
Under the Sun
Ecclesiates 1:1-15

Early in my ministry, when I was very young, I received a call 
to a new church.  I had only been ordained for three years, and 
that first church had been very good to me despite my youth and 
inexperience.  I learned a lot those years and remember them 
fondly, thankful for the Lord’s blessing upon the church while I 
was there.

I moved to a church in a very different culture, in a different 
part of the country, and I discovered that in that church it was the 
custom for church members to call their pastor, Preacher.  That 
wasn’t really used as a description for me, or even a title, such as 
“the Preacher.”  To them, it was my name, the personal name with 
which they addressed me.  It was spoken very respectfully.  So 
for several of the faithful, godly older folk in that congregation, 
from the day I met them until the day I left, my name was simply, 
“Preacher.”  For them, it was a very personal name and even one 
of sincere affection, although it didn’t seem that way to me at the 
first.  Some of them did begin to call me by my first name after a 
number of years, but even though I was as much as 50 years 
younger than many of them, I was most often called by that name 
of respect and honor, Preacher.  I came to appreciate that.

This afternoon, we begin a book written by a man addressed 
by that same name.

v.1  “The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in 
Jerusalem.”

Ordinarily, we assume that to mean Solomon, the immediate 
descendant of David, his very own son in the very next 
generation.  That identification is furthered in,

v.12  “I, the Preacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem.”

We learn a little bit more of him in,
Ecc. 12:9  “And moreover, because the Preacher was wise, he 

still taught the people knowledge; yes, he pondered and sought 
out and set in order many proverbs. 10 The Preacher sought to 
find acceptable words; and what was written was upright--words 
of truth.”

Some commentators, however, believe that the reference is to 
a much later descendant of Solomon, largely because of the 
actual language and words that he uses, words that fit the time 
period after the exile of Israel, centuries after Solomon lived.  The 
gloomy situation described in this book don’t seem to fit the 
general impression of the days when Solomon actually reigned, 
either, for those were days of prosperity and success.  Thus it 
could be that the Preacher was impersonating Solomon, speaking 
as if he were Solomon himself, or the descendant of Solomon 
occupying the throne in the name of Solomon, as it were.  Even 
with that, there would be no sense of untruth or deceit, as if he 
were really trying to pretend that he was Solomon or trying to 
make his readers believe that he was.  Just impersonating him for 
literary effect.  So it is that a number of very conservative Bible 
scholars believe that Solomon did not write the book, which is a 
very different thing than those liberals scholars who do not 
believe, for instance, that Isaiah actually wrote the book of Isaiah 
or that Moses really wrote the books of Moses.  The authors of 
those books are explicitly identified, and so all doubt is removed.  
But here Solomon doesn’t ever actually use his name, so even if 
we admit the possibility of a later author, we wouldn’t denying the 
truthfulness of the Bible itself. 

All that said, I am comfortable with the straightforward 
understanding that Solomon wrote these words, he who must 
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especially and most clearly was “the son of David, king in 
Jerusalem.”  The Preacher.  In Hebrew, Koheleth, a word referring 
to an assembly of God’s people a congregation.  Or more 
specifically, the person speaking at an assembly, the one who 
addresses the assembly.  Thus, the Preacher.  

When that Hebrew word for preacher was translated into 
Greek, the word for the assembly was also used, the word that 
would be the common Greek word for the church, ekklesia.  We 
get the adjective, ecclesiastical, from that Greek word, something 
that refers to the church.  Hence the English title in our English 
Bible, Ecclesiastes.  In other words, the one who addresses the 
congregation.  More simply, the Preacher.

More important than all that technical stuff, however, is the 
question for us as readers of this book, which is simply, “What is 
the message?”  What is it that God has for he, he who inspired 
the Preacher to wrote.  What is the benefit and usefulness of 
these words, words given by inspiration of God, assumed to be 
written by Solomon himself.  This is what we know and believe, 
that,

2 Tim. 3:16  “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is 
profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in 
righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, 
thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

So the question always is, what is the doctrine for us to learn?  
What is the reproof we need for our errors?  What is the 
correction we need to show us the truth?  What instruction is 
there in righteousness, that we might be thoroughly equipped for 
every good work?  

