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Testing the thesis: Work - Ecclesiastes 2:17-26 
WCP 

Intro 
Although it happened decades ago now, I can still remember the feelings like it 

happened yesterday.  There I stood on that sandy beach overlooking the sandcastle-metropolis 
that I had spent hours laboring to construct that afternoon. All the exposed parts of my skin 
were now lobster-red; my knees and back were aching from bending over so long; and both my 
hair and my bathing suit were filled with sand. But I barely even noticed those things as I 
surveyed all that I had worked so tirelessly to create. 

Now, it hadn’t completely escaped my notice as I worked that afternoon, that the shore 
line that had seemed miles away when I first broke ground on my construction project was 
becoming clearer in my view as the hours went by; it just simply hadn’t occurred to me as I 
furiously dug, piled and sculpted a) that the water would actually reach this far and b) how 
devastating the meeting of that encroaching mass of water would be with my city of sand.  I 
don’t remember who it was in then end – one of my parents or (most likely) my brother; he 
always took a strange pleasure in pointing out things like this to me – but someone had said, 
“You know … when the tide comes in, it’s gonna totally level all this as flat as when you first 
started!”  And I’m quite certain the look on my face very easily reveled that I did not – in fact – 
know that this was the case.  And so, it was at that moment that these feelings came; feelings 
of anger/injustice; first I was mad at the ocean for its slow and relentless threat of decimating 
all that I had worked so hard to accomplish; then I was angry with whomever it was that told 
me about this inevitability; how could they be so cruel and heartless to say such a thing to me 
as I was admiring what I’d worked so hard to build?!  Then, almost immediately, what I felt next 
was panic; I thought, “If that’s true then I need to do everything I can to protect all my work 
from being wiped out!  Build barricades with logs and rocks/dig trenches/anything!”  But the 
more I tried the more I saw how hopeless it was; that none of these things would be able to 
keep the water from reaching my city of sand. 

And as the ocean got closer and closer, it became time to pack up and leave; which was 
just as well b/c – by this point – I was beginning to wonder what the point of all my work had 
been in the first place if it was just going to end up being washed away.  But then - as if that in 
itself were not more than enough for my little heart to bear - as we walked away, there was a 
family with a young toddler walking past who – seeing no one else around – he immediately 
took ownership and promptly proceeded to go all “Wreck-it Ralph” on my civilization; leveling it 
long before the unjust tide even had a chance to reach it. 

 
We’re continuing in our series this morning through the book of Ecclesiastes called A 

Chasing After the Wind.  And, if you haven’t been with us, over the last three weeks, Solomon 
– who is the author of Ecclesiastes – has applied the gift of his divine wisdom as well as his 
limitless resources to the investigation of three specific areas that basically all of us seek after 
to find meaning/purpose in our lives: wisdom, pleasure, and (now today) work; all with the 



 
 

3320	Crown	St.,	Vancouver,	B.C.,	V6S	2L5 Phone:	604-224-1031																																																																
Fax:	604-224-1031	E-Mail:	office@dhbc.ca 

2 

goal of proving his thesis that he began the book of Ecclesiastes with, viz. that everything we 
see/feel/touch in this natural world around us is hebel – a Hebrew word translated here in the 
NIV as “meaningless” and which literally just means mist/vapor/breath.  And the way he’s 
carried out his investigation of these three specific areas is, very simply, by just giving himself to 
the pursuit of those three things as hard/much dedication as is possible.  And as much as 
someone today might want to challenge Solomon’s conclusions – as the wisest/wealthiest 
person ever in recorded history, the reality is that no one - either before/after Solomon - has 
ever had the same time/resources/support staff to investigate the pursuit of these things like 
Solomon did; you’ve earned your little PHD/Solomon had the equivalent of 20; you had your 
“kegger” with your buddies over the weekend/Solomon has bought out entire vineyards with 
the month-long parties he threw for 20,000+ people; you’ve just brought in a world-renowned 
landscaper to do your backyard/Solomon has planted entire forests!  He just wins! 

