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The Vanity of Toil 
Ecclesiastes 2:18-26 

 
 
Intro 
  
When we meet someone new, the typical kind of small talk we engage in follows a predictable 
pattern.   
 
What’s your name? Do you live around here? What do you do? Technically one could give a 
million different answers - what do I do? Well, I like to read, I like to lift weights, I’m an 
introvert so I would like to end this conversation as soon as possible  
 
We all understand that question to mean what do you do for work? What is your vocation. 
Interesting as one of the first questions we ask because the answer to that question “what do 
you do” says something fundamentally important about our lives and who we are. And the 
answer to that question can potentially inform and shape our perspective about what this 
person is like in a split second - what they care about - what have they given their lives to. 
Certainly, one of the most common questions we ask of our children “what do you want to be 
when you grow up” - indicating once again that we perceive our very existence - our being 
through the lens of vocation 
 
Communicate social status or income level  
 
I’m a college student, I’m a nurse, I’m a chef, I work at Sheetz, I’m a stay-at-home mom 
 
When I inform someone that I’m a pastor they immediately make all kinds of associations - 
whether good or bad 
 
“What we do” - the work that we are engaged in, carries with a list of implications because it is 
about one of the most important things we give ourselves to: 
 
At a garden variety 40 hour a week job you will spend a third of each weekday at your job along 
with many other hours preparing to go to work, preparing food to bring to work for your lunch 
break, driving to and from work, and so forth. For many of us and perhaps some of you we 
carry the burdens of work home with us and maybe some of us know what it’s like to have a 
pressing work concern eat at us during the time we are away from work even interfering with 
our sleep as we mull over work concerns over and over in our minds.  
 
The author of the book of Ecclesiastes - who identifies himself with the simple title of the 
Preacher or the Assembler knows all about this intimately as we rejoin him in his quest to find 
the ultimate and lasting meaning of life and this time, he tries the avenue of finding that 
meaning and significance in his work 
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Our work is of course a fundamental and vital part of life - the problem the Preacher observes is 
that even the most disciplined and dedicated men and women among us who set themselves 
toward high achievement and upward mobility in the workplace if we all are eventually going to 
die and pass out of memory. In the end what does it all matter? The Preacher dives into this 
and concludes our text by providing us with a divinely inspired and much needed perspective 
about how we live our lives in this fallen world with gratefulness and joy  
 
I. A Futile Pursuit  

 
A. By way of reminder or to inform you if you are just jumping into this divinely inspired 

book of wisdom the Preacher is on a quest - he’s on a quest for ultimate meaning in this 
life under the sun - in the observable world  
 
1. In chapter 1 he sought out meaning through gaining wisdom and knowledge - 

understanding of how things function - what makes people tick - in the end he 
concludes that this is vanity - or empty - cannot deliver the meaning he longs for  
 

2. In chapter 2 he turns to hedonism or finding satisfaction and meaning through  
experiences - wine, women, and song - through materialism - building the finest 
house with a full staff of people to serve his every whim - but no - still he senses the 
emptiness at the center of it all  
 

3. Last week we found him trying out living a very wise life but even this good thing - 
this good pursuit cannot deliver what he is searching for - here’s why none of it 
works for him and is vanity - no matter how much you learn, or own, or wisely 
engage in - it won’t be very long till you experience the end of all men and women - 
we live for a little while and then we die and then we are forgotten  
 

B. In our text he returns to his original thesis in chapter 1:2-3 
 

[2] Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity. 
[3] What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun? (Ecclesiastes 1:2-3) 
 

C. I hated all my toil in which I toil under the son - toil meaning the work he is engaged in - 
we might say vocation and the financial income it provides - he has come to despise it 
all  
 
1. He observes that one can work hard throughout their lives - succeeding and 

advancing financially - growing wealth - building a robust stock portfolio in the IRA - 
reaching the height of success - in the end we die and leave everything to people 
who come after us  
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2. So - maybe we do well for ourselves and pile up a little nest egg and leave it to our 
children - who knows if they will handle the money wisely or foolishly and squander 
it all  
 

Illustration: Trust fund babies - hard working, disciplined men and women reaching the heights 
of financial success - leave it behind to kids who run around popping Percocet and crushing 
piles of cocaine while crashing million-dollar Bugatti into telephone poles. Anyone remember a 
few years ago when a rich teenager got off with a light sentence after he killed several people 
while under the influence? His excuse was “affluenza”  
 
Rich kids of Instagram  
 
Illustration: My hobby is finding books and toys and other stuff at thrift stores to resell on 
Amazon and Ebay - my wife says my hobby is working. A significant portion of the donations to 
a place like Salvation Army come through going through the piles of stuff after a family member 
or loved one dies and donating boxes of stuff to the thrift store. And then yahoos like me 
happily find their crates full of awesome classic rock records amassed carefully and thoughtfully 
over the years, buy them for a buck a piece and flip them for a profit on Ebay. We leave it all 
behind to another.  
 