Well, if you assume that verse 2 of this first chapter is the 
theme and substance of the whole book, you will never be able to 

answer those questions.  Those words are not the overall theme, 
but rather the starting point, the context in which we are to learn.

v.2  “Vanity of vanities," says the Preacher; "Vanity of vanities, 
all is vanity." 

One very helpful commentator, H.C. Leupold, expresses the 
overall purpose of the book this way, “to counsel and to comfort 
troubled saints.”  Leupold further writes regarding that vanity of 
life declared in verse 1, that such a declaration is meant “to  
persuade men not to have an undue confidence in worldly 
treasures.  ‘All is vanity’ is, indeed, the keynote of the first half of 
the book.  And it is there we begin, with a very poignant 
description of,

I. A STRUGGLE WITH THE MEANING OF LIFE.
So who of you has any trouble in life?  Well, to you this book 

will give comfort.  Who of you is tempted at times to seek some 
confidence in worldly treasures?  Who of you is able to admit that, 
at times, you look for the happiness and satisfaction of life in the 
things of this world?  Or you are tempted to do so?  Who of you 
fears, perhaps, that you might lose some of the outward and 
material benefits of this life, and might therefore face great 
despair?  This book is for you. 

So, what is the meaning of life?  Ultimately, that is the 
universal question in the heart of every man.  What is the 
meaning for my life’s existence?  Related to that is the thought, 
what can bring me satisfaction?  What can make me happy?  
What can give me a sense of significance and even contentment?

Sadly, some people never find answers to those questions, 
and live their lives in repetitive misery.  As well, few of us likely 
escape fully from the penetrating discouragement of those 
unanswered questions, after all, the pursuit of happiness is part 
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and parcel with the American dream. 

But it is a struggle.  At times, a deep and disastrous struggle.  
A struggle that cannot be resolved by therapeutic mindset of our 
day, because our deepest struggle is not physical.  It is not part of 
the physical body, but far deeper.  So medication is not the 
solution.  Certainly, in some cases, there is a legitimate use of 
medication for those physical stimuli to our discouragement, but 
the human soul is so much more complex.  We are not merely a 
collection of chemicals and chemical elements.  We are human 
beings created in the image of God.  And so when we experience 
life, the question often arises very painfully within our souls.  What 
is the meaning of life?  

What meaning can life possibly have when there is such a 
common experience of emptiness.  We understand the cry of the 
Preacher, 

v.2  “Vanity of vanities," says the Preacher; "Vanity of vanities, 
all is vanity.”

A. The emptiness of life.
The Hebrew word for “vanity” can be translated with a host of 

English words, and “vanity” is a good choice.  Or, emptiness.  The 
word is used 36 times in this short book, and the root idea of the 
word is vapor.  All is vanity means that all is a vapor.  Everything 
in life is but a breath.  In other words, without substance.  Without 
real existence, but rather just a shadow.  A good illustration of that 
idea is in,

Prov. 21:6  “Getting treasures by a lying tongue Is the fleeting 
fantasy of those who seek death.”

A fleeting fantasy, a fleeting vapor.  Like the blowing of the 
wind.  That’s all that there is to life.

Eccl. 2:17  “Therefore I hated life because the work that was 
done under the sun was distressing to me, for all is vanity and 
grasping for the wind.”

That is the context in which the world tells you, “Go for all the 
gusto you can.”  The world tries to convince you that you can 
accomplish anything that you set your heart to do.  You can do 
whatever you want to do.  And surely there is no more succinct 
description of the American dream than that expression in our 
declaration of independence, the pursuit of happiness.  We take 
that to be an unalienable right, it cannot be separated from our 
human existence.

