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Testing the thesis: Wisdom – Ecclesiastes 1:12-18; 2:12-16 
WCP 

Intro 
It hasn’t always been the case, but from about High school onwards, I have been 

fascinated with the study of history.  If you even have a passing interest in history yourself, 
you’re likely familiar with a movement that took place in the late C17 through C18 which 
had/continues to have profound impact on Western civilization, known as the “Enlightenment 
era”/“Age of reason.” This is the time period where guys like Voltaire, Immanuel Kant, and René 
Descartes emerged onto the scene in Europe and - as a result of their philosophy/writing - you 
saw what could essentially be described as this en masse “pulling away of the hand” from the 
grip of the church/monarchy by society to replace/champion instead the ideals of human 
reason, scientific advancement, individualism, and secular humanism.  It’s almost as if society in 
general was saying, “Finally we can admit that we don’t need God or a king to tell us our 
meaning and purpose/we can find it for ourselves through our own reason/intellect!” It was a 
movement that promised unbounded hope/liberty; and the key to that liberty that had always 
been locked away until now was the accumulation of knowledge/wisdom; tapping into the 
unlimited potential of the human mind.   

And I think the majority of us would likely agree that – aside from some of the obvious 
hubris/arrogance of such a belief – the Enlightenment did bring significant changes/scientific 
advancement to our world that we all continue to benefit from to this day! 

But, maybe you’d say, “Ok, well that was the Modern/Enlightenment era of C18; we’re 
living in C21/post-modern era that has seen some of the cracks/limitations of that type of 
thinking, and have moved on from all that now; made the necessary corrections to some of the 
pendulum swinging of that day!”  Which is a position I’d want to invite you to re-consider. For if 
you just listen to the political rhetoric/campaigning of our day alone – from the Prime Minister 
of Canada all the way to the kid running for student council – what you hear championed again 
and again is the very same Enlightenment era thinking of greater knowledge/education being 
one of the keys for us to thrive as a society and the cure for the social ills of the day. It’s the 
thing that drove/is currently driving many of you to pursue higher education for both 
personal/societal advancement.  In fact, if you truly think the hubris of the Enlightenment era is 
dead and gone, just listen to a part of the abstract for a book coming out later this month from 
Harvard Psychology professor Steven Pinker called Enlightenment now: the case for reason, 
science, humanism and progress which states,  

“Pinker shows that life, health, prosperity, safety, peace, knowledge, and happiness are 
on the rise, not just in the West, but worldwide. This progress is not the result of some cosmic 
force. It is a gift of the Enlightenment: the conviction that reason and science can enhance 
human flourishing. Far from being a naïve hope, the Enlightenment, we now know, 
has worked.” 
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And yet, well beyond the inability of science and reason to answer to the 
deeper/metaphysical questions of meaning/purpose in life, we all feel the ultimate failure of 
the Enlightenment to live up to its promises every time a politician fails to bring the change 
they promised/doctor is unable to diagnose a chronic illness/top scientists are unable to cure 
cancer or the common cold; and we are forced to ask ourselves again, “Why aren’t 
science/reason enough?!  Why can’t they help/free/liberate us like they were supposed to?! Is 
it really that we just need greater knowledge/more of the same thing that isn’t helping us in 
order to finally achieve that freedom, or is there something else that we’ve been missing all this 
time?”  

 

We’re continuing this morning in a series we began last Sunday through the book of 
Ecclesiastes called A Chasing After the Wind which is a title that comes from the book itself. 
And if you weren’t here with us – very briefly – what Solomon (who is the author of 
Ecclesiastes) did last Sunday was to lay out his thesis on the questions of life/meaning/purpose 
after a lifelong exploration of those questions; exploring with the kind of 
access/wisdom/resources that you and I could never dream of having.  And his thesis, that we 
see in vs. 2 of chapter 1, is simply this: it’s all meaningless/utterly meaningless/everything is 
meaningless!  Which, I know, sounds depressing/bleak at first before you understand that the 
Hebrew word hebel that the translators of the NIV have rendered “meaningless” is – literally 
translated - “mist/vapor/breath”; which, as I said, shows us already that Solomon’s intent in 
Ecclesiastes is not to say that our lives/pursuits are w/o any meaning, only to remind us that 
they are brief/temporary and that - one day – they’re going to end. 

