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The Vanity of Wisdom 
Ecclesiastes 1:12-18 

 
 
Intro 
In 2008 British comedy writer Ariane Sherine voiced her frustration in an opinion piece in the 
Guardian entitled “Atheists - Gimme Five” here was her issue  
 
Yesterday I walked to work and saw not one, but two London buses with the question: 
"When the son of man comes, will he find faith on the earth?" (Luke 18:8). It seems you wait 
ages for a bus with an unsettling Bible quote, then two come along at once. 
The errant capital letters weren't the only disturbing thing about this (Faith Hill or Faith 
Evans?). There was also a web address on the ad, and when I visited the site, hoping for a 
straight answer to their rather pressing question, I received the following warning for anyone 
who doesn't "accept the word of Jesus on the cross": "You will be condemned to everlasting 
separation from God and then you spend all eternity in torment in hell. Jesus spoke about 
this as a lake of fire which was prepared for the devil and all his angels (demonic spirits)" 
(Matthew 25:41). Lots to look forward to, then. 
 
Ms. Sherine then proposed an alternative to these bus advertisements with biblical references - 
start a campaign to raise money in order to buy counter religious reassuring God-free 
advertisements to display on buses in and around London. (Wikipedia) Many jumped on board 
and donated to the cause including renown atheist thinker and author Richard Dawkins and 
perhaps counterintuitively the director of a UK Christian think tank who said it would “a great 
way to get people thinking about God” She ended up raising over $200,000 and the campaign 
caught on globally spreading to over a dozen more countries as far away as Brazil and Australia 
and yes even here at home in the U.S. 
 
U.S. - “why believe in God? Just be good for goodness’ sake” - thank you Santa 
 
Italy - The bad news is that God does not exist. The good news is that you do not need him 
 
Netherlands proposed a billboard - “There is probably no god. Dare to think for yourself and 
enjoy this life!” 
 
UK - “There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.” 
 
Australian attempt - “Atheists - celebrate reason” 
 
We come to the second half of the first chapter of Ecclesiastes and we encounter the Preacher 
assembling his audience and addressing us first-hand about his observations of the visible world 
in his search for meaning and significance and while definitely not an atheist - he shows us what 
it’s like to observe the world purely through the eye of reason - to deploy every power of 

http://www.jesussaid.org/
http://www.jesussaid.org/gods-wrath-against-sin.php/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Existence_of_God
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observation and reason and to come up empty - he helps us understand the visible world taken 
in almost purely through the mind and the senses 
 
Next four units he will skillfully teach us about the search for meaning and significance through 
gaining wisdom and knowledge, self-indulgence, work, even living wisely.  
 
How does it all work? What does it all mean? And his conclusions may be jarring, surprising, and 
pessimistic but also frank, honest, realistic - conclusions that any honest atheist would largely 
agree with 
 
To perceive and live life on the horizontal apart from a life where God is central and honored as 
God - this is a live category in every generation but never more so in the West than at this 
moment  
 
43% of millennials stated they either don’t know, don’t care or don’t believe in God 
(American Worldview Inventory 2021) 
 
The Preacher enters into a worldview that leans toward that end - he was a man with virtually 
unlimited resources has gone to the extreme edge and is back to report to us what he has 
found. His findings, while realistic, are incomplete and leaves us longing for the meaning of life 
that only God can and does provide.  
 
I. His Search for Knowledge and Wisdom  

A. By way of review - at the outset of this divinely inspired book of wisdom we are 
introduced to The Preacher - possibly King Solomon but definitely a kind of super-
Solomon who is sharing his observations about life, humanity, and meaning in this life 
under the sun - observable world 
 

Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity. (Ecclesiastes 1:2) 
 

1. Breath - emptiness - enigmatic - futility - we labor under the sun - life is a breath 
and then it’s over - a generation comes and another one goes and all the while the 
earth perpetuates its rhythms and cycles - wash, rinse, and repeat  

a) And we may infer in all of this - apart from the reality and centrality and 
workings of a sovereign creator and gracious God we can imagine that life has 
meaning if we would like - I would suggest we are hardwired to do so - but if we 
are here by random chance - this world and the life in it are an interesting 
accident - then life really has no ultimate significance and the most honest take 
on reality is nihilism - the belief that life is meaningless. As John Fowles wrote in 
his classic 20th century thriller “The Collector” 
 

"I think we are just insects, we live a bit and then die and that’s the lot. There’s no mercy in 
things. There’s not even a Great Beyond. There’s nothing.” 
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B. Now starting in v. 12 the Preacher takes us deeply into his search for meaning in the 
observable world - this dude has virtually unlimited resources, sharpness of intellect, 
unlimited access - he has gone to the edge and is back to report what he has found. In 
our text he describes his attempt find meaning and significance through a venture to 
gain wisdom and knowledge of the way things work in this world and what it all means 
 