D. v. 20 All of this leads him to despair - what does it all matter in the end?  
 
1. Set yourself to work with wisdom, knowledge and skill and for how long - maybe 50 

years if we have a long career - in the end someone who did not earn what you have 
obtained gets it.  
a) Phd, elite internship, rise up the ranks - a dude like me with a GED buys you stuff 

for a buck a pop  
 

[10] For he sees that even the wise die; the fool and the stupid alike must perish and leave 
their wealth to others. [11] Their graves are their homes forever, their dwelling places to all 
generations, though they called lands by their own names. [12] Man in his pomp will not 
remain; he is like the beasts that perish. (Psalm 49:10-12) 
 

E. V. 23 in all of this - while our work can certainly bring us a sense of joy and satisfaction - 
our busy lives are often full of sorrow and suffering - often our labor is not satisfying - it 
is difficult and painful - such is this world which labors under the curse of Adam  
 

(17b)…cursed is the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life; 
[18] thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. 
[19] By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out of it 
you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” (Genesis 3:17b-19) 
 

F. We know this well - why do so many dread Mondays? For Pete’s sake we have a 
restaurant chain called TGI Fridays - end of work week - thank goodness 
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G. Even at night his heart does not rest - they are likely many who can relate to the tossing 
and turning with issues pressing down on our minds - the anxiety of the burdens of our 
toil  
 

Illustration: Busy moms know this all too well  
 

H. Application 
 
1. This is unvarnished reality - a dose of realism in our western culture that revels in 

materialism and often elevates what we do for work as our primary identity  
Illustration: Malcolm Forbes of publishing fame including Forbes magazine  
 
He was many things – boss, bon vivant, raconteur, balloonist, columnist, happiest millionaire, 
leader of the pack…mentor, friend, super-this, mega-that; father, grandfather, father-in-law, 
uncle, cousin, and ever the sparkling naughty boy. While he played hard and thrilled to the 
publicity he garnered biking and ballooning and throwing big parties, he was also a tireless 
worker. At heart, he was a craftsman of words, a true master of the English language…on a 
plaque in the kitchen in the family house in New Jersey: “He who dies with the most toys, 
wins.” I think Pop earned the gold medal! (Robert Forbes) 
 

2. Turns out that those who die with the most toys don’t win anything - they are just 
dead 
 

[15] And he said to them, “Take care, and be on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s 
life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” [16] And he told them a parable, 
saying, “The land of a rich man produced plentifully, [17] and he thought to himself, ‘What 
shall I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops? ’[18] And he said, ‘I will do this: I will tear 
down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. [19] 
And I will say to my soul, “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, 
drink, be merry. ’”[20] But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and 
the things you have prepared, whose will they be? ’[21] So is the one who lays up treasure for 
himself and is not rich toward God.” (Luke 12:15-21) 
 

I. The most successful among us - the most financially prosperous - in the end we all die - 
we are foolish to live without the brevity of life and the end in view realizing that there 
is a vanity an emptiness in work and wealth if they are an end in themselves  
 

II. A Healthy Perspective 
  
A. Finally, after two chapters the preacher comes to a remedy for the vanity in it all as we 

note he inserts God back into the picture - 3x in 24-26 
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1. His conclusion is in contrast to the vanity he has described - simple and earthy - v. 
24 Nothing better for person to eat, drink and enjoy your work - why because these 
things come from God’s hand  
 

2. v. 25 all these are gifts from God - nothing good comes to us apart from him  
 

B. God ordains good for us to enjoy I this life under the sun - food, drink, work, wisdom, 
knowledge, and joy - for those who live with a God-centered perspective during this life 
under the sun - our perspective is transformed from futility to gratefulness and joy  - 
while the sinner (we all are but…one who lives without this God-centered perspective) 
is simply going about the vain business of working and gathering and collecting only to 
leave it all to others - vanity, striving after wind  
 