Solomon laid out a general proof of that thesis in our passage last Sunday in vss. 3-11.  
Over the next three weeks, what we’re going to see in the remainder of chapter one and all of 
chapter two, are three, more detailed, proofs of the very same thesis, as Solomon walks us 
through the comprehensive/dedicated study he gave to wisdom, pleasure, work – three of the 
areas – even in C21 – that we most often chase after to find meaning/purpose in our lives. 

And the first of Solomon’s three tests of his thesis that we’ll cover today, is the testing 
of wisdom: to see whether or not the pursuit of wisdom/knowledge – from its most shallow to 
its deepest boundaries – can truly lead us to find the meaning/purpose we all seek in life and if 
it can truly break the endless, repetitive cycle of our lives under the sun; which means – 
essentially - what we have here is an ancient exploration of the very same question the 
Enlightenment sought to answer centuries later; the only difference being that Solomon is 
much more forthcoming with the results.  For, rather than adopting an endless “just wait and 
see” response each time the answer to the question seems to be negative, Solomon is just 
going to say, “Nope. I tested that theory and, honestly, I tested it harder than anyone who 
comes after me even could test it, and here’s the result: it’s a dead-end. It’s hebel; a chasing 
after the wind.”    
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So, why does Solomon say that about wisdom?  And, if that’s truly the case, what’s the 
point of study at all? Should we all just save our tuition, buy a hammock, and bask in our 
ignorance?  Well, to understand Solomon’s exploration as well as his conclusions, we need to 
look more deeply than that. So, I want to look at our passage this morning in three ways: I want 
to show you The sorrow of wisdom, the injustice of wisdom, and then we’ll close by looking at 
the gain of wisdom (x2). 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, open them again with me to Ecclesiastes 1:12 and follow 
along with me as we look at the first of Solomon’s testing: wisdom. 
 
 
 
 
 
So, let’s look first of all at: 

1. The sorrow of wisdom – 1:12- 13a, 16-18 
Now, if you look with me at vs. 12 here we have a re-introduction of Solomon, similar to 

what we read last week in vs. 1, where king Solomon refers to himself as “the Teacher”; again, 
we get the title of the book of Ecclesiastes from the title Solomon gives himself here which, in 
the Hebrew is “Qohelet” which means the one who gathers/addresses the assembly; the 
Greek/Latin words for assembly/gathering being Ekklesia.  So, as vs. 1 said, Ecclesiastes is the 
words of the Teacher to the assembled people. 

But it’s important now to give closer attention to the designation Solomon gives himself in 
vs. 1 + 12, viz. king.  This is significant, not only to show us that the one addressing the assembly 
is not only a teacher, he’s also the king, but also to help us understand that - as the king - 
Solomon has time/access/resources that are unparalleled by pretty much anyone else who 
might try to explore this same thesis themselves; he’s just got a bigger bank account/a bigger 
staff/more “free spaces” on his calendar than you/me or anyone you can think of. That’s what 
Solomon is getting at in vs.12b – look with me there for a second; (READ vs. 12) when he talks 
about the “king’s successor” he’s not referring to the next king after him, he means, “What 
more could the next person to try and test this thesis after me accomplish than what I’ve 
already done?”  And as we get into this more over the next three weeks, you’re gonna see just 
how true that statement really is. 

And the first place that Solomon seeks to apply his vast resources to test, is wisdom; and 
we see that in vs. 13 – look with me there. He says (READ vs. 13a). “Under heaven” here, 
having the same meaning as “under the sun” which we saw last week; and referring to 
everything that we see/feel/touch in the natural world.  