C. v. 13 he applied his heart - IOW he exerted the whole of himself to seek and search out 
by wisdom all things done under heaven - quite an undertaking and here finally we find 
a reference to God: 
 

1. It is a somewhat pessimistic reference - all that we busy ourselves with is ultimately 
an unhappy business that God has given to mankind - reference to the toil under 
the sun in v. 3 
 

D. In his grand endeavor v. 16 he gained more wisdom than any man in Jerusalem ever 
head - explicitly connecting himself with Solomon  

Illustration: Solomon asks for wisdom - 1 Kings 3 - God is pleased and adds riches and honor 
 
[23] Thus King Solomon excelled all the kings of the earth in riches and in wisdom. [24] And 
the whole earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his wisdom, which God had put into 
his mind. (1 Kings 10:23-24) 
 

E. In v. 13 he tells us that by wisdom he searched out the business of mankind to discern 
its meaning and significance and in v. 17 he says I also applied my heart to know - to 
search out wisdom itself and its opposite - madness and folly  
 

1. Approach from every angle in his quest to find meaning - maybe the insane have it 
right?  
 

F. This dude is a walking encyclopedia of human activity - no stone left unturned and he 
shares his conclusion  

 
 
II. HIs Conclusion  

 
A. He’s back from the field with a report and it’s not pretty - in fact it’s quite grim 

 
1. v. 13 - our busy lives are ultimately an unhappy business because v. 14 it’s all vanity 

- a passing breath - there is futility - all our labors and running around there is a lack 
of enduring substance or significance - chasing the wind - running in circles - we are 
gone  
 

Illustration: Isaac did you ever chase the wind? No, why would I that’s weird?  
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Illustration: A man or woman works hard in school, labors for years, earns a law degree, 
fabulous salary with bonuses, 80 hours a week - dead at 54 from a heart attack - what did it all 
ultimately matter?   
 

a) v. 15 what is crooked cannot be made straight and what is lacking cannot be 
counted - impact is minimal - life goes one without us 
 

B. Verse 18 - much wisdom = much vexation - grief - increased knowledge = increased 
sorrow 
 

Sorrow and grief are in store for those brave enough to glance, if only briefly, yet wisely, at 
the horrendous events of human history. (Fredericks/Estes) 
 
More ‘wisdom’ and ‘knowledge’ do not help in the search; rather, they only increase the level 
of frustration and mental anguish because one sees better the problems of life and how 
impossible it is to solve them. (Richard Belcher) 
 

1. The more you know and understand how things actually work - the more you see 
the sorrow underneath it all 
 

Illustration: Pastor gets a front row seat - there must have been a time I just went to church, 
had a great time, went home but I don’t remember  
 

C. 21st century we like to think of ourselves as much more advanced, sophisticated, wise 
and knowledgeable that the generations that have come before us but look where our 
great wisdom and insight and learning has landed us in this cultural moment in the 
west. 
 

D. For all of our wonderful advancements and our entry into the information age - the 
intellectual world is rife with all manner of dangerous worldview  
 

1. There are ways of popular thinking right now that generations yet to come will find 
ridiculous, foolish, naive, or even abhorrent 
 

E. Examples: 
 

1. To be sure that we have a history of oppression and racism toward black and brown 
people in America. Who cannot with great sorrow condemn with abhorrence the 
enslavement of Africans and the disgusting and vile bigotry of Jim Crow era policies 
that treated our black brothers and sisters as second-class - less than fully human - 
and though there has been wonderful progress on these issues - there is still much 
to do in the pursuit of ethnic harmony - I pray we are those who care deeply for and 
pray and work for justice - here is the wisdom of the west: 
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2. What has risen to the forefront of the thinking of many in the west is to perceive 
the world through so called critical theories on race and minority identity - the 
attempt to divide the world up by race and sexual orientation and so forth and 
define the world through the sense of oppressors and oppressed with the aim to 
assign value to an individual for immutable characteristics or even sexual 
preferences  
 

a) We are told that segregation is the way to move towards harmony 
 

3. And for many who think this way with the explicit aim of these to upend the ideas 
of merit-based advancement in school or work, the importance of the nuclear 
family, and even freedoms we hold dear like freedom of speech - this is wisdom?  
 

4. Your typical liberal arts degree for decades involves a deep saturation in 
postmodern theories where meaning is arbitrary - this is wisdom?  
 