But, if we zoom out for a second and look - big picture - we see that, essentially, what 
Solomon is doing here is seeking to answer the very same question that all of us are still asking 
today: What will it take to make me happy/to give my life the meaning and purpose I desire 
for it to have?  Is it having as many degrees/awards as that person? Is it throwing as many 
parties/sleeping with as many people as that person? Or perhaps is it being as 
successful/having as large a company as that person?  How much is enough? 

And in our passage today what we have is Solomon’s third, final testing of his thesis, as 
he now pursues work/success to see whether or not giving all you can to 
career/accomplishment can give us the meaning/purpose in life we’re all seeking.  If you’ve 
been with us, you already know that the first two tests wisdom, pleasure failed to provide that 
meaning in life; and the reason they failed was for the simple reason that death – just like that 
faithful tide – comes and wipes out everything that we think we’ve gained through those 
pursuits; and no amount of degrees/textbooks, vacations/sexual conquests is ever gonna hold it 
back. 

But – perhaps you’d want to say, “Well, those were more intellectual/even juvenile 
pursuits; surely the legacy of companies/civilizations have a lasting weight/substance to them 
that can endure beyond death’s relentless tide; surely the labor of our hands/sweat of our 
brow can bring at least some lasting meaning to our lives that’s not a mere chasing after the 
wind? 

Well, let’s take a look and see.  And the way we’ll do that is by looking at our passage in 
just two ways this morning.  I want to look at Solomon’s final testing of his thesis here and then 
show you: The unveiling of toil and then finally The true gain of toil (x2). 

So, if you’ve closed your bibles, open them again with me to Ecclesiastes 2:17 and follow 
along with me as we look at Solomon’s final test of his thesis that everything is hebel: work. 
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So, let’s look first of all at: 
1. The unveiling of toil – vss. 17-23 
Now, I don’t know why it is exactly, but with this third test – rather than walking us through 

the investigation process like he did with wisdom and pleasure – Solomon just takes us right to 
his conclusions; I dunno, maybe it’s like being a parent and by the time you get to the third 
child you’re just way more chill and way more efficient in how you handle stuff? 

And the conclusion Solomon comes to at the end of his testing of work/toil as he calls it 
here, we see at the beginning of vs. 17 – look with me there.  His conclusion is, “So, I hated 
life!” which – again – like when we first encountered Solomon’s thesis in vs. 3, makes you want 
to be like, “Dude!  Let’s try and set the drama-level knob down a couple of notches!  It’s gonna 
be alright!”  

But when you read further you see the reason for his despairing conclusion, where he 
tells us he hated life (READ vs. 17b).  He expands on this a little further then in vs. 18 stating 
(READ vs. 18).  So, clearly, Solomon has been down this road a few times already now with the 
other two tests of wisdom + pleasure, which is why, now, it takes him almost no time at all to 
get to the reality that – once again – death is the thing that robs our work/toil from the ability 
to give us meaning/purpose in life; it too is hebel; that’s what he’s referring to when he talks 
about having to leave behind all the things he has toiled for. 

Which makes sense if you think about life like going to a pottery class; if you spent 
weeks working on some beautiful cups/vases/etc. but then at the end of the class when you 
went to gather up your work, the instructor said, “Oh no, sorry!  You can’t take any of those 
with you; they have to stay here.” you’d be choked right?  You’ve given all this time/energy/skill 
to this project, but now you have nothing to show for it! 

But when you read on into vs. 19 you see that it’s not just the thought of dying and not 
being able to take any of what he’s worked so hard for with him, Solomon’s bigger problem is 
this (READ vs. 19). So, it’s not just the thought of dying and having to leave the keys to the 
family business with someone else that bothers Solomon, as much as the thought of not even 
being able to know whether or not the one he’s leaving the keys with is wise or a complete 
idiot; a fool who’s gonna take the company it took you a lifetime to build and run it into 
bankruptcy in 6 months.  

