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The Vanity of Wise Living 
Ecclesiastes 2:12-17 

 
 
Intro 
 
Ignite, Achieve, Excel, skyrocket to success, master every area of your life 
 
So promises the home page on the website of a prominent life and business coach that I 
recently visited 
 
There is a massive industry and big money in the realm of dispensing wisdom about life, career, 
and relationships. 
 
Lifehacker - do everything better 
 
Seemingly no lack of self-appointed motivational gurus and life coaches promise life-mastery 
and breakthroughs at every level charging sometimes thousands of dollars to attend a 3-day 
seminar or if you like there is no shortage of wise men and women who will personally coach 
you for a fee. Anyone else getting tired of hearing that everything is “life-changing?” 
 
A guy in my FB feed who started a coaching business. Enough to make one dubious. If you 
google starting a business and examine lists of ideas, you’ll often find life-coach - and If he can 
do it anyone can! 
 
Many of us I imagine at least have a passing acquaintance with the Canadian psychologist 
Jordan Peterson and his bestselling book 12 Rules for life and the recently published sequel 12 
more rules for life. People are longing for guidance, for direction, for wisdom.  
 
Clearly there is a hunger for advice and guidance about how to navigate life in the most 
successful and fulfilling way possible. I personally benefited from a leadership coach early in my 
tenure as the lead pastor. To the end that one is able to find wisdom to live a successful and 
fulfilling life can certainly be a good thing. There is much to learn with great profit from wise 
men and women even in the secular realm.  
 
We want to level up - we want to matter - we want to maximize our efforts - we want to make 
life count for something - relatively new phenomenon - most of history you simply did what 
your dad did and lived in poverty your whole life.  
 
And hopefully, there are many present who are interested in and pursuing wise living - God has 
given us a book like Proverbs to help us do just that - Here’s the problem - if we only live for 70 
years or by reason of strength 80 - and life while long is also so short - where does the time go? 
What does it all matter in the end? 
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That’s the dilemma that the author of Ecclesiastes, the Preacher, is examining in our text this 
morning. In this life under the sun, in the observable world, what’s the point of all our striving 
for wisdom and our desire to live wisely as we make our way through this world and to our 
inevitable end?  
 
The Preacher continues his mission to find meaning and significance in the observable world 
and addresses us in our search as well - this time he tries out living a wise and purposeful life - 
addresses any among us who tempted to think being a very good person is the point of it all.  
 
Two Points - the profit and the vanity  
 
I. The Profit of Wise Living 

 
A. As we have seen over the first couple of chapters - the preacher is on a mission - he’s on 

a mission to find the answer to the most fundamental question we can ever ask - what 
is the meaning of life? 
1. We toil, we work all our lives but what do we gain in the end? We die and are 

forgotten within a couple generations 
 

B. So, the Preacher goes looking - Ch. 1 - what about the accumulation of wisdom and 
understanding and knowledge about how the world works?  
1. Dead end - vanity - empty - more knowledge simply increases our grief as we grow 

more acquainted with the suffering and sorrow of this fallen world  
 

C. Last week we observed him change tactics - maybe self-indulgence is the key - this dude 
tried it all - a man of unthinkable wealth and unlimited access  
1. He drank the finest wine, he built the biggest houses, he piled up the finer things in 

life, he indulged all of his appetites with wine, women, and song  
a) In the end, he found once again that none of these things could ultimately 

satisfy his longing for meaning in life  
 

D. So - in our text v. 12 - I turned to consider wisdom and madness and folly as lifestyles - 
all options on the table even madness - maybe delusional people have the answer - his 
search is comprehensive - extensive and expansive - maybe the fool making his or her 
way through life blissfully ignorant has the key  
1. A reliable guide - what can the man do who comes after the king? Only what has 

already been done -  
 

Anyone who comes after the king will at best only be able to copy what has already been 
done. (ESV Study Bible) 
 

E. The result of his piercing and honest inquiry? V. 13 a simple and understandable 
conclusion - there is more gain in wisdom than foolishness - there is more gain in light 
than in groping around blind in the darkness as a fool  
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1. v. 14 the wise person has eyes in his head but the fool walks in darkness LIKE THAT  
 

Illustration: Mom talk - do you even have eyes in your head?  
 

