
Ecclesiastes: The Search for Meaning 

Do you ever have conversations with people who think so deeply about the big issues 
in life that when you talk to them you feel out of your depth?  The great Russian writer 
Leo Tolstoy grew frustrated with his friends in the social circles of Moscow and St. 
Petersburg because they didn’t want to address the big questions; they just wanted to 
make money and be powerful.  I heard a speaker last weekend tell about growing up 
in a family of atheists and how in one conversation a family member challenged him 
by saying that some violent attack that killed people was a sign that there was no 
loving God.  He asked his relative, “Does that bother you, this senseless killing?”  And 
the reply came back -- of course it was very upsetting.  The speaker then said, “Well, I 
thought you believed in the survival of the fittest, that these purges of the weaker 
members of the race were a necessary part of the evolutionary process.  I think the 
fact that you’re upset with this shows that there is a God who has created a moral 
value system, a conscience within you, and when things happen that violate that value 
system, you get upset.”  At that point the conversation was over -- he didn’t want to go 
on.

Talking about the big issues, things like the meaning of life, the purpose for our being 
on this earth, and the kind of substantial values that can be applied throughout life, is 
a tough ask in a society that has been conditioned to receive its news, its 
understanding of the world, in 2, 3 and 4-minute sound bites, complete with highly 
edited film clips and the editorial stance of mainstream media.  So let’s talk about 
some big issues today and we’ll examine the point of view of someone who calls 
himself “the Teacher” or Qoheleth, which means someone who gathers people 
together, presumably to learn from his wisdom.  The book is Ecclesiastes and it 
starts with this:

“Meaningless!  Meaningless!” says the Teacher.
“Utterly meaningless.  Everything is meaningless!”  (1:2)

How’s that for a conversation-starter?  How would that go over in your lunch room at 
work or across the fence with your neighbor?  The Teacher goes on from there:

What does man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun?
Generations come and generations go but the earth remains forever
The sun rises and the sun sets and hurries back to where it rises
The wind blows to the south and turns to the north
Round and round it goes, ever returning on its course
All streams flow into the sea yet the sea is never full
To the place the streams come from, there they return again
All things are wearisome, more than one can say
The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear its fill of hearing
What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again
There is nothing new under the sun  (1:3-9)

Then he talks about his search for wisdom and how he gained more wisdom than 
those who came before him, but his conclusion is bleak:

For with much wisdom comes much sorrow



The more knowledge, the more grief  (1:18)

In chapter 2 he explores various pleasures and various projects to see if he can find 
meaning in them.  Yet, v. 11:

Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done 
And what I had toiled to achieve
Everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; 
Nothing was gained under the sun.

Then he considered the meaning of wisdom itself and decided that the same fate 
awaited the wise person and the fool: death.  This too he found meaningless (2:15)

As if that wasn’t depressing enough, he thought about all the work he had done and 
the fact that everything he had accomplished he would leave to someone who might 
be a wise man or might be a fool.  He would have no control over what that person 
would do with the works he had poured his hard labour into through the years of his 
life.

And then comes chapter 3:
excerpt from the Byrds’ Turn, Turn, Turn

Right after that poem comes the most amazing insight. 
He (God) has made everything beautiful in its time
He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; 
Yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end
I know that there is nothing better for men 
Than to be happy and do good while they live.  
That everyone may eat and drink and find satisfaction in all his toil -
   this is a gift from God.  
I know that everything God does will endure forever; 
Nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it.  
God does it so that people will revere Him.  (3:10-14)

These are weighty insights, profound wisdom.  God has made everything beautiful 
means that everything has its appropriate time ... “to everything there is a season”.  It’s 
fitting, it’s appropriate.  The good and the bad will both come and, if we can accept the 
bad with the good, as Job did, the hard times will be bearable.

And yet, there is something not right.  We feel trapped in time and space because God 
has put eternity in our hearts.  We feel a need to do something of lasting value, 
something that outlives us.  We want our lives to go on, long after our bodies have 
failed us.  But the vastness of what God has created is beyond our comprehension.  
We can’t see or understand what God has done from beginning to end and so we 
can’t really grasp our place in it.