Now, I know some of you are business-minded folks/just really smart, and your 
immediate response to that is, “Uhhhh no, he doesn’t have to leave his work to a fool.  It’s 
called succession planning Solomon!  I thought you said this guy was supposed to be the wisest 
guy ever!?” Well, keep reading. Look at vss. 20-21 now.  He says (READ vss. 20-21).  So, what 
causes Solomon to despair here is two things: 

a) Seeing that everything he’s working so hard for is hebel; a mist/vapor; that’s deeply 
depressing to him.  Philip Ryken puts it this way, “You can spend your whole life 
gathering a collection of some kind or building a business or making a home or 
establishing a school or amassing a large fortune, but you can’t take it with you. 
Maybe you will lose it before you die, through some misfortune (the collapse of a 
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financial market, for example). But whether it happens sooner or later, one day you 
will have to leave it all behind. Your collection will go to a dealer. The contents of 
your home will be sold at auction. Someone else will manage your portfolio. Then 
everything that you have worked a lifetime to gain and to maintain will be gone.” So, 
the first thing that’s bothering him so much is that it doesn’t matter at all how much 
effort/skill/overtime hours he puts in; how well engineered the sandcastles he builds 
are (spraying them with liquid cement/reinforcing them from the inside with 
rebar/etc.) the coming tide of death is still going to wash them flat and start the 
whole cycle over again like he was never there. 

b) When he talks about the possibility of leaving all he has worked for to a fool, he 
doesn’t necessarily mean someone who who’s an idiot (although that’s certainly 
included there) he also just means someone who doesn’t deserve/fully appreciate it; 
that’s what he says at the end of vs. 21 when he talks about “leaving all he owns to 
someone who has not worked for it.”  So, the next guy who takes over could be the 
worst thing or the next best thing, but - regardless – they’re just never going to 
appreciate/value what they’re taking over the same way that you do. Why? B/c they 
didn’t have to put in the work to attain it.  For example, like I’ve said at least once 
before, it’s one of the reasons I still struggle to leave my daughters with a babysitter. 
Why? B/c they could be the best babysitter in the world, but they will never care for 
those girls with the same ferocious love as I have; that would willingly run into 
danger/step in front of a bus to keep them safe. The amount of work required to 
raise a child just creates a level of investment that can’t be recreated by someone 
simply taking over the job from where you left off. 

And, in light of all this, if you look at vs. 22 we hear what is already a familiar tune from 
Solomon where he asks rhetorically in conclusion (READ vs. 22); again, this is not a business 
question, this is a life question about what is actually accomplished/what you can hold in your 
hands at the end of all your labor/toil under the sun.  And, seeing once again that all he has 
worked/strived for amounts to nothing more than a breath on a cold day that you see for a 
moment and then it’s gone, it leads to him to even question the passion/devotion with which 
he’s been pursuing his work at all.  Look at vs. 23.  He says (READ vs. 23)    

There was a Globe and Mail article that came out last year entitled, “Why do we work 
ourselves to death?” which suggested that there was a pronounced shift in corporate culture 
from concern for the well-being of the worker to the well-being of the bottom line, which was 
resulting in all kinds of burnout and, in some cases, even death; where comments like, “I’m 
killing myself at work!” are met with a pat on the back rather than a look of concern. 

I’d be interested to know whether or not that truly is a shift in corporate culture, or if 
it’s just more of an awareness/admission of what’s always been the case. 

But given Solomon’s exploration of the exact same question centuries earlier, I think 
what he’s highlighting here in vs. 23 is the just the natural frustration/despair that comes when 
we seek to find meaning/purpose/value in anything that can’t actually give it to you!  It’s 
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depressing to think about which, I think we’d all agree, is the reason most times we just don’t 
think about it at al.  Blaise Pascal, the famous C17 mathematician/theologian, said it this way, 
“As men have not been able to cure death, misery, or ignorance, they have taken to not thinking 
about them so as to become happy.”  And, honestly, that’s one of the true gifts of Solomon’s 
testing of work: unveiling work/toil for what it truly is, and forcing us to think about it, so that – 
hopefully – we’d stop pursuing it to find what it can’t actually offer us. 
App 

