One Fate, One End — Ecclesiastes 2:12-23

Main Idea: The Gospel does not call us to hide our brokenness or ignore the fallen world around us,
but to see ourselves truthfully while relying on Christ to transform us as we submit to Him.

I. The Limits of Wisdom | Ecclesiastes 2:12-17

The book of Ecclesiastes is one of the most honest and inquisitive books of the Bible. Written by Solomon—the
wisest man to ever live—it offers us the reflections of someone who had everything the world could offer:
wealth, power, fame, knowledge, and pleasure. Yet despite having reached the pinnacle of human
achievement, Solomon repeatedly concludes that life “under the sun” is (hevel) vapor, meaningless, and
empty. In Ecclesiastes 2, Solomon continues his quest for the things people often turn to for significance: work,
wealth, pleasure, and wisdom. He systematically tests each one, only to find them incapable of providing
ultimate satisfaction. These pursuits, while not inherently evil, become false gods when sought apart from

the Lord—they promise fulfillment but ultimately collapse under the weight of death and eternity. Verses 12—-23
in particular reveal Solomon wrestling with two great realities: the limits of wisdom and the fragility of
legacy. Wisdom, though superior to madness and folly, cannot prevent death. Legacy, though highly prized,
cannot be controlled or guaranteed. Each pursuit, if isolated from God, ends in frustration. By showing us the
vanity of life without God, Solomon points us to our need for something—or rather, Someone—greater.
His words anticipate the Gospel of Jesus Christ, in whom wisdom is perfected, our eternal inheritance
is secured, and true rest for our souls is found.

In verses 13-16 Solomon begins by contrasting wisdom with folly, acknowledging that wisdom is indeed better:
“Then | saw that there is more gain in wisdom than in folly, as there is more gain in light than in darkness” (v.
13). Wisdom provides clarity, direction, and discernment, while folly leads only to stumbling in darkness. Yet
despite its benefits, Solomon observes that both the wise and the foolish share the same destiny—
death. This recognition causes him to question the ultimate value of wisdom. As he emphasizes, “How the
wise dies just like the fool!” (v. 16). This conclusion is sobering. Many may think that wisdom can shield them
from life’s hardships or even secure a form of immortality through reputation and memory. But Solomon
undercuts that assumption. In the end, both wise and foolish alike will be forgotten. His response to his
understanding of wisdom and folly comes with a sobering declaration, “So | hated life” (Eccl. 2:17). It is
critical to understand that this is not the cry of a man in despair without hope, but the lament of one who has
discovered the futility of pursuing wisdom, wealth, and achievement apart from God. The Hebrew word for
“hate” (Sané) carries the sense of rejection or scorn rather than emotional loathing. Solomon had pursued
wisdom with unparalleled passion, but he came to see that wisdom could not redeem his life nor shield
him from death or even guarantee remembrance of his deeds for future generations, but most
importantly, it could not ultimately satisfy his soul. Just as Jacob was “loved” and Esau “hated” (Rom.
9:13) in the sense of divine acceptance and rejection, so Solomon “hated life” in the sense of rejecting the
illusion that human effort or intellect can bring lasting meaning. Life “under the sun,” detached from the fear
of God, proved grievous to him—empty, fleeting, and incapable of grounding his soul in hope.

This honesty is echoed by other faithful servants throughout Scripture: Job confessed, “I loathe my life; | will
give free utterance to my complaint” (Job 10:1), and Jeremiah lamented the very day of his birth (Jer. 20:14).
Even the apostle Paul wrestled with the reality of sin within him, declaring, “| do not do the good | want, but the
evil | do not want is what | keep on doing” (Rom. 7:19). In each case, the hatred of life was not hatred of
God, but rejection of life as meaningless when cut off from Him. John Calvin decisively noted in his
Institutes, “We cannot contemplate the things of God until we are displeased with ourselves.”! Solomon’s
words remind us that despair over the vanity of earthly pursuits of life can often be the very thing that
drives us to seek joy and meaning in Christ. For the believer, “hating life” under the sun becomes the first
step toward loving the eternal life that is found in the Son (John 14:6).

