
The Journey of Futility
Ecclesiastes 1:16 - 2:16

I chose last week to focus upon the idea that life “under the 
sun” is indeed vanity.  Empty, and as futile as the goal of grasping 
the wind.  I emphasized that “under the sun” really means without 
reference to God.  Apart from God.  Life on earth restricted to the 
natural realm, life lived without the awareness of the supernatural 
intervention of a good and gracious God.  Such a life has no 
profit.  In the outline from last week, such a life is filled with 
emptiness, frustration, futility, weariness, and boredom.  And 
actually, if you missed last week’s sermon, you really need to 
listen to it online because I can’t begin to review all of that context 
this afternoon, but I must build upon that foundation.

Today we’ll begin the journey I mentioned last week, the 
journey of Solomon as he attempted to find meaning and purpose 
in life, some sense of satisfaction and enjoyment amid all the 
trials and tribulations he encountered in life.  His journey 
highlights the dangers of seeking those things in all the wrong 
places, seeking the satisfaction of life “under the sun,” without 
reference to God.  And the clear application for us is to recognize 
just how often we are tempted to do the very same thing.  We are 
tempted at every turn by the world in which we live, to enjoy life.  
And to gain that enjoyment either through the attainment of 
wisdom or by the pursuit of the happiness of pleasure.  So as we 
study this verses, learn to see yourselves in them.  Humble 
yourself that you might be able to understand your own heart and 
recognize the extent to which you might well fall into the trap so 
painfully and so fully defined by Solomon in his quest.

And learn, therefore, not to despair of ever finding the joy and 
satisfaction of life, but rather train yourself to look unto the Lord, 
in whom we life and have our being.  So even before we begin 

this morning, let me remind you of what the Lord Jesus says,
John 10:10  “I have come that they may have life, and that 

they may have it more abundantly.”

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.”

With that in mind, let’s begin the journey of futility.  It begins 
with the pursuit of wisdom.  The pursuit of knowledge.  
Information.  We read last week, 

v.13  “And I set my heart to seek and search out by wisdom 
concerning all that is done under heaven; this burdensome task 
God has given to the sons of man, by which they may be 
exercised.”

So the task is begun.  And it is easy to see how this path 
appeals to the modern age, for surely we are the information age.  
We are the age of the internet, the age of the information 
superhighway.  In ways unimaginable even within my brief 
lifetime, we have become consumers of information.  Within just 
the last 30 years, we have seen an explosion in terms of the 
opportunities afforded to us to acquire wisdom and knowledge.

So it is very easy and quite natural to conclude that,

I. WISDOM IS THE ANSWER.
Surely we do what Solomon did, we set our hearts to seek and 

search out by wisdom concerning all that is done under heaven.  
Why, we know have search engines to find out anything we want.  
We can google any subject, any matter, any topic at all, and 
instantly have more information than we could possibly ever read.

We can boast far above Solomon’s boast,
v.16  “I communed with my heart, saying, "Look, I have 
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attained greatness, and have gained more wisdom than all who 
were before me in Jerusalem. My heart has understood great 
wisdom and knowledge.”

If anyone can make that claim, you and I can.  And if the 
internet isn’t sufficient, we have the whole pursuit of higher 
education.  Just finish school.  Get a degree.  Go to college, get a 
college diploma.  Get an advanced degree, keep at it, earn a 
PhD.  That’s the height of success and the most important of 
accomplishments.  Just ask anyone on a college campus.  

That is the theory that drives so much of our government 
programs and funding, the pursuit of education.  That’s where so 
many of our tax dollars are spent, where so much political 
influence is to be found.  The education system, and we start with 
pre-schoolers.  We have to enroll them all, now, because the key 
to their future is education, and the key to their education is to 
begin now.  

But don’t miss what Solomon says in,
v.17  “And I set my heart to know wisdom and to know 

madness and folly. I perceived that this also is grasping for the 
wind.”

