The Book of Ecclesiastes

Lesson 2: Pleasure, Toil, and Wisdom All Tested -- Ecclesiastes 2:1-26

Imagine a man who could buy anything his eye landed on. You walk through the gate of his
estate and the path winds past vineyards heavy with fruit, past pools that catch the afternoon
light, past gardens so lush you lose track of where one ends and the next begins. Servants move
quietly through the rooms. Music drifts from somewhere you cannot see. The wine is the finest
in the world, and there is always more. This is Solomon, the wisest and wealthiest king of his
age, and in Ecclesiastes 2 he hands us the journal of an experiment. He decided to chase
happiness all the way to the bottom, to deny himself nothing his heart desired, and to write
down honestly what he found there.

We know this man. Maybe we are this man. We tell ourselves that contentment is just one
purchase away, one promotion away, one vacation away, one finished project away. So we
reach. And here is the strange mercy of this chapter: Solomon reaches for all of it, every single
thing we secretly believe would do the trick, and he reports back so we do not have to make the
same long trip ourselves. He laughs at laughter. He tries to soothe his soul with wine while
keeping his head clear enough to study the results. He builds houses, plants gardens, gathers
silver and gold and singers. He becomes great, greater than anyone before him in Jerusalem,
and his wisdom stays with him the whole time.

And then comes the morning after. He looks at everything his hands have made, all the labor he
had toiled to do, and the verdict lands like a stone in still water: vanity, a chasing after wind, and
nothing gained under the sun. Even wisdom, which truly does surpass folly as light surpasses
darkness, cannot save the wise man from the same grave that swallows the fool. He thinks
about the heir who will inherit it all, the one who comes after him, and he has no idea whether
that person will be wise or foolish. All that toil, handed to a stranger who never sweated for it.
His heart turns to despair, not because he failed, but because he succeeded at everything and it
still was not enough.

Yet the chapter does not leave us in the dark. Tucked into the very end is a quiet gift, the first
real ray of light in the book. The ability to eat your bread, to drink your cup, to find genuine
enjoyment in honest work, this is from the hand of God. Not earned, not seized, not
manufactured by trying harder. Received. This week the question pressing on each of us is not
whether we will work or rest or enjoy good things. We will. The question is whether we will
keep clutching at the wind, or finally open our hands and take the simple, daily gladness God is
holding out to us. Let us read Solomon's journal carefully, because he paid full price for the
lesson so that we could have it for free.



Group Discussion: Solomon had the means to pursue any pleasure, project, or possession he
wanted, yet called it all vanity. What does our culture promise will finally satisfy us, and how
does Ecclesiastes 2 expose those promises as empty?

Personal Reflection: Name one thing you have quietly believed would make you content if you
could just get it or finish it. How does Solomon's honest report in this chapter speak to that
longing?

Read Ecclesiastes 2:1-26

Study Questions

1. In Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 Solomon withholds nothing from himself, pursuing pleasure, wine,
building projects, wealth, and every desire of his eyes. What does the text reveal about the
limits of pleasure and achievement pursued apart from God, and why does even great
success leave him saying it was all vanity and a chasing after wind?

2. Solomon said he gave his heart to seek out happiness yet kept his wisdom with him through
the whole experiment. As you examine your own pursuit of happiness, where have you
been gathering and building while quietly hoping the next accomplishment will finally satisfy
your soul?

3. Inverses 12-16 Solomon judges that wisdom surpasses folly as light surpasses darkness, yet
he sees that one fate, death, comes to both the wise and the fool, and both are forgotten.
What is this passage teaching about the real value of wisdom and the limit it runs up against
under the sun?

4. Solomon was troubled that the wise man and the fool both die and are forgotten in time to
come. How does honestly facing your own mortality change the way you weigh what you
are giving your days and energy to right now?

5. Inverses 17-23 Solomon despairs over his labor because he must leave everything to a man
who comes after him, and he cannot know whether that heir will be wise or foolish. What
does this reveal about the human longing for our work to mean something lasting, and why
does toil apart from God lead to such grief and restless nights?

6. Solomon could not control what would become of all he had built once it passed to another.
Where in your own life are you anxious about outcomes you cannot finally control, and
what would it look like to entrust those things to God instead of carrying them as your own
burden?

7. Inverses 24-26 Solomon concludes that there is nothing better than to eat, drink, and find
enjoyment in one's labor, and that this enjoyment is from the hand of God. How does this
verse reframe ordinary work and daily bread, and how does it differ from both a love of
money and a contempt for honest labor?

8. Solomon says that without God even the eating and enjoying cannot truly happen. Think of
an ordinary gift in your life, a meal, a task, a night of rest. How might receiving it consciously
as a gift from God's hand change the way you experience it?



9. Ecclesiastes 2 shows that wisdom, pleasure, and toil under the sun all end at the same
grave, yet enjoyment is a gift God gives to the one who pleases Him while the sinner is set to
gathering and heaping up. How do the Lord's words about treasures in heaven in Matthew
6:19-21, and Christ being made our wisdom in 1 Corinthians 1:24, 30, lift this chapter's
despair into living hope, and what does it mean that God Himself is the giver who must be
feared and obeyed?

10. Looking back across the whole chapter, Solomon tested everything the heart chases and
found that only what comes from God's hand brings joy that lasts. Name one specific way
the Lord Jesus is using this passage to reshape what you treasure, what you fear, and where
you look for satisfaction this week.

Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Matthew 6:19-21, treasures stored in heaven outlast every grave
Solomon dreaded; 1 Corinthians 1:24, 30, Christ is made our wisdom, the true wisdom that
death cannot cancel; Luke 12:16-21, the rich fool who stored up goods yet was not rich toward
God; 1 Timothy 6:6-10, godliness with contentment is great gain; Philippians 4:11-13, learning
to be content in plenty and in want through Christ
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