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2“Nothing but vapor,” Ecclesiastes said. “Totally vapor. Everything is just vapor that vanishes.” 2:18I also 

hated all the results of my hard work, for which I worked so hard under the sun, since I must leave it all to 

the man who comes after me. 19And who knows—will he be wise, or a fool? Yet he will have control over all 

the results of my hard work, for which I worked so hard and so wisely, under the sun. This too is vapor that 

vanishes. 20So I changed my course, and my heart began to despair over all my hard work at which I worked 

so hard under the sun. 21Sure, there may be a man who has worked hard—wisely, aptly, and skillfully. But he 

must hand over whatever he accumulated by all his hard work to a man who has not worked hard for it. This 

too is vapor. It’s so unfair! 22For what does a man gain through all his hard work, through all the turmoil in 

his heart as he works so hard under the sun? 23Bah! Pain fills his days. His occupation is frustration. Even at 

night his heart does not rest. This too is vapor. 24There is nothing better for a man than to eat and to drink 

and to find joy in his work. This too, I saw, is from God’s hand. 25For who can eat or enjoy himself apart 

from him? 26Yes, God gives wisdom, knowledge, and happiness to the man whom he considers good, but to 

the person who goes on sinning God gives the task of gathering and collecting, but only so that he can give it 

all to a person whom God considers good. This too is vapor, nothing but chasing wind. 

 

His name was Qoheleth. It’s kind of a strange name, yet you probably know him better by his Latin 

name: Ecclesiastes. Qoheleth means “the gatherer of sentences.” The picture behind that name is of a person 

who gathers up information and then shares it with others. We would call such a person a teacher.  

Qoheleth, the teacher, has a lesson for us. He says, “Go stand out on your front porch on a cold autumn 

morning and do this: (exhale quickly). What do you see?” You see your breath. That quick puff of fog like 

mist that is there and gone in an instant. “That”, say Qoheleth, “is life.” That is what life in this world is like.  

It is like a person's breath: it is there for a brief moment and then quickly gone. You can try to grab it and 

hold it, but it slips right through your fingers. It is a formless vapor that has no substance, no structure.  

“Nothing but vapor,” Ecclesiastes said. “Totally vapor. Everything is just vapor that vanishes” (Eccl. 

1:2). 

Now his last statement sounds like a bit of an exaggeration. Everything is vapor that vanishes? Qoheleth 

goes on to explain. He says, “I […] hated all the results of my hard work, for which I worked so hard 

under the sun, since I must leave it all to the man who comes after me” (v. 2:18). Hate is a rather strong 

word. Why should he hate what he has worked for just because someday he will leave it to someone else? 

Isn't that just a part of life?   

Qoheleth explains why he feels that way: “And who knows—will he be wise, or a fool? Yet he will 

have control over all the results of my hard work, for which I worked so hard and so wisely, under the 

sun” (v. 19). He certainly has a valid point. To pour all your skill and effort into something only to have it 

ruined by some fool who comes after you. That seems like a waste of time. And even if the person after you 

is wise that person may not use what your hard work has produced for the same purposes you would. That 

certainly is frustrating. That seem like a waste of time. 

Qoheleth goes on: “So I changed my course, and my heart began to despair over all my hard work 

at which I worked so hard under the sun. Sure, there may be a man who has worked hard—wisely, 

aptly, and skillfully. But he must hand over whatever he accumulated by all his hard work to a man 

who has not worked hard for it” (vs. 20, 21). Think of how hard we work to provide for ourselves, our 

children and our loved ones. Yet, once we’re gone, we have no control over the money and possessions 

which we have worked to provide. We tell our children to get the best education possible, so that when they 

are older they can get a good job and provide for themselves and their families. Yet what comes of all of this 

knowledge that is gained; of all the skill that is acquired in this life.  When we die, all that we have worked 

for is handed over to someone else who did not work for it. And all of our knowledge and wisdom and skill 

is gone. Job said it best when he said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will depart” 

(Job 1:21). Or to put it another way, “You come into this world with nothing, and you leave this world with 
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nothing.”  As Qoheleth said, “This too is vapor [...]” Life is just a breath. You cannot catch it. You cannot 

hold it. You cannot keep it. 

Qoheleth continues:  “For what does a man gain through all his hard work, through all the turmoil 

in his heart as he works so hard under the sun? Bah! Pain fills his days. His occupation is frustration” 

(vs 22, 23). Even if you have the perfect job, or if you completely enjoy learning at school, things still go 

wrong. Problems come up that weigh us down. Work becomes difficult; we struggle, we grow tired. As the 

Teacher says, “Even at night his heart does not rest” (v. 23). Even when we try to sleep our minds are 

tormented by deadlines, money problems, upcoming tests – whether they are school tests or medical tests. 

Not knowing what tomorrow will bring can cause our minds to race, searching for solutions to our problems. 

And all Qoheleth can say is, “This too is vapor” (v. 23b). 

