ECCLESIASTES
Bible Study: Week 2
Ecclesiastes 1:12–2:11: The Royal Experiment
Last week we started with the intro to the book in the first eleven verses. Qoheleth diagnosed the problem broadly: everything under the sun is hevel, vapor, and nothing we do can outrun that fact. This week he stops describing the problem and starts running the experiment himself. He puts on, in effect, the resources of a king and tests wisdom, then pleasure, then achievement, to see whether any of it can actually deliver what he concluded couldn't last week.
Reading the Passage (Ecclesiastes 1:12–2:11)
Read the passage aloud together before we dig into the details. This is Qoheleth's own account of the experiment: three tests, wisdom, pleasure, and works, closing with his verdict.
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.  15 What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be counted.  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.  18 For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.  2:1 I said in my heart, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure; enjoy yourself.” But behold, this also was vanity.  2:2 I said of laughter, “It is mad,” and of pleasure, “What use is it?”  2:3 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.  2:4 I made great works. I built houses and planted vineyards for myself.  2:5 I made myself gardens and parks, and planted in them all kinds of fruit trees.  2:6 I made myself pools from which to water the forest of growing trees.  2:7 I bought male and female slaves, and had slaves who were born in my house. I had also great possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had been before me in Jerusalem.  2:8 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.  2:9 So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem. Also my wisdom remained with me.  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.  2:11 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.  
What Did You Notice?
Before we break the passage down, jot down your own observations. Don't worry about having the "right" answer, just what stands out to you on a first read.
1. Count how many times you see the phrase "I said in my heart" or "I applied my heart." What does that repetition tell you about how Qoheleth is going about this search?
 
 
1. Notice the order Qoheleth tests things in: wisdom first, then pleasure, then work and wealth. Why do you think he starts where he starts, and ends where he ends?

 
1. Nearly every section closes with almost identical language: "vanity and a striving after wind." What effect does that repeated verdict have on you as you read through it?
 