He gives us a glimpse at the conclusion even before he 
begins the journey, defining that word we are using, vanity.  Vanity 
is a reference to that which is empty, that which has no 
substance.  It is a vapor, thus the futility of finding the meaning of 
life is that is akin to grasping the wind in your hands.  It simply 
cannot be done.  It is madness, insanity.  It is totally and 
completely irrational, seeking life through the acquisition of 
wisdom and knowledge.  Complete and total nonsense.  It is folly, 
lacking any sense whatsoever.

But that’s what he did.  And that’s what we do.  If only we had 
a better education.  If only we had better grades.  Or more 
knowledge.  More information.  That’s the meaning of life.  Just 
give me information, and everything will be fine.

But it is not to be.  Solomon declares the sad conclusion of the 
matter in,

v.18

So much for the benefits of wisdom.  So much for happiness 
and purpose in life.  Nothing is left but,

A. The grief and sorrow of wisdom.
That’s interesting, isn’t it?  How can that be?  “In much 

wisdom is much grief.”  Let’s think about that.

The Hebrew word for grief is actually better translated “vexed.”  
Provoked to anger.  Stirred up, agitated.  Surely it is that the man 
who seeks after the greatest degree of wisdom is often the least 
content, the least satisfied.  And the most vexed with all the 
struggles of life.  Those who are the most intelligent are so very 
often the most troubled.  Always provoked within their own minds, 
anything but settled and happy.

“And he who increases knowledge increases sorrow.”  Pain 
and grief.  The sadness of mental anguish.  So it is that the 
pursuit of wisdom does little but stimulate the frustrations of life.  
The more you know, so very often, the more unsettled you 
become.  The more you know, the more advanced you are in the 
learning and education of this world, the more you are conscious 
of grief and sorrow.  The acquisition of wisdom simply doesn’t 
satisfy. 

And Solomon understands the reason why.  Again, the theme 
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of vanity.  Emptiness.  

B. The vanity of wisdom.
And here’s why.  Turn to,
2:12-16

Let’s walk slowly through those verses.  First, verse 12, the 
idea is the same as what we have already seen.  Wisdom is but 
madness and folly.  And no one who would come after the king 
could possibly arrive at any different conclusion.  The king has 
investigate the matter exhaustively.  Solomon himself has 
pursued the course of wisdom as the foundation for the  meaning 
and purpose of his life, and he has reached a definitive 
conclusion.

There is only a slight concession in,
v.13

Some advantage is given to wisdom, wisdom has its uses.   
Wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than darkness.  
Just read the wisdom of the book of Proverbs, for example.  Yet 
from purely earthly values, with the reference point of “under the 
sun,” apart from God, even that remarkable treasure of wisdom 
“falls under the general condemnation of vanity.”  (Leupold)  In 
other words, even the wisdom of God’s word, even true, godly 
wisdom, is of no use apart from the fear and love of God.  Apart 
from God, the best that the world has to offer is  still utterly empty.

In other words, the Bible is not a how-to book for successful 
living.  It is a book declaring what we ought to believe about God 
and what duty God requires of us.  Surely there is great blessing 
attached to those things, but there is not blessing apart from 
reference to God.

So, yes, “wisdom excels folly As light excels darkness.”  And, 
verse 14,  “The wise man’s eyes are in his head, But the fool 
walks in darkness.”

But still, wisdom is vanity.  This is Solomon’s conclusion,
v.14b  “Yet I myself perceived That the same event happens to 

them all.”

Those who are wise and advanced in knowledge come to the 
end of their lives and they die.  So do those without such wisdom.  
So what’s the use?

v.15

In fact, in conclusion,
v.16

Death is the great leveler.  And we approach that leveling off 
even with age.  I once heard it said that by age 80, everyone is 
about the same.  Now, of course, that’s not absolutely true, but in 
very general terms, we all level off by our 80s.  We’re all about the 
same.  The most beautiful of women can expect by their mid-80s, 
to look little different from those who had enjoyed much less 
youthful beauty.  There is hair loss or greying, the presence of 
wrinkles.  Everyone will get some arthritis or deafness or heart 
trouble or infirmity.  And then we will all die.  The smart and the 
uneducated, the intelligent and the illiterate.  All the same.  The 
person who left high school to go to work and the person with an 
advanced academic degree.  They will all die in the same way.