1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 1.1.1.



To Ponder:

1. Looking at your own life, what are you tempted to pour your energy and health into—something you
“love”—that the Gospel teaches you should actually learn to “hate” because it cannot save, satisfy, or
sanctify?

2. How often do you grieve over (hate) your sins? Why is genuine sorrow over sin a necessary part of true
wisdom (consider 2 Cor. 7:10)?

Il. The Fragility of Legacy | Ecclesiastes 2:18-23

In verses 18-23, Solomon shifts his attention from wisdom to work and the fruits of his labor. He declares, ‘I
hated all my toil in which | toil under the sun, seeing that | must leave it to the man who will come after me” (v.
18). The concern here lies in the realization that no matter how hard he worked and how much he
accomplished, all he built would pass into the hands of someone else—whether wise or foolish. His
accomplishments, from architectural wonders to immeasurable wealth, would not remain in his control. This
understanding reveals the fragility of human legacy. We often strive to leave behind something lasting—
businesses, names, institutions, or even family inheritances. Yet history shows how quickly they can
crumble. Empires rise and fall, dynasties fade, and reputations are forgotten. Solomon’s concern echoes Job
1:21: “Naked | came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall | return.” No matter how much we achieve, we
ultimately cannot carry our work with us into eternity. Worse still, Solomon observes the injustice of another
person enjoying the fruit of labor they did not perform. Scripture calls us to shift our focus from earthly
legacy to eternal inheritance. Jesus warned against storing up treasures on earth “where moth and rust
destroy and where thieves break in and steal” (Matt. 6:19). Instead, He urged us to lay up treasures in heaven.
Paul highlights this in 1 Corinthians 15:58, reminding believers that “in the Lord your labor is not in vain.”
Unlike Solomon’s despair, the Gospel assures us that what is done in Christ endures eternally,
untouched by decay or human foolishness.

The fragility of legacy, then, is not meant to lead us to despair but to redirect our ambition. This is not a
call to laziness or apathy, but a divine warning against placing our ultimate hope and identity in what we build,
earn, or leave behind. To toil for a legacy that ends at the grave is, as Solomon concludes, "vanity and a great
evil," for it anchors our souls to that which is temporary and cannot satisfy. The Gospel does not dismiss our
work but redeems its purpose. Our calling is not to build a lasting name for ourselves on earth, but to be
faithful stewards whose labor serves the eternal kingdom of God. We are freed from the despair of Solomon
when we understand that our true legacy is not in what we leave for the world, but in who we

point to in the world—Christ Himself. This shifts our focus from building our own monument to participating
in God's eternal story. As C.S. Lewis profoundly says in his Mere Christianity, "If | find in myself a desire
which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that | was made for
another world."?

As we continue studying Ecclesiastes, we will see that Solomon’s questions are our questions too.
Why strive for wisdom if death erases the distinction between wise and foolish? Why labor to build a legacy
that will one day be lost or squandered? Why exhaust ourselves in endless work that brings no lasting rest?
These haunting questions force us to lift our eyes above the sun—to the One who reigns beyond time and
death, and who gives our wisdom, work, and life eternal meaning. This realization casts a shadow over human
achievement. Death is the great equalizer that levels the distinctions between wisdom and folly. No matter
how much one learns, plans, or accomplishes, the end of life confronts every person with the same
destiny. For Solomon, this reality begins to unravel the confidence he once had in wisdom as the ultimate
solution to life’s problems.

To Ponder:
1. What does it mean to build an eternal legacy, and how is it different from an earthly one?
2. What can you do to ensure that your life focuses its attention on heaven rather than on earth?

2 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: HarperOne, 2001), 136-37.



