God.  

But that doesn’t mean, even when we remember the gifts, it still doesn’t mean that 
life won’t be hard. We can look at this passage and be reminded too that our lives 
today are difficult because of the curse of sin. There will be difficult days, there will 
be days where we suffer. As one author puts it, bad days are normal. There are 
days when we will struggle just because our world is imperfect. 

But we have an advantage over Solomon. We have the advantage of seeing God’s 
ultimate gift to his people. The ultimate gift in his son Jesus Christ. When we look 
to Christ Jesus and what he did in his death and resurrection, it puts our lives into 
perspective. It makes us realise that God has given himself to us. Just as Paul says, 
“For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.” It is Christ who is in us, with us and for 
us. And just as Augustine writes, “Our hearts are restless until it rests in you.” 

 In Jesus, there is hope even in the bad days. There is joy even in the dark days be-
cause we have Christ. There is hope for the day when Christ comes back and 
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things will become perfect. There is joy because we have salvation. It changes our 
lives, so that it is no longer vanity, no longer a chasing after the wind for we have 
found gain in Christ.  

Let’s pray.