And ultimately, they will all be remembered equally, which is to 
say, not at all!  So, wisdom is NOT the answer.

Next up in this journey of futility, the pursuit of pleasure.  The 
pursuit of happiness.  Why, so it seemed to Solomon that,
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II. THE HAPPINESS OF PLEASURE IS THE ANSWER.
v.1  “I said in my heart,  “Come now, I will test you with mirth; 

therefore enjoy pleasure.”

We know the outcome of this pursuit, as Solomon hides 
nothing,

v.1b  “...but surely, this also was vanity.”

But we try, don’t we?  The world tempts us at every turn to try 
this method of personal satisfaction.  Simply work to gratify and 
fulfill all your desires.  If you want something, get it.  If something 
feels good, do it.  If you like it, take it.  

There is not even a necessary implication here that the 
pleasures are sinful.  The idea is not merely the pursuit of sinful 
desires, but rather that worldview that puts at the top of the list of 
life’s priorities your quest for enjoyment and happiness.  Eat, drink 
and be merry.  That is the call of this world, and it is a call to 
which our hearts are subject, by the very nature of our desires.  
That’s what a desire is and what it does, it calls you to fulfill it.

Some of those desires, of course, are necessary for life, such 
as eating and drinking and sleeping.  But the emphasis here, 
specifically, is,

A. The joy of physical gratification.
A physical desire, a desire of the senses, satisfied.  Surely, 

that’s the meaning of life.  And happiness.  So we have laughter, 
though Solomon is still reflecting upon  the vanity of this whole 
journey,

v.2

Then we come to,
v.3

Simple pleasures.  Understandable pleasures.  No sense of 
drunkenness, but just the enjoyment of wine, and for all the 
warnings and dangers in the Bible regarding the abuses of wine, 
we still read things like this,

Ps. 104:14  “He causes the grass to grow for the cattle, And 
vegetation for the service of man, That he may bring forth food 
from the earth, 15 And wine that makes glad the heart of man, Oil 
to make his face shine, And bread which strengthens man’s 
heart.”

So have a party.  Celebrate a feast.  Eat well and drink 
happily.  Gratify your flesh, fulfill your desires.  Nothing at all 
wrong with that, for God has given us all things to receive and 
enjoy with thankfulness.

But the problem is, how can I do that while maintaining the 
wisdom of my heart?  The question that remained very much 
unsettled is simply, how can I go about satisfying my heart’s 
desires while at the same time maintaining the balanced and wise 
exercise of godliness.  How can I tell “what is good for the sons of 
men to do ... all the days of their lives?”  

How can I make those judgments about what is good and 
appropriate if, really, my motivation is simple to satisfy and fulfill 
the desires of my physical senses?  The journey so easily, so 
quickly, and even so inevitably, leads to debauchery.  It leads to 
excess, to sinful indulgence, for the sinful heart of man is not 
naturally given to moderation and self-control.  Yet at the same 
time, the natural heart of man is given to the pursuit of its own 
selfish satisfaction.  And that’s the dilemma, because in that 
pursuit of the satisfaction of our own needs, the law of diminishing 
returns invariably sets in.  That’s the nature of our physical 
senses, unrestrained by godliness.  What satisfies me today won’t 
be enough to satisfy me tomorrow.  And what is good enough for 
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tomorrow won’t be sufficient for the next day.

It’s called addiction.  And that is the natural inclination of our 
hearts, apart from Christ.  And it is that propensity to become 
addicted that renders the pursuit of pleasure so empty, for what 
pleasure is there is eating and drinking such that the 
consequence is simply that you want more.  Not satisfaction and 
contentment, but the desire for more.  Not fulfillment, but 
ultimately frustration.  You can’t ever get enough to satisfy those 
desires. 

So much for the joy of physical gratification.  How about, then,

B. The pride of worldly accomplishment.
So boasts Solomon,
v.4-7

I did it all.  That’s what drives us, isn’t it?  We buy certain 
houses because they compare favorably with our neighbor.  We 
drive a certain model of car because that’s what everyone else 
has.  We wear certain clothes and a particular style because that 
is what makes us seem successful and popular with others.  And 
success is measured by doing more.  Having the nicest house, 
the fanciest clothes.  Having the most money or the most 
successful business.

