
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study When Life Feels 
Empty. 
  
Introduction: Questioning the purpose of life is as old as time. Every man and woman 
possess the gnawing desire to know what life is all about. This yearning goes beyond 
activity, career, fame, and wealth.   
Years ago, a man more powerful than Donald Trump, wealthier than Bill Gates, and 
more famous than LeBron James asked, "What is the meaning of life?" He chronicled 
his search for the answer in a journal we know as Ecclesiastes. His name was 
Solomon, the son of David and Bathsheba. He ruled Israel during forty years of peace 
and prosperity. In his early life, he wrote Song of Solomon—a passionate love story 
between a man and a woman. In his middle years, he wrote Proverbs—a collection of 
profound sayings that provided great wisdom for living. In his later years, he wrote 
Ecclesiastes. The passion of youth was gone. The practicality of middle age had 
passed. He now was cynical as he pondered life’s purpose. 
 

1. The Question (v. 3) 
“What does a person gain for all his efforts that he labors at under the sun?” (v. 3). Two 
key words are presented in Solomon’s question. The first word is gain, meaning “what is 
left over when the transaction is complete” or “the net gain.” We would say: When all is 
said and done what matters? When you turn the light out at the end of the day are you 
satisfied? As you climb the ladder of corporate or business life is it leaning against the 
right wall? When it’s curtains on your life will you have made a difference?  
 
The second word is labor, meaning “to toil to the point of exhaustion.” So what happens 
when you work top the point of exhaustion and experience little or no fulfillment in your 
work? It carries with it the ideas of grief, misery, frustration, and weariness.   
 
It’s a good question. Success doesn’t always lead to fulfillment. If the net gain on one’s 
labor doesn’t lead to fulfillment and meaning then a sense of purposeless prevails.  
 

2. The Search (vv. 2-11) 
Solomon searched for meaning of life, but his search was limited. He examined the 
temporal life man lived compared to the permanence of earth (v. 4). Generations come 
and go. People are born, they die, and another generation is born. He noted the cyclical 
pattern of nature, never completed, always continuing (vv. 5-7). Life is always moving in 
circles but going nowhere. The sun rises, sets, and then rises again. The wind blows 
south and then turns to the north. Rivers flow to the sea but never fill it. They keep 
flowing seaward. He observed the innovations and advancements of man but noted that 
human nature and human activity remained the same (vv. 8-11).  
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His observations contained truth. From one perspective, our lives are a lot like the 
children’s song: “Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily, 
merrily, merrily, life is but a dream." When one stops to consider the futility of that 
song—much like Solomon looked at the futility of his efforts to find purpose—it was 
depressing. 

 
It’s noteworthy that Solomon limited his search for life’s purpose. He only looked “under 
the sun.” He only examined his own experience from birth to death and explored no 
further. He studied life only from that which was visible.  
 

3. The Conclusion (vv. 12-14) 
After applying his heart, the inner life of the mind, will, and emotions (biblical Hebrew 
has no word for brain or mind), and searching for wisdom (here the word wisdom would 
be using human intelligence as an instrument to ferret out truth and significance), he 
came to the deduction: “I have seen all the things that are done under the sun and have 
found everything to be futile, a pursuit of the wind” (v. 14). Solomon’s eventual 
conclusion was that life is meaningless. It’s purposeless.  
 
If Solomon’s search led to futility, then we must ask, “Was he searching in the right 
place?” Perhaps Solomon had his focus all wrong. He was listening and looking in the 
wrong places. He searched under the sun, in his own time, and only in what was visible 
to him. Could one’s purpose be found above the sun, beyond time, and in what is 
invisible? Let me suggest that— 
 

• If there is nothing but nothing under the sun, our only hope must be above it.  
If everything is futile from an earthly perspective, then our source of hope and 
purpose and meaning must be beyond it. 

 
People have their heads so firmly riveted to the here and now that they virtually 
ignore any other dimension in life. It’s not that they consciously intend to block 
God out of their lives, it’s just that they seldom mentally catapult themselves 
"above the sun." But it is in relationship with God that hope, purpose, and 
meaning to our lives on this planet come to fulfillment and to satisfaction.  
 

• If a person spends a lifetime investigating the meaning of life, perhaps that 
purpose must be in the realm of the infinite.    
Time is a wonderful commodity. But it is limited. Perhaps the meaning of life is 
beyond time. Real purpose is found when we give ourselves to something 
beyond ourselves that will live on after we have used up our time allotment on 
earth. C. S. Lewis wrote, “That which is not eternal is eternally obsolete.” 

 
• If a person who had everything, searches everything visible then the one thing 

needed for purpose and meaning must be invisible.   
Solomon had everything. He explored every visible realm of stimulation, yet 
found no satisfaction. It seems only logical that the joy and fulfillment he 
searched for could only come from that which is invisible—God. 

 
Conclusion: Few people look above the sun, investigate the infinite, and search the 
invisible to discover life’s purpose. When we look above the sun, investigate the infinite, 
and explore the invisible, we find God. The only way off the treadmill of meaningless is 
in a relationship with God. When we look beyond this world, we begin to see that life 
was never meant to be lived circularly, but in a linear direction. Saint Augustine summed 
it up, "He who has God has everything. He who does not have God has nothing. He 



©LifeWay Christian Resources www.biblestudiesforlife.com  
  

who has God and everything has no more than he who has God alone.” Find God and 
you find purpose in this life. 
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