So, just to sum up where we are so far – to return to my childhood beach story for a 
moment – Solomon is basically that guy warning us all that the tide is coming in; which, as I 
said, we may not like to hear, but we also need to remember, he’s not telling us that to be a 
jerk/rub it in our faces, but b/c - as a man near the end of this life - he sees it coming in himself, 
and it causes him to look at all that he’s built/accomplished and to see clearly that we will never 
find our ultimate meaning/purpose in our work. Why?  b/c death – like the tide – comes and 
washes it all away, leaving us nothing to show for all our toil. And, Solomon is also the guy 
telling us not to invest such great meaning/value on our accomplishments in life as we do.  
Why? B/c when that tide comes in for us, just as it did for Solomon, all those accomplishments 
that we’ve invested so deeply in are gonna be taken over by someone who doesn’t truly 
value/appreciate them. Why? b/c they haven’t had to work for them like you did. 

But – again – in all of this, Solomon isn’t calling us to remember the coming tide of our 
death or unveiling the inability of work to give us meaning/purpose, b/c he wants to be 
cynical/depressing or to steal joy from our lives; he’s doing that in order to help us truly 
live/enjoy the lives that God has given us to live under the sun as He intended for us. 

Which, as I’ve said for each of these tests, should lead each of us to look at our lives 
from the perspective of our death and honestly ask: given the reality that I can’t take any of this 
with me and it’s all gonna be handed over to someone else who didn’t work for it, am I still 
comfortable with the amount of time/energy/skill that I’m currently investing? 
 
 
 
 
Ok, so that’s The unveiling of toil; not always comfortable but absolutely necessary if we hope 
to truly enjoy the lives God has given us under the sun. The last thing I want to show you this 
morning from our passage is: 

2. The true gain of toil – vss. 24-26 
And this, honestly, is where some of our minds are going to be blown; particularly if you’ve 

been with us from the beginning of this series.  B/c – believe it or not – Solomon is actually 
going to say something positive now and he’s going to answer the question he has posed 
rhetorically a number of times now but has never yet answered, viz. “What does man gain from 
all his toil under the sun?” 
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And we see Solomon’s positive answer to his desperate question at the beginning of vs. 24, 
look with me there. He says (READ vs. 24a).  Now, stay with me, b/c – if you’re at all like me – 
you read that and you’re thinking, “Huh? What in the world is that supposed to mean?” 

Good question.  And there’s no doubt, at first glance, Solomon’s answer to his question 
about where we find meaning/purpose in our lives sounds no different than a secular humanist 
perspective; basically, “Life’s short and then you die so you better live it as hard as you can 
while you’re still here to enjoy it.”  And you think, “… seriously?  This is in the bible? And this is 
from the wisest guy that ever lived?!” 

Well, as I like to say: keep reading, b/c in the second half of vss. 24b-25 Solomon adds this 
qualification to his statement (READ vss. 24b-25).  So, with that in mind, I think that helps us 
already to see that – rather than telling us to just go hard after life b/c you’re gonna die 
someday – the Teacher is teaching us how to truly find enjoyment in our lives; not by 
immersing ourselves in some kind of selfish, hedonistic pursuit, but by rightly pursuing these 
areas of wisdom, pleasure, and work in our days under the sun. How? By seeing them as gifts to 
be enjoyed from God’s good hand rather than things we look to to find meaning/purpose in life. 
Or as David Gibson says in his book on Ecclesiastes, “Some say, ‘eat drink and be merry’ b/c 
that’s all there is; the Teacher says, ‘eat drink and be merry’ b/c that’s what there is … when we 
accept in a deep way that we are going to die, that reality can stop us from expecting too much 
from all the good things we pursue. We learn to pursue them for what they are in themselves 
[gifts] rather than what we need them to be to make us happy.”  