Worldly accomplishments!  In areas that are not sinful, in 
themselves.  We all need food, clothing, and shelter.  But surely 
life would be good if just had a nicer place to live.  If we could just 
afford a nicer wardrobe or a newer car.  

You can all identify with Solomon’s journey for happiness, 
either by experience or by your own desires.  “I made my works 
great, I built myself houses, and planted myself vineyards.  I 

made myself gardens and orchards, and I planted all kinds of fruit 
trees in them.  I made myself water pools from which to water the 
growing trees of the grove.  I acquired male and female servants, 
and had servants born in my house. Yes, I had greater 
possessions of herds and flocks than all who were in Jerusalem 
before me.”

Just look at me, I’m happy and successful!   

More accurately, more soberly, does Solomon give his 
judgment upon that pilgrimage, “Surely, this also was vanity.”  
Even the possession of great things won’t help, but surely we try 
to obtain,

C. The satisfaction of material possessions.
Things.  Stuff.
v.8-9

His conclusion is so extremely comprehensive,
v.10

He enjoyed himself!  He enjoyed the reward of his labor.  He 
was seemingly satisfied with all these things.  He was successful, 
in ways that few of us will ever experience ourselves.  But what of 
all that success?  What of all those possessions?  What of that 
sense of accomplishment?  His conclusion is nothing but the 
realization  of,

D. The vanity of it all.
v.11

We looked at all that language last week.  The emptiness of 
vanity, a vapor that is actually impossible to grasp.  A grasping for 
the wind, surely the most hopelessly futile exercise a man could 
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ever attempt.

So, I reach a point as I did last week.  Surely I can’t leave you 
here.  This can’t be the end of the sermon, for this text, in and of 
itself, only leads you to despair.  But again, as I emphasized last 
week, that is a necessary first step in the ministry of the word, for 
you and I must be reminded that this path Solomon has described 
does, indeed, lead to such misery and despair.  We need to be 
reminded because we are bombarded daily with messages that 
tell us the opposite.  We are bombarded with the message of 
prosperity, the pursuit of prosperity as the means to the 
happiness of life.  And beloved, that message is simply not true.

So let this truth sink in, that the accumulation of worldly goods 
and accomplishments and the satisfaction of physical desires 
leads to anything but a meaningful life.

Mat. 6:25  “Is not life more than food and the body more than 
clothing?”

Oh, yes it is!  So much more.  Indeed, as Jesus would 
continue in,

Mat. 6:33  “But seek first the kingdom of God and His 
righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.”

And so the teaching of Jesus is this,
Luke 12:15  “Take heed and beware of covetousness, for 

one’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things he 
possesses.”

So what does our life consist in?  What is it that we ought to 
pursue, instead of this journey of futility?  “The kingdom of God 
and His righteousness.”  Or as Paul puts it, 

1 Tim. 6:6  “Now godliness with contentment is great gain. 7 
For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can 

carry nothing out. 8 And having food and clothing, with these we 
shall be content. 9 But those who desire to be rich fall into 
temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and harmful lusts 
which drown men in destruction and perdition. 10 For the love of 
money is a root of all kinds of evil, for which some have strayed 
from the faith in their greediness, and pierced themselves through 
with many sorrows. 11 But you, O man of God, flee these things 
and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, 
gentleness. 12 Fight the good fight of faith, lay hold on eternal life, 
to which you were also called and have confessed the good 
confession in the presence of many witnesses.”

So there you have it.  The journey of satisfaction, the journey 
of life.  Pursue righteousness and godliness.  “Fight the good fight 
of faith.”  

As you read about this journey Solomon describes, examine 
your own hearts.  The prayer of the godly is this,

Psalm 139:23  “Search me, O God, and know my heart; Try 
me, and know my anxieties; 24 And see if there is any wicked 
way in me, And lead me in the way everlasting.”
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