 
Part A: Setting Up the Experiment
1. Verse 13: “I applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven.” That phrase “search out” translates a Hebrew word (latur) used elsewhere of the twelve spies sent to _______________ the land of Canaan in Numbers 13. Qoheleth isn't casually wondering about life. He's launching a full investigation into it.
1. Qoheleth calls this search “an _______________ business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with” (inyan ra in Hebrew, a grievous task). Notice who assigned it: not chance, not bad luck, but _______________ himself, the same idea shows up again in 3:10. The futility Qoheleth is about to describe unfolds under God's sovereign hand, not outside of it.
1. Verse 15 states it as a proverb: “What is crooked cannot be made _______________, and what is lacking cannot be counted.” Some brokenness in this world simply cannot be fixed or fully accounted for, no matter how thorough the search.
Roadmap of the Experiment
1. 1:12–15: Wisdom tested, round one. Verdict: vanity and a striving after wind.
1. 1:16–18: Wisdom tested, round two, against madness and folly. Verdict: much wisdom, much sorrow.
1. 2:1–3: Pleasure tested, laughter and wine, all while "guiding my heart with wisdom."
1. 2:4–8: Works and wealth tested. Building, planting, gathering, everything a king could acquire.
1. 2:9–11: The final verdict. Total, unqualified success, and still no profit under the sun.
Part B: Working Through the Experiment
Wisdom Tested, Round One (1:12–15)
1. Qoheleth's method in verse 13 is “I applied my heart” (in Hebrew, natati et-libbi), which literally means “I _______________ my heart.” This isn't a passing thought. It's a deliberate, continuous investigation.
1. The verdict in verse 14 is the same one from the prologue: “vanity and a striving after _______________.” The very first test returns exactly the result 1:1–11 already predicted.
Wisdom Tested, Round Two (1:16–18)
1. Verse 16: Qoheleth claims wisdom “surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me.” He isn't testing a small sample of wisdom. He's testing the _______________ wisdom available to test.
1. Verse 17: he applies his heart to know wisdom and also to know “_______________ and folly,” refusing to leave any option unexamined.
1. Verse 18's proverb: “in much wisdom is much _______________, and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.” Vexation here means a deep frustration or grief, not just mild irritation. Wisdom under the sun increases our awareness of the problem without supplying the solution.
Discuss: Verse 18 says "in much wisdom is much vexation." What is Qoheleth actually claiming about wisdom's power to fix the world's brokenness, and why would gaining more of it produce more sorrow instead of less?
Pleasure Tested (2:1–3)
1. Verse 1: “I said in my heart, ‘Come now, I will test you with _______________; enjoy yourself.’ But behold, this also was vanity.” Notice what's actually on trial: not pleasure itself, but _______________ under pleasure. A controlled trial, not a binge.
1. Verse 2 calls laughter “mad” and asks of pleasure, “what does it _______________?” Qoheleth isn't condemning enjoyment outright. He's asking whether it can bear a weight it was never built to carry.
1. Verse 3 is a careful line: he cheers his body with wine “_______________.” Even at his most indulgent, Qoheleth stays a disciplined observer of his own experiment, not a man losing control of it.
Discuss: Qoheleth kept "guiding his heart with wisdom" even while testing pleasure. What is he trying to find out with this test, and why do you think he insists on staying in control instead of losing himself in it completely?
Works and Wealth Tested (2:4–8)
1. Verses 4–6 sounds like a building project: houses, vineyards, gardens (Hebrew: gannot), and parks (pardesim), with irrigation pools to water it all. Several scholars note the deliberate echo here: a man trying to rebuild _______________ by his own effort and resources.
1. Verse 7 adds servants and livestock “more than any who had been before me in Jerusalem,” closely matching the description of _______________'s wealth in 1 Kings 10.
1. Verse 8 lists silver, gold, “the treasure of kings and provinces,” singers, and “many concubines.” The Hebrew behind that last phrase is actually _______________ in meaning. Some older Jewish tradition reads it as musical instruments; most modern versions read concubines, which would match Solomon's seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines in 1 Kings 11:3.
Discuss: Verses 4 through 8 read like Qoheleth trying to rebuild Eden with his own hands and resources. What is he attempting to prove or recover by building on such a massive scale, and what does listing it all out in such detail tell us about his approach to the experiment?
The Verdict (2:9–11)
1. Verse 9: “So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem.” This is not a failed experiment. It is a completely _______________ one, by every outward measure.
1. Verse 10 is worth slowing down on: “my heart found pleasure in all my toil, and this was my _______________” (in Hebrew, chelqi, “my portion”) for all my toil. The pleasure was _______________, not fake, while it lasted.
1. Verse 11 delivers the verdict, echoing 1:3's opening question almost word for word: “all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be _______________ under the sun.” The most exhaustive experiment imaginable, run by the best resourced investigator imaginable, returns the same answer as the prologue. None.
Discuss: Verse 10 says the pleasure was real, Qoheleth genuinely enjoyed the toil, even though verse 11 still calls the whole thing vanity. What is Qoheleth trying to establish by including that detail, and what wrong conclusion is he protecting the reader from?
Where This Points
Qoheleth's failure here is not incidental. It's instructive. The same Qoheleth who ran this exact experiment, testing wisdom, pleasure, and wealth to their limits, later spiraled into the very excess described in 2:4–8 and fell into idolatry (1 Kings 11:1–13). Scripture doesn't discard him for it. It points forward through him. Jesus is described as something "greater than Solomon" (Matthew 12:42), and Colossians 2:3 says all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge, the very things Qoheleth searched for and could not keep, are hidden in Christ. Where Solomon's toil under the sun yielded no profit (2:11), Paul tells us plainly that labor done in the Lord "is not in vain" (1 Corinthians 15:58).
Step back and look at the whole experiment. A man with every resource available to him, wisdom, pleasure, wealth, and achievement, searched after all of it and came back with the same verdict every time: a striving after wind, hevel.
Discuss: What do you think that means for us? How should we view the things we search after in this life?
The verdict in 2:11 isn't that these things are worthless. It's that they are not ultimate.
