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USING EARTHLY WISDOM TO SEARCH FOR 
MEANING IN LIFE 



SEEKING MEANING IN LIFE WITH WORLDLY WISDOM IS A 
DISHEARTENING TASK (1:12-13)

12 I the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem. 
¡ God told Solomon that he could ask Him for anything, and it would be 

granted
¡ Solomon humbly asks for wisdom to govern the people of God well

¡ 1 Kings 3:8–9 
¡ Such a God-honoring and others-oriented request is pleasing to the Lord

¡ 1 Kings 3:10–14 
¡ Solomon started well, but fleshly concessions and compromises corrupted 

his conduct
¡ 1 Kings 11:1–8 
¡ 1 Corinthians 15:33 



SEEKING MEANING IN LIFE WITH WORLDLY WISDOM IS A 
DISHEARTENING TASK (1:12-13)

13 And I applied my heart to seek and to search out by wisdom all that is done under heaven. It is 
an unhappy business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with.
¡ Solomon used his wisdom, influence, power and prestige for all manner of self-

gratification and self-aggrandizement 
¡ Trying to find purpose and meaning out of life on God’s earth is an “unhappy business” 

¡ Attempting to mentally grasp the point or significance of multitudes of earthly and fleshly activities 
brings no satisfying conclusions apart from God

¡ When we are created to bring glory to the Lord, there is no gratification from self-glorification
¡ Isaiah 43:7 
¡ 1 Corinthians 10:31 

¡ Putting yourself at the center of a God-sized void is “unhappy business”
¡ Because of the life and purpose we have in Christ, there is fulfilling business for us to do

¡ 1 Corinthians 15:58 
¡ Philippians 1:21–23 



SEEKING MEANING IN LIFE WITH WORLDLY WISDOM IS A 
DISHEARTENING TASK (1:12-13)
14 I have seen everything that is done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striving after wind.
¡ Thoughtfully accessing earthly life experiences yields unsatisfying conclusions

¡ Vanity – unsubstantial vapor or breath 
¡ Striving after the wind – not just pursuing the wind, but attempting to herd it or gather it up 

¡ God says the purpose of experiencing futile lives is for His grace to reveal to some that they 
were made for so much more (not self-glory, but God’s glory)
¡ Romans 8:20–21 

15What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be counted. 
¡ A godless life is bent beyond repair 
¡ A life that is not humbly submitted to God’s purpose and plan will do nothing but come up 

short 
¡ Ecclesiastes 7:13

¡ God determines that lives that do not experience the freedom of living for the glory to God 
are bent in ways that men and women cannot straighten, lacking in ways that cannot be fulfilled



GREAT WORLDLY WISDOM BRINGS GREAT FOOLISHNESS AND 
FRUSTRATION (1:16-18)

16 I said in my heart, “I have acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem 
before me, and my heart has had great experience of wisdom and knowledge.” 
¡ Solomon is blessed with unsurpassed wisdom and insight
¡ Solomon’s statement is that of fact that produced tremendous frustration
17 And I applied my heart to know wisdom and to know madness and folly. I perceived that this 
also is but a striving after wind.
¡ Solomon focused his attention on earthly wisdom alongside madness and folly
¡ The idea represented by madness and folly is not insanity or craziness
¡ Being rash and senseless in way that disobeys God’s truth and righteousness
¡ Though there is an innate sense of right and wrong, it has no power to govern behavior



GREAT WORLDLY WISDOM BRINGS GREAT FOOLISHNESS AND 
FRUSTRATION (1:16-18)

I perceived that this also is but a striving after wind. –
¡ The rationalization of improper behavior is another attempt at corralling a 

windstorm
18 For in much wisdom is much vexation, and he who increases knowledge 
increases sorrow.
¡ Knowledge and understanding did not bring peace and contentment
¡ The more he learned the more frustrating people and life became

¡ Romans 1:22–25 



QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

¡ Why would you say that seeking meaning in life with worldly wisdom is a 
disheartening task?

¡ In what ways are you seeing fruitful labor that honors Jesus Christ 
appearing in and through your life?

¡ How has an earthbound focus brought you foolishness and frustration?
¡ Do you feel compelled to ask the Lord to grant you a spirit of repentance 

and faith?
¡ Will you consistently plead with God to grant you and your church 

diligence and intentionality in sharing the hope of the gospel with hopeless 
and helpless people?
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