So what happens when you pursue happiness?  What 
happens when you go for the gusto, when you pursue that which 
your heart desires?  Why, all too often, you find yourself clinging 
to a vapor.  You pursue you desire to find meaning in life, and you 
end up grasping for the wind, unable to ever accomplish what you 
seek.

Now, now many of you have ever felt any of that?  You 
understand the struggle.  “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.”  That’s 
the necessary context for the wisdom and comfort of this book, for 
that comfort cannot be yours unless you first recognize the 
emptiness and foolishness of trying to hold onto air, as if you can 
capture whatever you need from life in that manner.  Then comes,

B. The frustrations of life.
Expressed by the words of,
v.3

What is the profit?  What is the advantage?  The idea is, what 
is left over?  What remains?  What is the profit that is left after you 
have paid all your expenses?
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If you have ever owned your own business, you know exactly 
what those words mean.  Maybe you feel it within your own 
household expenses.  You pay all the bills, and what is left over at 
the end of the month?  For some, the answer might be, “Nothing.”  
Nothing is left over. 

The great frustration of life for some is simply this, they work 
hard all their lives and at the end, nothing is left.  You struggle and 
labor, and seemingly have nothing to show for it.  Or, with a 
universal reality, the end of life comes, often with increased 
weakness and distress, and then you leave it all behind.  You die, 
and you take nothing with you.  So we ask, “What’s the use?  
Such is our frustration.  “What profit has a man from all his labor 
In which he toils under the sun?”  Then,

C. The futility of life.
This just keeps getting worse, doesn’t it?  Absolute futility.
v.4

You come and you go.  You are born.  You grow up.  You go to 
work.  You get old.  You die.  And then, guess what?  Your 
children follow in your paths.  They are born.  They grow up.  
They go to work.  They get old.  And they die.  Unending futility.

The Preacher gives us three illustrations of that futility, the 
sun, the wind and the rivers.

v.5

Day after day, that’s all that there is.  Even the sun hastens on, 
just get it over with.  The Hebrew word means to pant, to gasp 
after, to breath heavily as you long for the desired result.  With 
great weariness and trouble.  And then, resting at night, it starts 
the whole journey again, gasping in the pursuit of that next days 
goal.  But nothing is accomplished.  It just comes and goes, day 

after day.  One older commentator puts it this way, “In her activity, 
which in itself is mechanical repetition of a ceaseless striving, the 
sun is in this regard a type and symbol of human life.”

Some of you might have that thought with your own lives, as 
well!  That’s the idea of futility.  The second illustration is the wind.

v.6

Again the idea is that of accomplishing nothing.  Blowing to 
the north.  Blowing to the south.  Swirling about without any 
purpose or any aim.  The only constant thing about the wind is 
that it is changing.  And then, the streams.  The rivers.

v.7

The streams keep running into the sea, and although that 
seems to get it nowhere it persists.  It is a weary repetition, the 
sameness itself becoming the great burden.  The meaningless, 
empty sameness of an unchanging routine that accomplishes 
nothing at all.

Wow.  Pretty desperate.  Then, closely related is,

D. The weariness of life.
v.8

Full of labor, wearisome.  A great toil, so great a burden that 
you can’t even express it.  Sounds like we label depression today.  
Nothing can get you out of it, nothing you see or hear can rescue 
you from the depths of this despair.  Nothing can bring permanent 
satisfaction.  In the Preacher’s words, “Man cannot express it. 
The eye is not satisfied with seeing, Nor the ear filled with 
hearing.” 

Finally, if I haven’t caused you all to be depressed yet, the 
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final nail in this coffin of death.

E. The boredom of life.
v.9-11

Such monotony.  Such unbearable sameness.  There is 
nothing new under the sun, nothing of excitement, nothing of 
interest, nothing of stimulation and encouragement.  The more 
things change, the more they stay the same.  So what will you 
achieve?  What can you accomplish?  What will keep you going?  
Nothing you do will be remembered in future times, for nothing is 
different or important.

v.2  “Vanity of vanities," says the Preacher; "Vanity of vanities, 
all is vanity.”