F. Lest we are tempted to think because of previous comments that the Preacher is down 
on wisdom - no the Preacher found that there is great profit in applying wisdom to life - 
in living a life marked by the presence of wisdom  
1. There is gain - the wise person lives a life that tends toward success, prosperity, and 

achievement  
 

[21] My son, do not lose sight of these— keep sound wisdom and discretion, 
[22] and they will be life for your soul and adornment for your neck. [23] Then you will walk 
on your way securely, and your foot will not stumble. [24] If you lie down, you will not be 
afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet. (Proverbs 3:21-24) 
 

G. The alternative for those who pursue folly or foolishness  
 

[13] The woman Folly is loud; she is seductive and knows nothing. 
[14] She sits at the door of her house; she takes a seat on the highest places of the town, [15] 
calling to those who pass by, who are going straight on their way, 
[16] “Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!” And to him who lacks sense she says, [17] 
“Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.” [18] But he does not know that 
the dead are there, that her guests are in the depths of Sheol. (Proverbs 9:13-18) 
 

1. Oh, that we would avail ourselves of biblical wisdom and apply to all of life - there is 
great profit in the wisdom that God has given us in his word - through wisdom we 
avoid things that destroy us and lean into the way that God has created this world 
to function 
 

He who commits adultery lacks sense; he who does it destroys himself. (Proverbs 6:32) 
 
Temptation lies to us - wreckage and destruction  
 
A slack hand causes poverty, but the hand of the diligent makes rich. (Proverbs 10:4) 
 
When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever restrains his lips is prudent. 
(Proverbs 10:19) 
 
Needed Proverb across the board: 
 
The one who states his case first seems right, until the other comes and examines him. 
(Proverbs 18:17) 
 
Resist the temptation to knee-jerk reactions at headlines  
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2. Principles - black and white - there is often gray - in fact Ecclesiastes as wisdom lit is 

about navigating through the gray - the principal doesn’t hold  
 

H. He commends the pursuit of wisdom and seeking to live wisely - much to be preferred 
over foolishness  
1. AND YET! AND YET! V. 14 - the same event happens to all of them - v. 16 “how the 

wise dies like the fool”  
 

II. The Vanity of Wise Living 
 
A. Do your best to live your wisest life but understand in the end the same thing happens 

to the wisest person on the planet and the biggest idiots of all time - in the end we all 
die 
 

Illustration: Life expectancy fell in the first half of last year by almost a year - alarmingly 
affected significantly by the explosion in deaths by drug overdose - men 75 - women 80  
 

B. If we are blessed with a long life - and we make it to 80 or maybe even 90s - that is 
minuscule in the length of human history - if we commit ourselves to living the wisest, 
most diligent, disciplined life our end is the exactly the same as an utter fool who gave 
himself over to a completely wasted life - 
 

Illustration: Billy Graham and Adolf Hitler, nincompoops and nobility, morons and master of 
their destinies - drug-addicted prostitutes and captains of industry  
 

C. Some of us will likely die much younger - the timing and circumstances may be quite 
different but, in the end, - we are all going in the ground or maybe on a fireplace mantle 
in a lovely urn  
 

D. V. 15 - it’s all vanity - it’s all empty  
 

E. v. 16 - your wise or your foolish life will soon be over and it will not be remembered 2 
generations from now - in 100 years you will be long forgotten for the most part - 
maybe our descendants might be interested enough to google us and find out some 
basic info. 
1. How much do you know about how wise or how foolish your great-great 

grandparents were?  
 

Illustration: Picture in my living room of my great-great grandparents on my mom’s side - 
STANDING ON A BOX  
 
Edward Neher and wife Marie Neher. They had 5 children and lived in Pittsburg, PA. They 
were the lead singer in a German light opera company. (Dee Branca) 
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That’s all I got - wise or foolish? 
 