But it’s important to pause for a minute and understand exactly what Solomon means when 
he says, “explore by wisdom.” B/c – as theologian Philip Ryken points out – “the kind of wisdom 
Solomon has in mind here is not divine wisdom but human wisdom – the very best that human 
beings have ever thought or said.”; so he’s seeking to study/learn all he can by the wisdom we 
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can know “under the sun.”  And we need to make that distinction b/c – as we mentioned last 
week – we know from 1 Kings (which chronicles the reign of Solomon) that Solomon was also 
granted a divine gift of wisdom by God at the start of his reign, so that God could say of 
Solomon’s wisdom, “none like you has been before you and none like you shall arise after you.” 
(1 Kings 3:12) Which, if you think about it, makes you wonder if this first test of wisdom isn’t a 
waste of time, because “Why?”  If Solomon is the wisest guy that ever was/will be, why bother 
devoting himself to the “study and exploration of wisdom”?   

The first answer is that Solomon is seeking to explore this question as it relates to everyone 
under the sun, which is why he’s only using the best wisdom the world has to offer, not his 
“super power” if we can call it that.  Secondly, as Ryken also points out, God’s gift of wisdom to 
Solomon, “did not mean the king instantly understood everything.  He still had to apply himself 
to the pursuit of knowledge which is exactly what Solomon did.”   

And the result of his devoted pursuit of wisdom with those many resources at his disposal 
as well as the very best teachers/philosophers/scientists/etc. that the world had to offer, we 
see in vs. 16 where Solomon says (READ vs. 16).  

So, he’s not saying he knows everything there is to know, but he is saying that both his 
studied knowledge as well as his experiential knowledge have surpassed everyone.  The first 
part of vs. 17a is interesting as well b/c Solomon says he didn’t just apply himself to studying 
the top “rung” of the ladder of wisdom, but the bottom rung as well; basically so that he can 
truly take a comparative approach to his study of wisdom under the sun. 

But when you look at vs. 14 as well as 17b you see that at the end of Solomon’s 
unparalleled study of all the ways people seek to find meaning/purpose in the pursuit of 
wisdom, his conclusion is that it is all “meaningless; a chasing after the wind.” 

Now, as I said last week, this is where understanding the literal meaning of that Hebrew 
word hebel – translated in vs. 14/elsewhere as meaningless – is going to help us.  B/c Solomon 
is not preaching some kind of counter-intuitive/anti-intellectual manifesto here; in fact, in a 
minute he’s going to go on to say that wisdom does have value and it’s absolutely superior to 
foolishness.  So, he’s not saying that the pursuit of wisdom has no meaning, only that wisdom is 
like a mist/vapor/something you can’t grasp a hold of. Which is why, as he’s reflecting on his 
conclusions in vs. 18 Solomon thinks to himself (READ vs. 18). 
App 

Which, I think, helps us to see two things by way of application: 
1. If you’re like me at all, when you were younger you couldn’t wait to grow up so that 

you could know all the “secret stuff” adults don’t want kids to know. But then, when 
you became an adult, you found that that greater knowledge also brought all kinds 
of baggage/sorrow along with it b/c it meant that, now, you also knew all kinds 
things you wish you never knew. I think that’s the first reason Solomon is telling us 
not to try and build our life/purpose on acquiring more and more knowledge/be 
careful what you wish for. Why?  b/c the more you know the more you see; and for 
all the beauty in this life under the sun there’s also much that brings sorrow/grief. 
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2.  The second reason Solomon is telling us not to try and build our life/purpose on 
acquiring more and more knowledge is b/c what you’re pursuing is actually a 
mist/mirage/a pursuit that promises to give meaning/purpose to your life but which 
can’t follow through on its promise.  So, from Solomon’s perspective, it’s not the 
pursuit of wisdom/higher education that’s wrong in and of itself, but why it is you’re 
pursuing that higher education that can lead you down a dead end path. Speaking 
personally for example, if I’m reading that book/pursuing that next degree/etc. b/c I 
want to be a better steward of the gifts/responsibilities that God’s given me in my 
days under the sun, great; but if I’m doing those same things b/c I think another 
book on my shelf/some letters behind my name makes me a better person/more 
worthy of admiration and respect, those same achievements vanish from my hands 
like trying to grasp mist. 