And I think that’s exactly what Solomon is getting at in vs. 26 as well; describing a God-
centered life on the one hand, where God’s good gifts of wisdom/knowledge/happiness are 
given to those who “please Him” alongside the experience of continued frustration/despair on 
the other hand from those very same things for the “sinner”/one who stubbornly seeks to find 
their meaning in wisdom/pleasure/work w/o reference to God. 
App 

So, do you see it now?  Solomon is collecting his application from all three tests and, 
according to him, the true gain of our work/toil, as well as our wisdom and our pleasure, is 
found, not by avoiding those things b/c we can’t find our meaning/purpose is them anyways; 
not at all! In fact, even the way God designed the world should show us that can’t be true: for 
why else would God give us our minds if not to ponder/explore? Why else would God design 
our bodies so that they could experience pleasure if not so that we would experience it? Why 
else would God give us hands to work/build if not to do just that?!  No, the true gain of our 
pursuit of work/wisdom/pleasure is in seeing them and enjoying them for what they are: good 
gifts from the hand of God that truly do bring happiness in this life under the sun when we no 
longer ask them to give us what they were never designed to give. 

David Gibson, again, says it this way, “Ordinarily, we eat and drink simply as fuel to 
enable us to keep going with our work. Ordinarily, we work not just to earn a living but to find 
satisfaction and purpose and very likely to make a reputation for ourselves and to achieve 
success. [But] what if the pleasure of food is a daily joy that we ungratefully overlook? What if 
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our work was never intended to make us successful, but simply to make us faithful and 
generous?”  
   “It is so striking” he concludes, “that now, at the end of the Teacher’s epic quest through life 
for happiness, he discovers where it comes from.  Not from his striving, but from God’s giving.  
God gives these things to the person ‘who pleases Him.’” 
 
 
Conclusion 

And given all that, even though Solomon has just told us the answer to his question; 
where meaning and purpose can be found; I think it’s worth us pausing for just a 
moment/going back and considering for a minute what Solomon told us isn’t the answer to 
finding meaning/purpose in life. I honestly think that’s one of the potential traps of rushing to 
the back of the book to find the answer before really wrestling with the question; and also why 
Solomon likes to make us sit in the tension before relieving it with the answer.  B/c as soon as 
we feel like we know the answer – very often – we stop considering the question anymore. 
Why is that a problem? 

It’s a problem because, I guarantee you – even if you know your ultimate 
meaning/purpose can’t be found in wisdom/pleasure/work – every single one of us (to one 
degree or another) are still trying to find our meaning/purpose in those things.   

And as it relates to pursuing work to find our meaning/purpose, I think you can still see 
it every time you meet someone and ask them what they do for a living and then mentally 
“rank” them as to their importance; you see it every time you feel anger/disappointment 
towards your child b/c – even after all you’ve invested in practices/lessons they still didn’t make 
the team/get the scholarship; you can still see it every time you move family/sleep/time in 
God’s word down the list of priorities in order to fulfil some work commitment that’s above and 
beyond your scheduled hours/responsibilities. 

So let’s revisit the question again for just a minute; take the time to honestly look at 
your life this morning and assess where you truly are, not where you want other people to see 
you.  And, as you do that, if you feel God’s Spirit pressing on something as it relates to some 
misplaced hope you’ve put in work/success, don’t push it away/say “I’ll get to that later”; deal 
with it here and now; confess it to God and just say, “God, I know I’ve been seeking this to find 
my meaning in life instead of looking to find that in you!” Or, “Father, I know I’ve been pursuing 
this thing as something to gain instead of seeing/enjoying it as a gift from you. Please forgive 
me.” Then ask  God to help you to re-order your life/priorities once again and place Him back at 
the center; not b/c God has some selfish need for our attention, but b/c a life centered on Him 
gives me my true meaning/purpose ,and it also helps me to enjoy God’s good gifts in this life 
instead of being enslaved by them. 

And the hope God’s word is that when we will humble ourselves and do that; confess 
our sins/acknowledge our failure/need, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Let’s pray. 