We feel a frustration that our longing to know our place, our desire to see our own 
significance, is beyond our reach, but the Teacher helps us with this.  There is nothing 



better, he says, than to be happy and to do good while you live.  You don’t have to 
know everything that God knows and you don’t have to see the great sweep of history 
and your place in it -- just be content to do good things and to be happy.  Be at peace 
in the “not knowing”.    

Then he says that God’s gift to you and to me is that we have what we need to live 
(food and drink) and that we can find some measure of fulfilment in our work, some 
degree of satisfaction from a job well done, appreciated by others.  Having provision, 
finding satisfaction -- these are gifts, blessings in an otherwise meaningless life -- or 
so says the Teacher.  

And the final verse in the chapter is a kind of rebuke to our need, or at least desire, to 
do something that lasts forever.
At the end the Teacher says that what God does is what will last forever and that we 
can’t add anything to it, or take anything away from it.  Our contributions to the vast 
order of things, the arrangement of the universe or simply the events that take place 
on our planet, are not going to overturn God’s plans or reorder His creation.  We have 
a role, for sure, and that’s a gift as well, but it won’t change the way God has made 
things to be, His order of things.
And God has arranged everything in this way for one simple reason: so that we 
humans will revere Him, so that we humans will honor Him as wise Creator and ruler 
of our history.  

Skipping ahead to chapter 5, the Teacher talks about how a person should approach 
God.  He says that we should approach God with restraint, with thoughtfulness.

God is in heaven and you are on earth, 
  So let your words be few  (5:2)

And then this interesting piece about making promises to God: 
When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it.  He has no pleasure in 
fools; fulfill your vow.  It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it.  
Do not let your mouth lead you into sin.  And do not protest to the temple 
messenger, “My vow was a mistake.”  Why should God be angry at what you 
say and destroy the work of your hands?  Much dreaming and many words are 
meaningless.  Therefore, stand in awe of God.  (5:4-7)

Then the writer gives his attention to the subject of money.
Whoever loves money never has money enough;
Whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income.  
This too is meaningless.  (5:10) and then,
The sleep of a laborer is sweet,
Whether he eats little or much
But the abundance of a rich man permits him no sleep.  (5:12)

I’m reminded of the comment by one of the Rockefellers when he was asked, “How 
much money is enough?” and he answered, “Just a little bit more.”  There is no limit 
to human greed, except our limited ability to satisfy our wants.  ‘Just a little bit more’ 



sounds like a reasonable expectation.  

The Teacher then comments that he is grieved that all the fruit of our labor stays 
behind when we die.  No matter how hard we have worked or what sacrifices we have 
made, none of it goes with us.  He is also grieved that so many people are not able to 
enjoy the blessings of life.  His conclusion is this:

When God gives anyone wealth and possessions and enables him to enjoy 
them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work -- this is a gift from God.  (5:19)

For much of this book, the Teacher points out the futility of life in an unjust world, 
where wicked people prosper.  He cites the example of a wise, but poor man, who 
was able to save his small city from a powerful enemy by his wisdom, but who then 
was ignored when he spoke to the people on other matters.  

There are several places that remind a person of the book of Proverbs, where pithy 
statements of wisdom are strung together like pearls on a string.  

If a man is lazy, the rafters sag
If his hands are idle, the house leaks (10:18)
Cast your bread upon the waters
For after many days you will find it again (11:1)
As you do not know the path of the wind
Or how the body is formed in a mother’s womb
So you cannot understand the work of God the Maker of all things  (11:5)
Do not pay attention to every word people say
Or you may hear your servant cursing you
For you know in your heart
That many times you yourself have cursed others

(7:21,22)

But, through it all, there is an undercurrent of despair, of the hopelessness of this 
attempt to make sense of life, to find some kind of order and meaning in it all.  This is 
captured pretty nicely in chapter 9.  I’m going to read a chunk of this frustration, and 
then conclude with ch. 12:

So I reflected on all this and concluded that the righteous and the wise and what 
they do are in God’s hands . . .  (v. 1)
As it is with the good man, so with the sinner;
As it is with those who take oaths, so with those who are afraid to take them
This is the evil in everything that happens under the sun: 
The same destiny overtakes them all.  
The hearts of men, moreover, are full of evil 
And there is a madness in their hearts while they live, 
And afterward they join the dead.   (vv. 2b,3)
The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; 
They have no further reward, and even the memory of them is forgotten.
Their love, their hate and their jealousy have long since vanished; 
Never again will they have a part in anything that happens under the sun
Go, eat your food with gladness