5. How about the philosophy that our babies are worth killing in the name of 
progress?  Reproductive justice - can mean anything  
 

F. We may think we have a superior evolved sense of understanding, knowledge and 
wisdom but for all our wisdom 
 

1. In the end - vanity, chasing the wind, vexation, sorrow - we are not delivered into 
ultimate meaning or significance - depression and despair and isolation are at all-
time highs s 
 

III. What Do We Make of This?  
 

A. Ok let’s hit the brakes and ask the question that has been rolling around our brains this 
whole time - wait a second, I THOUGHT THAT THE PURSUIT OF WISDOM AND 
KNOWLEDGE WAS NOT ONLY GOOD BUT WE ARE CALLED TO IT IN THE BIBLE! 
 

[5] Get wisdom; get insight; do not forget, and do not turn away from the words of my 
mouth. [6] Do not forsake her, and she will keep you; love her, and she will guard you. [7] The 
beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom, and whatever you get, get insight. (Proverbs 4:5-7) 
 

1. Did not Jesus say in Matthew 10:16 that we should be wise as serpents and 
innocent as doves?  
 

2. Here is a key to understanding this - while in v. 13 the Preacher does mention God 
in perhaps a slightly cynical way, in his pursuit of knowledge through his wisdom he 
definitely leaves out the crucial, biblical piece that is needed  
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The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction. 
(Proverbs 1:7) 
 

B. That knowledge which is obtained through powers of our natural intellects is a needed 
thing and has serious importance to navigating life for sure - apart from the fear of the 
LORD it is ultimately futile. but thanks be to God that he has revealed himself to us 
through his Word so that we might tremble with joy before him - centering him as 
ultimate so that in his light do we see light and even more that he has revealed himself 
to us in his Son 
 

The queen of the South will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for 
she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something 
greater than Solomon is here. (Matthew 12:42) 
 

C. Here is our deep and abiding problem diagnosed in Romans 1 - though God has left a 
testimony of himself in his creation yet:  
 

[21] For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but 
they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. [22] Claiming to 
be wise, they became fools, [23] and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 
resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. (Romans 1:21-23) 
 

1. The wisest are fools who turn from the Creator - There is not only disillusionment 
and dissatisfaction - there is wrath  
 

D. Thanks be to God for his mercy and grace. In Christ - God reveals a the wisdom of 
heaven to disillusioned and wrath destined foolish sinners like you and me - a wisdom 
that is not futile but life-giving, orienting our lives and existence to the will of God and 
infusing everything we do in this life with significance and meaning as we live by his 
grace to the glory of God  
 

E. This is not anti-reason, or anti-intellectual.  
 

Illustration: I love to learn - interplay between the right and left hemisphere of the brain in how 
we react to things around us - love learning about history and movies and all manner of things - 
this world is full of wonder and marvels  
 

F. Paul a man who was well educated and quoted secular philosophers in his evangelistic 
ministry  
 

[18] For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God. [19] For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and 
the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” 



Living Hope Church 23 May 2021 

 

7 

 

[20] Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has 
not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? [21] For since, in the wisdom of God, the 
world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach 
to save those who believe. [22] For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, [23] but we 
preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, [24] but to those who 
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 
Corinthians 1:18-25) 
 

G. Application  
 

1. Implicit caution in v. 18 - Exhaustion by being plugged into social media the 24-hour 
news cycle - on more outrage - one more alarming situation after another - gaining 
knowledge and sorrow with it - you were not made to carry the  

a) Careful - your soul is anxious - you can turn it off! 
 

2. The temptation to be someone who is really in the know - folks who are always 
looking to see the “truth” behind what’s going on - derive a sense of significance 
from knowing more - knowing the true - unlike the poor, naive sheep that I’m 
surrounded by  
 

[13] Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works 
in the meekness of wisdom. [14] But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your 
hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. [15] This is not the wisdom that comes down 
from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. [16] For where jealousy and selfish ambition 
exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice. [17] But the wisdom from above is first 
pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and 
sincere. [18] And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace. 
(James 3:13-18) 
 

a) Wisdom given by God, knowledge that is rooted in the fear of the Lord looks like 
this - not by winning online arguments or sitting someone down to criticize their 
life choices  

b) Peace, gentleness, open to reason, mercy - the fruit and the effect who live in 
the good of the gospel - the only appropriate lifestyle for those who know Christ 
in whom is hidden all the treasures of knowledge and wisdom.  

 
 
Close 
 
“There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.” 
 
“There is probably no god. Dare to think for yourself and enjoy this life!” 
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Ecclesiastes is a gift - it gets real about the world - so that we can be those who are honest, 
realistic and more those who longing for significance and meaning in this life under the sun 
position ourselves to receive the grace of God and to glorify God with our lives in this life under 
the sun.  
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