Now before you think that Qoheleth is just a teacher of gloom and doom we need to take a moment to 

understand his lesson. His lesson is not about how bad life is on this earth. His lesson is about trust. What are 

we trusting in to bring us meaning and satisfaction in this life? Are we trusting in things? The problem with 

things is that they break, or are stolen, or become obsolete. Are we trusting in people to bring meaning to our 

lives? The problem with people is that they can leave us, or betray us, or they can even die.  Are we trusting 

in worldly wisdom or power? Those too can be lost or taken away. When we put our trust in the things of this 

world, we quickly learn just how vaporous, how empty, those things can be. As Qoheleth said, “There is 

nothing 'under the sun' that is capable of giving meaning to life. Nothing.” 

And yet Qoheleth shows us that our life can have meaning when we put our trust is in the right place. He 

says, “There is nothing better for a man than to eat and to drink and to find joy in his work. This too, I 

saw, is from God’s hand. For who can eat or enjoy himself apart from him? Yes, God gives wisdom, 

knowledge, and happiness to the man whom he considers good, but to the person who goes on sinning 

God gives the task of gathering and collecting, but only so that he can give it all to a person whom God 

considers good” (vs 24-26). 

This all sounds really good; that with God we can find satisfaction and enjoyment. And yet we sense 

there is still a problem. Qoheleth said, “God gives wisdom, knowledge, and happiness to the man whom 

he considers good [...]” (v. 25). Who can possibly be good before God? The Bible says that “all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). Jesus himself once said, “No one is good, 

except […] God” (Luke 18:19). If we are honest with ourselves, we have to admit that we haven’t always 

trusted God the same way we have trusted in the things of this world. I have looked to the world to bring me 

pleasure and fulfillment: sports and hobbies, people and things, money and good health. I trusted in all of 

these things thinking they would somehow bring me the satisfaction I was looking for. But they didn’t. As 

long as I put my trust in the things of this world I cannot please God. I cannot please him because I have 

sinned against him by breaking his First Commandment. Just like that rich fool in Jesus’ parable from our 

gospel reading today, God gives sinners the task of storing up wealth only so they can hand it over to those 

whom God considers good. Looking at my own life I am not any better than that rich fool in Jesus’ parable. 

So, does this mean that all I have to look forward to is living a life that is nothing but a waste of time? 

What can I possibly do for God to consider me good? What can I do to save myself from this vaporous life? 

“Nothing,” says Qoheleth. “There is nothing you can do to make God see you as good. There is nothing you 

can do to save yourself. Yet, there is a solution. And this too is from God’s hand.”  

God saw our lost and helpless state. God has seen how we have lusted for what this world has to offer 

and how we wanted nothing to do with him. We were on a one-way road to hell. So God did something about 

it. God's hand reached down and touched a virgin's womb and filled it with life. His life! God sent his own 

Son into this world to live in and deal with the same pointless and worthless things that we do.  Yet to Jesus 

they were not so pointless; they were not worthless. 

The work of Jesus’ hands was not worthless work. From putting mud on a blind man's eyes, to placing 

his hands on someone with a deadly and incurable disease, to blessing little children, to folding his hands in 

prayer. All of Jesus’ work was done with great wisdom, knowledge, and skill. None of it was pointless. He 
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ate and drank and found enjoyment because everything he did, he did to the glory of God. 

Jesus went through this life with a contentment and a peace that we will never know in this world. God's 

Son was the only person to live a life of true meaning and purpose, yet he was still persecuted, scorned, 

arrested, mocked, beaten and eventually crucified. The final work of his perfect hands was to be pierced for 

our transgressions. His final task in this life was to shed his holy, precious blood to pay for our sins. All our 

longings, all our striving, all our lust and desire for the worthless things of this life, Christ paid for with his 

life. With his death Jesus saved us from eternal death in hell. 

Now our lives can have real meaning. Because of Jesus' resurrection from the dead we know that life for 

us is not going to end when these earthly bodies die. Trusting in Christ, one day we will find true enjoyment 

in heaven. Yet we do not have to wait for heaven to find fulfillment and satisfaction. We can have that right 

now. Remember what Qoheleth said? “There is nothing better for a man than to eat and to drink and to 

find joy in his work. This too, I saw, is from God’s hand” (v. 24). By his almighty hand God rescued us. 

Now, with everything that we do we can give thanks to the God who saved us. Just as the Apostle Paul said 

to the Corinthians, “So whether you eat or drink, or do anything else, do everything to the glory of 

God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). Because of our God given faith we now have the ability to live our lives with 

purpose and meaning as we live to give glory to our great Savior God. 

And even when things do not to go so well for us here on this earth, we know that our life is not just 

some vapor that is here and gone. We have been covered with Christ's perfect robe of righteousness. Covered 

with Christ's perfection God now sees us as good. As Qoheleth said, “God gives wisdom, knowledge, and 

happiness to the man whom he considers good [...]” (v. 26). That is you! Because of our God given faith 

in Christ we are those whom God considers good, so he gives us wisdom, knowledge and happiness. He has 

given us spiritual wisdom, knowledge for salvation, and a happiness that will never end in the eternity of 

heaven.  

Qoheleth says, “Those who trust in the things of this world are trusting in things that are vapor. They do 

not last.” It is only when we trust in the God who saved us that our lives can have any real meaning. It is 

only through faith in Jesus Christ that our lives find true fulfillment. For it is only by the grace of God found 

in Jesus that we know we will live forever, enjoying the eternal wealth and happiness that is waiting for us in 

heaven. And this too is from God’s hand. Amen. 