 
 
 
 
 
So, that’s The sorrow of wisdom.  The next thing I want to show you is: 

2. The injustice of wisdom – 2:12-16 
And the road into this is in vs. 12 there where Solomon comes back to this idea of 

considering wisdom from both ends of the spectrum.  He wants to know what scoring 100% 
and 0% on that exam feels like; what looking up into the sky and being able to identify different 
types of cloud formations feels like, and what looking up into the sky and seeing unicorn shapes 
in the clouds feels like; what remembering/actually planning something for your wedding 
anniversary feels like and what forgetting about it completely feels like; the whole spectrum of 
wisdom. 

And if you look in vss. 13 -14a you see that the result of his comparative analysis is that – 
indeed - wisdom is superior to folly, in the same way, says Solomon, that being able to see 
where you’re going is superior to walking in the pitch black with no flashlight. 

But, as quickly as Solomon comes to this conclusion and starts to feel a little better about 
himself, all of a sudden a thought dawns on him that pulls the rug right out from under his feet; 
you see it in vss. 14b – 16 - look with me there.  Solomon says (READ 14b – 16). 

Now, we’re not told exactly how/when Solomon came to this conclusion.  I like to think that 
maybe he was at the funeral of a friend one day; and that friend was so known for being an 
idiot, that even in his eulogy they’re all kinda chuckling to one another as the eulogizer 
recounts some of the hilarious stories of the dumb stuff this guy tried.  But after the body is 
interred, maybe Solomon looks at the headstone of the grave beside his friend to see the name 
of one of his wisest/most beloved professors.  And all of a sudden he’s struck with the seeming 
injustice of what’s he’s looking at: that one of the most brilliant men he’s ever known is buried 
in the earth right beside one of the dumbest men he’s ever known! 
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App 
And I think the reason it feels so unjust to Solomon is for the same reason that the 

leveling of death feels still feels so unjust to us today.  B/c – whether we recognize/want to 
admit it or not – there’s something inside all of us that thinks that greater wisdom/knowledge 
should earn us a longer/better existence; it just should!  That, somehow, the death of a Nobel 
prize winner/piano prodigy/star athlete on a sport team is a greater loss to the world than the 
player that just got sent back to the farm team/the nameless child in some unknown village/the 
heroin addict who went to sleep under a bridge and never woke up.  And even if we give 
mental assent to the belief that all human life has intrinsic meaning/value b/c we are made in 
God’s image, the feelings of injustice that arise when we see that the fool and the wise man 
both share the exact same fate, still linger within us, barely beneath the surface; ignoring the 
truth that poet John Donne said so well, “Each man’s death diminishes me, for I am involved in 
mankind.” 

But, just as we saw last week, and we’ll continue to see throughout this series, the 
uncomfortable perspective Ecclesiastes is going to relentlessly point all of us to, is to look at our 
lives from the perspective of our death; again not to steal joy from our lives under the sun but 
to inject joy into them; not to fill our days under the sun with fear, but to cut away the chords 
of fear that keep us from truly living, when we acknowledge the reality that our lives are a 
mist/a mere breath, and then they’re gone.   

