
A Sobering Start – Ecclesiastes 1:1-2 
 
Main Idea: Ecclesiastes is a book of God’s wisdom literature that can only make sense in light of a 
redeemed life. 
 
I. All is Vanity | Ecclesiastes 1:1-2 

 
The authorship of Ecclesiastes has been historically attributed to Solomon, the son of David and king in 
Jerusalem, based on both internal and contextual evidence. The opening verse of the book (Ecclesiastes 1:1) 
refers to “The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem,” and Ecclesiastes 1:12 echoes this 
identity, stating, “I the Preacher have been king over Israel in Jerusalem.” Among all of David’s sons, 
Solomon was the only one who reigned as king over Israel from Jerusalem. Furthermore, the 
extraordinary wealth, wisdom, and experiences described throughout the book align closely with the biblical 
accounts of Solomon’s reign (1 Kings 3–11). No other figure in Israel’s history fits the description and 
narrative scope provided in Ecclesiastes. The Hebrew term translated as “Preacher” is Qoheleth, derived 
from the root qahal, meaning “to assemble” or “gather.” This term is not a personal name but a title, 
designating someone who gathers people together for instruction—hence, “teacher” or “preacher.” The 
Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, rendered Qoheleth as Ekklesiastes, from which 
the English title Ecclesiastes is derived. This etymological connection underscores Solomon’s role as a 
public communicator of divine wisdom, not merely a free thinker. His public role as king, teacher, and spiritual 
leader, particularly seen during the dedication of the temple in 1 Kings 8, aligns precisely with the character 
of Qoheleth—a man who speaks candidly to an assembled people about the realities of life under the sun. The 
authorship of Ecclesiastes goes beyond historical and linguistic arguments. The tone, content, and theological 
depth of the book indicates that it was written by someone who had reached the end of a long, indulgent 
journey of self-discovery, only to find all pursuits apart from God to be vanity. Ecclesiastes reads as a 
reflective warning from a man who tasted the fullness of worldly success but found it ultimately empty 
when lived apart from the fear of the Lord. 
 

After introducing himself as the author, Solomon pronounces the statement that serves as the driving force 
through which the whole book stems from– a sobering declaration: “Vanity of vanities, says the 
Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (Eccl. 1:2). The tenor of Ecclesiastes is that human life is lived in 
a broken world, and Ecclesiastes represents, in poetic form, a man to whom great wisdom, power, influence, 
pleasures were given throughout his life, but he squandered God’s blessings on his own personal pleasure 
rather than God’s glory. The word translated “vanity” is the Hebrew word hevel, which literally means air, vapor 
or breath. It communicates something fleeting, insubstantial, and impossible to grasp. Solomon uses this word 
thirty-eight times throughout the book to describe wealth, wisdom, pleasure, toil, and even life itself. However, 
these are not the conclusions of a bitter old man but the inspired reflections of someone to whom God 
gave everything—riches, wisdom, power, success—and who still found it all empty when pursued for 
its own sake. Solomon isn’t venting frustration; he’s offering a Spirit-breathed warning: learn from my life and 
don’t go down the same path. Without God at the center, everything is futile and bears no spiritual 
meaning. This theme of “vanity” is not unique to Solomon. David, in Psalm 39:5, says, “Surely all mankind 
stands as a mere breath (hevel),” and again in Psalm 144:4, “Man is like a breath; his days are like a passing 
shadow.” The Scriptures repeatedly confront the illusion that we can find lasting substance in this world. Even 
Cain’s killing of Abel—whose name ironically means “breath” or “vapor”—demonstrates the futility of trying to 
secure significance or satisfaction apart from God. Ecclesiastes helps expose our illusions by forcing us to 
consider hard questions: Why do we live in such a broken world? Why does progress in technology not 
translate into moral or spiritual improvement? Why are people still envious, violent, and discontent? Solomon 
explores these questions not to lead us into despair but to drive us toward a fear of God and a life lived with 
eternal perspective. 
 

Modern culture echoes Solomon’s cry, though often without the hope of resolution. Philosophers like 
Jean Paul Sartre (Nausea) and novelists like Ernest Hemingway (Islands in the Stream) depicted life as 
meaningless in their literary works—a random drift from nothingness to nothingness. Yet Solomon’s 
perspective bears much more profound connotations since to him God gave all that life could offer. Solomon 
does not write from a place of suffering or deprivation but from the highest platform of wealth and 
influence. Still, he finds that every earthly pleasure, every project, every possession left him unsatisfied.  