C. Application  
 
1. He is not saying what Scripture condemns - the perspective on life that everything is 

pointless so we might as well eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die. The 
Preacher is helping us to see that it is pointless to try to get out of wisdom, material 
possessions, pleasurable experience, and our work more than they can give. The 
meaning and significance that only God can and does give  
a) We know more than the Preacher - That meaning and significance and indeed 

salvation that we know because we know of the coming of Jesus Christ to deliver 
us from sin and judgment through his substitutionary death on the cross - rising 
from the dead in victory of sin and death and for all those who put their faith in 
him - transferring out of the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light - 
liberating us into the glory and joy and freedom of the children of God - now we 
live our lives under the sun in the realm of grace 

b) From this place of safety and love - our future is glory - we happily enjoy the 
many gifts that we are surrounded by given to us by God our Father 
 

2. A carpe diem text - seize the day - literally “pluck the day as it is ripe” - this is a call 
to live in the moment - enjoying the good gifts given to us by God - we are 
surrounded by his goodness and grace  
 

The very toil that tyrannized him was potentially a joyful gift of God, if only he had the grace 
to take it as such. (Derek Kidner) 
 

3. It is an invitation to make every delicious bit at every mealtime a fresh opportunity 
to revel in the goodness of God and give thanks to him for his generosity and grace  
 

4. This perspective is intended to transform the way we view everything - even a job 
that we may not enjoy  
a) A joyful gift from God - a gift to provide the income we need to pay the bills - an 

opportunity to glorify God - transforms Mondays 
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b) Taking care of small children - every diaper - every chore - every meal another 
opportunity to glorify God and cultivate a grateful heart - it is all from his hand  
(1) An invitation to cultivate conscious gratitude throughout each day  

 
Illustration: ham sandwich for lunch - CG meals not just a nice add on  
 
[46] And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they 
received their food with glad and generous hearts, (Acts 2:46) 
 
[17] As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes 
on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to enjoy. [18] 
They are to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, [19] thus 
storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future, so that they may take 
hold of that which is truly life. (1 Timothy 6:17-19) 
 

5. God richly provides us with everything to enjoy - his will is our enjoyment of his 
gifts!  
 

6. The Preacher reminds about the vanity of life because of the reality that death 
comes to us all is intended to shape and inform a healthy perspective throughout 
the years we have  
 

Death reorients us to our limitations as creatures and helps us to see God’s good gifts right in 
front of us all the time, each and every day of our lives. Instead of using these gifts as means 
to a greater end of securing ultimate gain in the world. We take time to live inside the gifts 
themselves and see the hand of God in them. (David Gibson, Living Life Backward) 
 

7. Is this your current perspective or do you find grumbling and complaining in your 
life rather than gratitude and enjoyment of the good gifts you are surrounded by - 
You can begin cultivating this divinely inspired perspective today  
 

What if the pleasure of food is a daily joy that we ungratefully overlook? What if our work 
was never intended to make us successful but simply to make us faithful and generous? What 
if it is death that shows us that this is how we are meant to live? (David Gibson, Living Life 
Backward) 
 

8. LIVE LIKE YOU ARE DYING - MAKE THE MOST  
 

9. Don’t ungratefully overlook the kindness of God in his daily gifts  
a) Immediately apply as you leave and head to lunch - Chick-fil-A  

(1) God could give us a gray gelatin - we have fried chicken, ham sandwiches - 
pizza - chocolate  

b) Opportunity to apply tomorrow morning on your way to work 
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(1) Testimony when in the presence of so many who grumble - cheerful, 
grateful, faithful - potentially with questions about the reason for the hope 
and the joy that you have   

c) As you wake to face a day caring for small children - IT’S ALL A GIFT!!! 
 
 
 
 
Close 
 
Our work and wealth - while important - was never intended to deliver us into ultimate 
meaning in life - it was never intended to give us our identity - only God can do that  
 
We work hard - we are wise to be ambitious but we are liberated from trying to get out things 
more than they can give us - learn to enjoy with grateful hearts - for all good things come from 
the hand of God - our generous King for us to enjoy with grateful hearts to the praise of his 
grace 
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