And drink your wine with a joyful heart, 
For it is now that God favors what you do . . . (vv. 5-7)
Enjoy life with your wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that 
God has given you under the sun -- all your meaningless days. (v. 9a)

Is that it?  Is that all the encouragement we get from this writer who has contemplated 
all aspects of our existence?  That life is meaningless and we should just accept its 
futility?  No, because he is saying more than that.  He is saying that life is a precious 
and wonderful gift, that God’s favor on you is such that He wants you to enjoy your life, 
to live it well and with a joyful heart.  The big mysteries about, for example, why evil 
people can live for many years and the  righteous man can be killed while he’s still 
young -- those questions are not answerable.  We have no way to know what is going 
on in God’s mind during tragic events, no grid for understanding why He allows the 
things He allows, but the point is to not let those big questions rob you of the joy that 
should be yours.  You and I should be able to revel in the good gifts God has given, 
not feel depressed because we can’t know the end from the beginning like God does.

And then the final chapter.  The Teacher tells us to remember our Creator while we’re 
still young.  Don’t wait until you are old, until you feel weak, until you’re struggling with 
health issues or memory loss.  Think about Him now:

Remember Him, before the silver cord is severed
Or the golden bowl is broken;
Before the pitcher is shattered at the spring
Or the wheel broken at the well
And the dust returns to the ground it came from
And the spirit returns to God who gave it.  (12:6,7)

And again the Teacher cries out, “Meaningless, meaningless!  Everything is 
meaningless!”  But that’s not his last word -- and it’s not the real message of this 
book.  What he is describing is life apart from God.  What has no meaning is a life that 
ignores the Creator, that attempts to make its own meaning, totally apart from God.

Listen to the final two verses of this book, and it will all come into focus, I hope:
Now all has been heard;
Here is the conclusion of the matter
Fear God and keep His commandments 
For this is the whole duty of man
For God will bring every deed into judgment
Including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil.  (12:13,14)

How did he get there?  Is that just a random comment coming out of nowhere, or is 
this what the writer has been aiming at throughout the book?  This has been his point, 
all through Ecclesiastes.

Let’s look at the book as a whole and see what lessons the Teacher intended to get 
across.



1.  God has made everything with purpose, with meaning that we often don’t 
understand.  We cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.  We want 
to figure it out, because God made us with that desire in our hearts.  But our 
limitations frustrate us, and so many of us will pursue answers that leave God out of 
the equation, while He has established things the way they are so that we will be in 
awe of Him, so we will reverence Him, worship Him.  

The point is not that everything is meaningless, but that we don’t have full access to 
the meaning of every event, the purpose for every act of God, every decision that He 
makes.  And so, for us, life seems random, out of control, lacking a coherent sense of 
meaning that ties everything together in a nice, neat package.  We don’t have that, 
says the Teacher, and so we live with a sense of frustration.

2. The second lesson from Ecclesiastes is that humans fret unnecessarily about the 
problem of evil, of why those who do wicked things seem to prosper, of why righteous 
people experience calamity.  He tells us that God knows; he tells us that God will 
judge; and he tells us that we don’t need to get ourselves tied up in knots about these 
kinds of questions ... even though we’re made to be curious, to ask, to want to know 
what’s going on.

3. The third and very practical lesson is that life is a gift from God and is meant for us 
to enjoy.  He gives us the capacity to find fulfilment in our work.  He gives us the ability 
to find enjoyment in doing good for others.  If you accept your lot in life, your work, your 
family, your friendships, your challenges and opportunities, you will find great pleasure 
in the gifts that God has given.  Go, enjoy the meals you prepare with  gladness, dress 
well, use your aftershave and perfume (that’s as close as I can get to ‘anoint your 
head with oil’) and live your years in gratitude to your Maker and in joy.

4. Fourth, fear God and keep His commandments.  All throughout this book, God is 
the One who has wisdom, the One who exercises His power, the One who brings 
about His purposes.  So our response to Him should not be to try to take His role, but 
to humbly submit to His wisdom and grace.  We see that He is the judge and will hold 
us to account for our actions.  We see that He is the giver of life and of good gifts and 
He waits to see how we respond.  We also see that He has done things so that 
human beings will see His works and honor Him; the response is obvious