Now, I hope at this point that you don’t think I’m done with this 
sermon.  If I was done, I would simply leave you with all those 
nagging questions about the meaning of life.  So what should you 
do with that struggle to find the meaning of life?  Just try harder?  
Just do better?  Actually, the point of this first half of the sermon is 
that you can’t do better.  You’ve already tried!

Well, I can’t hardly let this be the conclusion of my sermon and 
think that I served you well as a minister of the gospel.  Thus, in a 
real sense, I’m only half done.  It is an important first half, 
because, to one degree or another, what I have just described is 
the common experience of all mankind.  We have moments, 
perhaps, when life seems pretty good.  Maybe even many 
moments.  But underneath all of that enjoyment of life that you 
might enjoy, there is still a nagging question, what is it all about?

For many of you, that question rages like a roaring fire.  What 
is the meaning of life?  What is there to give answer to the 

emptiness and meaningless of life?  As we go on in this book in 
weeks to come, we’ll see that Solomon pursues the wrong paths 
in that quest for meaning.  He exposes all the things that we still 
try to utilize today in order to gain meaning in life.  Wisdom.  
Pleasure.  Materialism.  Work.  Riches.  And so on.  None of them 
satisfy.  Ultimately, none of those things will accomplish anything 
other than what I have described already.  And that is the point at 
which the gospel of Jesus Christ begins to make sense.

Mat. 11:28  “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest. 29 "Take My yoke upon you and 
learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. 30 "For My yoke is easy and My burden is 
light.”

Rest for your souls.  Anything but emptiness.  Frustration.  
Futility.  Weariness.  And boredom.  Instead, Jesus says this,

John 6:35  “I am the bread of life. He who comes to Me shall 
never hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst.”

John 4:13  “Whoever drinks of this water will thirst again, 14 
"but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never 
thirst. But the water that I shall give him will become in him a 
fountain of water springing up into everlasting life.”

What a difference isn’t it?  You see, it is the misery of life, the 
vanity of life, that makes the goodness of God stand out so 
clearly.  And so when you want to obtain satisfactory answers to 
questions about the meaning of life, you will ultimately be driven 
to the truth of God.

II. THE TRUTH OF GOD AND THE MEANING OF LIFE.
Actually, that is clearly implied in these verse, because the life 

that is empty, the life that is all vanity, is not absolute.  Such life is 
not the ultimate definition of our existence, because this life of 
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meaninglessness and vanity is described as “under the sun.”
v.3

That is the conclusion Solomon gives to us, even in these 
opening verses.

A. Life under the sun has no meaning.
That same language is used in,
v.14

So it is not an absolute conclusion, that all is vanity.  Rather 
the conclusion is that only life “under the sun” is empty.  But to be 
sure, the point is that all life “under the sun” is empty.  So what is 
meaning of “under the sun?”

I believe the answer is this, that it refers to natural life.  Life, 
without reference to God the creator.  Life apart from God. So 
Leupold writes,  “By the use of this phrase the author rules out all 
higher values and spiritual realities and employs only the 
resources and gifts that this world offers.  The use of this phrase 
is equivalent to drawing a horizontal line between earthly and 
heavenly realities and leaving out of consideration all that is 
above this line, that is to say, all higher values.”

Under the sun, therefore, means, apart from God.  Life on 
earth, without reference to the presence or influence of God.   
Thus Leupold continues, “The author is not at this point offering 
the ‘Song of Songs of Pessimism’...Nor is there anything 
particularly pessimistic about the statement of this verse..Nothing 
is truer than the fact that our natural life, our ordinary human 
existence with all that it has to offer apart from God, is absolutely 
vain, useless, and unsatisfactory.”