It is little use commending to us the ultimate worth of wisdom, if in the end none of us will be 
around to exercise it, let alone value it. This of course is why the purely human achievements 
which we call lasting are nothing of the kind. (Derek Kidner) 
 

F. In the end the wise dies just as the fool dies - brutally honest - sobering and realistic  
1. Grateful that God tells us like it is - respects us enough to speak plainly 

 
G. v. 17 the Preacher says “so I hated life because what was done under the sun was 

grievous to me, for all is vanity and a striving after wind.” - PUT THAT ON YOUR COFFEE 
CUP TO EDIFY YOU IN THE MORNING 
1. Any tempted to think that living a good life will impart ultimate meaning - Live a 

disciplined life - cultivate a really great marriage - gain a reputation for generosity 
and dignity - make your way up the corporate ladder - then you die and are 
forgotten - no lasting significance  

2. He’s come up short again. Sure, it’s a good idea to live wisely but what does it 
matter ultimately when death and oblivion is staring us in the face? 
 

H. Application 
1. Needed does of realism - death is not pleasant to consider - we in fact often orient 

our lives to avoid thinking about death  
 
In our day, we are submerged beneath an abundance of trivia in our full wired, always 
connected, completely digitized world of social media and limitless sources of entertainment. 
The Preacher would not be negative about any of these things in themselves. He would 
simply ask us if we can cope with looking death in the eye, or whether we are trying to live in 
bubbles we think will never burst. (David Gibson, Living Life Backward) 
 

2. Death is scary - mystery - if this life under the sun is all there is and then we are 
worm food then there is reason for despair. Yet this life under the sun in the 
observable world is not all there is - we were created as bodies with souls - there is 
more than just this life - and God has given us the grace and the courage to look 
death straight in the eye! 
 

[14] Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the 
same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that 
is, the devil, [15] and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong 
slavery. (Hebrews 2:14-15) 
 

3. He took on our flesh - died our death as out substitute - bearing our sin and the 
judgment of God we have earned because of our sin - destroyed the power of death 
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through his death and resurrection from the dead to liberate us from the fear and 
finality of death  

4. CALL TO UNBELIEVERS  
5. Totally transforms our perspective on how we live. We don’t see to live wisely as an 

end in itself - our pursuit of goodness and wisdom is a means to please the one who 
has given us this one life to live for his glory as we - purely by his grace make our 
way not to the grave to be eaten by worms and that is it - make our way toward 
new heavens and new earth  

 
If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied. (1 Corinthians 
15:19) 
 
TRY HIM OUT AND SEE IF IT’S HELPFUL  
 
[56] The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. [57] But thanks be to God, who 
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. [58] Therefore, my beloved brothers, be 
steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord 
your labor is not in vain. (1 Corinthians 15:56-58) 
 

a) The history of the church of Jesus Christ is full of men and women who lived 
faithfully - pursuing lives marked by wisdom with the aim to please God and 
bring glory to his name - long forgotten but not to God  

I. While we know that generations yet to come may not remember our names - yet we 
have the great privilege of magnifying the name of our God to the coming generations 
 

[4] One generation shall commend your works to another, and shall declare your mighty acts. 
[5] On the glorious splendor of your majesty, and on your wondrous works, I will meditate. 
[6] They shall speak of the might of your awesome deeds, 
and I will declare your greatness. [7] They shall pour forth the fame of your abundant 
goodness and shall sing aloud of your righteousness. (Psalm 145:4-7) 
 
Those who are married - your seemingly mundane life as you faithfully love each other and 
train your children in the fear and instruction of the Lord - faithfully pointing your kids to Jesus 
MATTERS BIG TIME! 
 
You and your wife can leave your own legacy — not in money, but in vast spiritual resources. 
Your life together can tell a powerful story of the faithfulness of God in good times and bad. 
Who wouldn’t be strengthened by looking back and seeing in their own family history that 
God is real, God is able, God is good? Do not deny future generations the riches they will so 
urgently need far out in the unforeseeable future. Whatever else you and your wife might or 
might not accomplish, build this treasury that even the tenth generation can draw upon. 
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Close 
 
I pray that we would live wisely - but even the best life lived now is ultimately one that is 
passing away  
 
The greatest wisdom is living with the end in view and with the awareness that eternity is 
coming so that we live now in light of then  
 
One shot! One life to live! Let us live wisely - let us live faithfully - remembering that it is never 
in our efforts or achievements that our lives ultimately matter - only in the Lord Jesus Christ - 
live for his glory  
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