 
This is deeply relevant today, where people find themselves almost aways exhausted from busyness, 
burdened by anxiety, and constantly seeking meaning. Ecclesiastes speaks into this restlessness and warns 
us not to medicate our pain with the modern equivalent of Aldous Huxley’s soma—distraction, entertainment, 
substance abuse, or avoidance of truth. Our world, like the dystopian and fictitious society in Brave New 
World, often prefers emotional numbness to spiritual clarity and faithfulness to the Lord. God, however, 
does not abandon people to their fears or futility. Just as He met Elijah in the cave as he feared death threats 
from Queen Jezebel believing to be utterly alone (1 Kings 19:4), God called him back to his mission, meeting 
him in the midst of his despair, reminding him that running away from hardships in life is not the goal but facing 
it and trusting in the sufficiency of God is the antidote to meaningless living. Therefore, the answer to hevel 
(vanity) is not denial or distraction—it is an unwavering dependence placed on God while living in a world that 
can provide nothing of eternal value. Jesus’ words in Matthew 11:28–29 invite the weary and heavy-laden to 
find rest in Him. True rest—true meaning—is not found in a change of circumstances but in a Person. 
When we come to Christ, we are freed from the illusion that this world can satisfy, and we begin to live with 
eternity in view. Without God, all is vanity. But with Him, everything—our labor, our relationships, our 
suffering—takes on eternal significance. 
 
To Ponder: 

1. In what ways do people today try to escape the reality of life’s brokenness? 
2. Where in your own life have you seen the danger of living for what is ultimately vain? 
 
 

The tension between temporal futility and eternal hope reaches its resolution in the Gospel. Paul, 
echoing the wisdom of Ecclesiastes, writes in Romans 8:20 that “creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, 
but because of him who subjected it, in hope.” This is not accidental. God has allowed the world to feel the 
sting of meaninglessness in order to drive us to Christ. In other words, the vanity that haunts human 
experience is meant to awaken us to our need for redemption. The brokenness, dissatisfaction, and 
confusion that define life apart from God are designed to push us beyond meaninglessness—to the One who 
came down from heaven and entered our vapor-filled (hevel) existence. Jesus is the true and better 
Solomon—greater in wisdom (Matt. 12:42), yet unlike Solomon, He never misused God’s gifts or 
compromised God’s glory. His perfect life, sacrificial death, and victorious resurrection infuse our earthly 
journey with purpose, because through Him, “your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor. 15:58). A deep reading of 
Ecclesiastes exposes the danger of superficial spirituality. It is possible to talk about God, attend church, 
and even engage in religious activities while still living a life defined by hevel. Solomon’s life is proof. Though 
he built the temple and led national worship, his heart drifted from the Lord. The tragedy of Solomon is not 
ignorance, but apathy—a slow compromise that came from loving the gifts more than the Giver. This is 
a warning for every believer. We can grow comfortable with outward religiosity while inwardly clinging to idols. 
Ecclesiastes invites us to examine whether our confidence is grounded in Christ or in the vaporous 
comforts of this world. 
 
Finally, Ecclesiastes is not a book of despair, but of preparation. It prepares us to long for Christ, to recognize 
the bankruptcy of sin, and to see the cross not as a tragic end but as the entrance into true meaning. The final 
verses of the book state plainly: “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” 
(Eccl. 12:13). This fear is not terror but reverent awe, the kind that only comes from beholding God in Christ. 
And once we stand in awe of God, everything changes. The fleeting moments of life become sacred. 
Marriage is no longer utilitarian but covenantal. Parenting becomes discipleship. Suffering becomes 
sanctifying. Work becomes worship. Ecclesiastes exposes the vanity of living for ourselves so that we may 
joyfully discover the glory of living for God. In this sense, it is not a book of conclusions, but of beginnings. It 
tears down illusions so that Christ can build something eternal in their place. 
 
 
To Ponder: 

1. Why is it so tempting—even for Christians—to find identity and value in productivity or performance rather 
than in Christ? 

2. How does Ecclesiastes challenge the way we think about suffering and rest? In what ways might your own 
view of hardship be too shallow or comfort-seeking? 
 