And so the Preacher emphasizes his point throughout the 

book, 25 times repeated this phrase “under the sun.”  So it is that 
“the scene in mind is exclusively the world we can observe, and 
that our observation point is at ground level.”  (Kidner)  

Beloved, let me say it clearly, lest you ever be tempted to 
forget it.  It is true that life “under the sun” has no meaning.  Life 
lived merely “under the sun” has no meaning.  So that all these 
words, all of this description refers to the worldview that is entirely 
of this world, cutting off any consideration of the personal 
intervention of a good and gracious God. So it is that “under the 
sun,”

v.15

Under the sun, without God, there are no answers.  Under the 
sun, the troubles of the this world cannot be fixed.  There are no 
answers that will satisfy the quest of mankind for a meaningful 
and happy existence.  And so in order to overcome this sense of 
the meaninglessness of life, there must be,

B. A recognition of the sovereign oversight of God.
And that is what this book is all about, as we shall see in the 

weeks to come.  And we get a glimpse of that in our text this 
morning.

v.13

Solomon sets out to find the answer, and that is the journey 
we will take with him as we study this book.  But as that journey 
begins, let me begin with reference to God, as a “task God has 
given to the sons of man, by which they may be exercised.”

God has assigned the task.  God has ordered all the affairs of 
our lives, and God stands upon the throne ruling over heaven and 
earth.  So it is that this task of searching for meaning in life must 
begin with the acknowledgment of God.
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As we begin a study of this whole book, let’s cheat this 
morning.  Let’s take a peak at the end.  Let’s see what conclusion 
the Preacher reaches, for that will keep us on the right path.  And 
clearly, his conclusion is a recognition of the honor and glory 
which God alone deserves,

Eccl.12:9  “And moreover, because the Preacher was wise, he 
still taught the people knowledge; yes, he pondered and sought 
out and set in order many proverbs. 10 The Preacher sought to 
find acceptable words; and what was written was upright--words 
of truth. 11 The words of the wise are like goads, and the words of 
scholars are like well-driven nails, given by one Shepherd. 12 And 
further, my son, be admonished by these. Of making many books 
there is no end, and much study is wearisome to the flesh. 13 Let 
us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God and keep 
His commandments, For this is man’s all. 14 For God will bring 
every work into judgment, Including every secret thing, Whether 
good or evil.”

Upon the eve of the great triumph of God’s Old Covenant 
people Israel, the meaning of life was clearly explained to them, 
clearly proclaimed to them by Moses on the plains of Moab.  It is 
these words that stand as the complete and total opposite of the 
painful cries of Ecclesiastes 1.  

v.2  “Vanity of vanities," says the Preacher; "Vanity of vanities, 
all is vanity." 3 What profit has a man from all his labor In which 
he toils under the sun?”

The answer to that dilemma is this, the answer for you and for 
me today.

Deut. 31:12  “Gather the people together, men and women 
and little ones, and the stranger who is within your gates, that 
they may hear and that they may learn to fear the LORD your 
God and carefully observe all the words of this law, 13 "and that 
their children, who have not known it, may hear and learn to fear 

the LORD your God as long as you live in the land which you 
cross the Jordan to possess.”

That you may learn to fear the Lord your God, which is to say, 
to honor him above all others.  To give to him your reverence, the 
attention and affection of your worship.  To love him as he is, the 
one true and living God, the creator of heaven and earth, the one 
and only God before whom you and I will have to stand.  That’s 
the meaning of life.  That’s the purpose of life.

So, people of God, fear God and keep his commandments!  
That’s the meaning of life, and what an easy yoke and light 
burden it is for those who are his beloved children, for learning to 
fear God and keep his commandments is no burdensome 
obligation.  Living under the sun is the burden.  By contrast, 
learning to fear God–there is no burden in that.  Rather, it is to 
trust in him for what he offers to you.  And what he offers to you is 
the only satisfactory solution to the vanity of life.  The offer comes 
through his son Jesus Christ, is the invitation of the gospel which I 
read in our worship service this morning.  So here is the solution 
Solomon so desperately searches for as he writes the words of 
Ecclesiastes, here is the only answer to the vanity of life “under 
the sun,”

Mat. 11:28  “Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest. 29 "Take My yoke upon you and 
learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. 30 "For My yoke is easy and My burden is 
light.”
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