
A Study of Ecclesiastes 2:12–26
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 darkness. 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 striving after wind. 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 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. 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.

As long as there have been human being, we have asked three questions:
· Where are we from?
· Where are we going?
· What are we supposed to do while we are here?

These are the questions of origins, purpose, and ethics. They are the basic questions of philosophy. How does the modern world answer these questions?

· Where are we from?

· Where are we going?

· What are we supposed to do while we are here?

Ecclesiastes presents two different philosophies – one takes up most of the content while the other is sprinkled in from time to time. From what we have studied so far, how would the author of Ecclesiastes answer the three questions?

· Where are we from?

· Where are we going?

· What are we supposed to do while we are here?

What are some of the similarities and differences between the philosophies of Ecclesiastes and the modern age?


The dominant philosophy of the modern age is called existentialism. While seeds of this philosophy have existed throughout human history, the term emerged in the 19th and 20th century to refer to the dominant philosophy in the West. Here is a quick overview of existentialism.
· Existence precedes and determines essence. In other words, who we are emerges from how we live and not from some nature or essence.
· Scientific theories greatly influenced existentialism, especially the views regarding the origins of the universe and of human life.
· In short, existentialism begins with the belief that there is no ultimate purpose or meaning to life or existence.
· The only meaning or purpose to life is one that we create. We first come into existence. We encounter ourselves. We begin to surge “upward.” We then define who we are.
· Existentialism acknowledges that defining meaning in a truly meaningless world is absurd. It makes no sense, does not last, and is empty.
· Courage is creating meaning in a meaningless world rather than giving in to suicide. Existentialism has difficulty saying why we should press on in the face of this absurdity, but it believes that we should.
· When we define who we are and know our purpose, we live authentically when we live according to this definition and purpose. We are true to ourselves.

How does existentialism make it more difficult to spread the gospel?


How does it create greater opportunities to spread the gospel?


What might an existentialist say if you say that you find hope in Christ?


As we continue to study Ecclesiastes, consider how the Bible helps provide a response to existentialism.

The Hebrew of verse 12 is a difficult verse to translate and interpret. Here are some of the major views.
· No king could top Solomon’s investigation of wisdom and folly.
· A king can only continue and build upon what his predecessor did.
· The king knows that his successors will not be able to build on his success.
· “King” refers to wise counsel that no one will be able to follow.
· “King” refers to God whose counsel no one will be able to follow.
· “King” refers to Adam. It means that no one will be able to have greater wisdom than Adam.

The author then compares wisdom and madness/folly. What are the similarities and differences between wisdom and folly (verses 13-16) and what is the same?




In summary, w__________________ is better than f_________________, but they both end in d____________ and nothing either does l______________.

In verses 18-20, the author is not complaining because work is hard. Why does he say he hates life?



Statistics about inheritance show that this is true even today.
· 42% of inherited wealth is spent in one year.
· 70% of wealthy families lose the wealth by the second generation. 90% lose it by the third.
· The inheritance is not all wasted. It is used to payoff debt, buy a house, further education, and retire early. Only 12% of recipient invest or save the money.

The overall message is that even when we intend to work hard and use the profit to care for our f_________________, there is no g ____________________ that it will achieve this purpose.

As Christians we believe that everything belongs to God and that He entrusts us a to be good stewards of His resources. How should that affect our estate planning?


Keep reminding yourself that most of what the author of Ecclesiastes is writing is from the perspective of those who live without regard for God and His purposes. With this in mind, how should we interpret verses 24-25?


How are the attitude, perspective, and goals in these verses different from what we have seen in Ecclesiastes so far?


What does the author still conclude in verse 26?


From the last three verses, what do we learn about God?


What should result in people who understand these things about God? 



Despite saying something more positive, the author ends with “This also is vanity and striving after the wind.” Why does he end this way? What are people who heed his advice in verses 24-25 still missing?