So, as it relates to trying to achieve higher meaning/purpose in our lives through the 
pursuit of wisdom, Solomon says to us, “That’s actually the opposite of wisdom. B/c when 
death comes to you - as it comes to us all - it’s not going to ask to see your CV first; walls 
covered with degrees are not going to hold back death’s pursuit.  So, enjoy your days God has 
given you under the sun; pursue knowledge/earn degrees/deepen your understanding of the 
world God made, says Solomon; but do all that in order to enjoy the life you’ve been given, not 
b/c you think it makes your life more valuable, and also not b/c you think it’s going to make 
your life any longer. For, if you believe that, you’ll be overtaken by the very same “injustice” of 
wisdom, when the walls you built around you that you thought made you secure from death’s 
reach, vanish like the vapor they are. 
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Conclusion 
If you look at the second half of vs. 15 we begin to see where Solomon lands after his 

dedicated study of wisdom under the sun as he helps us to understand the gain of wisdom; and 
we’ll close with this. The question he asks there, “What then do I gain by being wise?” is almost 
identical to the question he asked in the opening verses of Ecclesiastes in vs. 3, “What does 
man gain from all his labor at which he toils under the sun?” And if you remember what we said 
about that last week, this isn’t “gain” in a financial sense, but asking “What is 
accomplished/achieved/actually take away from it all and truly grasp in your hands?” His 
answer, as you see at the end of vs. 15, just further proves his thesis that he stated back in vs. 
2, viz. nothing; there’s nothing you can hold in your hands; wisdom too is hebel/mist/vapor. 

But - again - in revealing that to us, Solomon isn’t trying to say wisdom is pointless, he’s 
merely trying to help us see wisdom from the right perspective – that is, from the perspective 
of our death - so that we can truly enjoy it as we live out our days under sun; no longer trying to 
place a weight on wisdom that it can’t sustain. That’s the true gain of wisdom: to enjoy it/grow 
from it/explore with it, but never to try and find our meaning/purpose in it. Why? b/c it can’t be 
found there says Solomon. 

And the reason it can’t be found there, Solomon tells us plainly in 1:15 (READ 1:15).  
And what he’s getting at there is that he’s trying to remind us that the days we all live under the 
sun are still lived out in a world that is under the curse of sin; a world – the apostle Paul tells us 
in Rom. 8 -  that has been subjected to frustration by the will of God.  Which means the “rules 
of the game” - if you will – have already been fixed; and chasing after the wind harder is not 
going to end up somehow with you catching it! 

And I think - despite all the good it brought - that that was the ultimate failure of the 
Enlightenment; the belief that somehow we could change the rules of the game/that by the 
sheer force of scientific exploration and reason we could catch the wind/that what was twisted 
could be straightened. Ignoring the fact that the same One who set those rules in place is the 
One who is described in Revelation 3 as, “He who is holy and true; who holds the key of David. 
What He opens no one can shut, and what He shuts no one can open.” 

I love how Phillip Ryken describes the futility of that Enlightenment pursuit which we’re 
still trying to live out today; describing our lives under the sun, “like an account that refuses to 
balance. We can tell something is missing, but we cannot figure out what it is; and even when 
we make an adjustment to get everything to balance, deep down we know that we are fudging 
the figures.” 

And in light of Solomon’s conclusions it’s worth taking the time to stop and consider 
your own life for a moment. To ask, “Where have I lost sight of wisdom as a gift to be enjoyed 
in this momentary life, and begun to see it instead as something that defines me/gives me my 
meaning in life?”  “Where do I know that I have been looking to intellectual pursuits/acquiring 
greater knowledge for the security/purpose in life that can only be found in God?” “Where 
have I been trying to build my life on something that is merely a vapor, or lost sight of the truth 
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that greater knowledge will not – in the end - free me from the same repeating cycle of life that 
we all experience in our days under the sun?” 

We don’t “gain” anything from our earthly pursuit of wisdom that can be grasped or 
that can’t be taken from us by death; that’s the point Solomon has been making.  But the gift in 
acknowledging that, is that – now – we are freed to truly enjoy our pursuit of wisdom in the 
days we’ve been granted under the sun b/c we no longer place an expectation/obligation on 
that pursuit that it was never intended to bear. 

Let’s pray. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


