
The Emptiness of Pleasure – Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 
 
Main Idea: Pleasure apart from God is fleeting and ultimately empty; true joy is only found in 
having a heart satisfied by Christ. 

 
I. Is There Joy? | Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 

Following his exploration of wisdom and toil in Ecclesiastes 1, Solomon now turns to pleasure as a 

potential answer to life’s futility. As the wisest and wealthiest king in Israel’s history (1 Kings 3:12-13; 

10:14-29), Solomon had unmatched resources to indulge in every desire. Yet, his deliberate 

experiment reveals that even the greatest earthly pleasures are vain when sought apart from 

God. In Ecclesiastes 2:1-2, he states, “I said in my heart, ‘Come now, I will test you with pleasure; 

enjoy yourself.’ But behold, this also was vanity. I said of laughter, ‘It is mad,’ and of pleasure, “What 

use is it?’” The Hebrew term for “test” (nasah) implies a rigorous examination, not casual indulgence, 

showing Solomon’s intentional quest to answer the book’s central question: “What does man gain by all 

the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (Ecclesiastes 1:3). Once again, the word “heart” (lēb) reflects 

the Hebrew understanding of the inner self—encompassing reason, will, and desires indicating that 

Solomon engaged his whole being in this pursuit. In other words, Solomon is not being careless; he is 

deliberately choosing to test whether pleasure offers lasting meaning and satisfaction. The Preacher 

shares with us his findings at the onset – the pursuit of pleasure is meaningless, and laughter and 

pleasure are dismissed as senseless and useless, failing to provide lasting fulfillment. Teaching us 

once again that a godless pursuit for happiness will end in temporary pleasure and emptiness. 

 

To Ponder: 

1. How does Solomon’s search for satisfaction in the pleasures of life challenge you to examine your 

own motivations in pursuing enjoyment? 

 

In verses 3-11, Solomon catalogs his indulgences: wine, grand construction projects (gardens, parks, 

vineyards), slaves, herds, treasures, entertainers, and concubines. Historically, Solomon’s wealth was 

staggering (1 Kings 4:22-28), and his projects rivaled those of ancient Near Eastern kings. If anyone 

had the ability to find satisfaction in pleasure, it would have been Solomon with all of his 

resources. Yet, he concludes, “I considered all that my hands had done… and behold, all was vanity 

and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 2:11). The 

phrase “striving after wind” (rə‘ût rûaḥ) vividly captures futile effort, as wind cannot be grasped. The 

grammar of this passage emphasizes the repeated “I made… I built… I gathered…” pointing to a self-

centered pursuit. Theologically, Solomon’s experiment reflects the post-Fall reality: God’s good 

gifts in creation (Genesis 1:31) become idols used for self-gratification when pursued for their 

own sake, leading to spiritual restlessness (Romans 1:25). His pursuit mirrors Genesis 3:6, where 

Eve saw that the fruit was “a delight to the eyes”. The pattern of hedonism—the pursuit of what feels 

good as the highest good—emerges here. John warns of the same danger in 1 John 2:16: “For all that 

is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the 

Father but is from the world.” Jesus captures this emptiness in Luke 12:19–20, the parable of the rich 

fool: “Relax, eat, drink, be merry.” But God said to him, “Fool! This night your soul is required of you.” 

Solomon’s wealth and indulgence, however impressive, cannot overcome the brevity of life or 

the vanity of the human heart.  

 

His wisdom remained with him (v. 9), heightening his awareness of emptiness, which points to 

humanity’s deeper need for redemption. This resonates with New Testament warnings: Jesus cautions 

against gaining the world at the soul’s expense (Mark 8:36). The human heart, wired for eternity 

(Ecclesiastes 3:11), cannot be satisfied by temporal pursuits—a truth echoed by Augustine’s 



confession that our hearts are restless until they rest in God (Confessions, 1.1). Practically, this 

warns against using pleasure as an escape from life’s brokenness, such as numbing pain 

through busyness, consumerism, or distractions. Instead, it calls us to enjoy God and His gifts with 

gratitude (1 Thessalonians 5:18), viewing them as reflections of His goodness rather than ultimate 

sources of happiness.  

 

To Ponder: 

2. Our culture still preaches Solomon’s experiment: build, buy, gather, indulge. How can we recognize 

when even good things have become god things in our lives?  

3. In what ways do you face the temptation to indulge in worldly pleasures to escape the brokenness 

or realities of life? How can we practically resist these temptations? 

After indulging in every pleasure imaginable, Solomon admits that his heart “found pleasure in all [his] 

toil” (v.10)—yet concludes, “behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind” (v.11). It captures the 

futility of trying to seize satisfaction through human effort. He received the temporary reward of 

pleasure, but ultimately nothing that endured. This paradox is key: Solomon did feel satisfaction in 

the moment, but it vanished like vapor (hevel). He ate, drank, built, indulged, and celebrated. On the 

other hand, when he stepped back and considered the ultimate worth of all his pursuits, they amounted 

to nothing lasting. This reflects a consistent biblical truth: sin and self-indulgence can provide 

fleeting gratification but never lasting joy. This tension between immediate pleasure and ultimate 

futility highlights the difference between what feels good and what is truly good. Hebrews 11:25 

describes Moses as choosing to suffer with God’s people rather than “enjoy the fleeting pleasures of 

sin.” Psalm 16:11 stands as the antidote: “In your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand 

are pleasures forevermore.” Paul echoes this when he, too, says, “I count everything as loss because 

of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Philippians 3:8).  

Ecclesiastes thus prepares us for the Gospel, exposing the bankruptcy of self-reliance and the reality of 

sin’s consequences. Jesus, the greater Solomon (Matthew 12:42), redeems earthly toil with eternal 

meaning through His perfect life, death, and resurrection. This challenges superficial spirituality, 

urging us to confront inner emptiness not with more pleasures but with repentance and 

dependence on God. Pleasure itself is not evil. Instead, the Bible teaches that joy and delight are 

God’s good design — but they are meant to be enjoyed in Him and for His glory. The problem arises 

when pleasure is pursued as the ultimate end rather than as a gift pointing to the Giver. Solomon’s 

experiment should push us to audit our lives and consider if we are chasing temporary highs through 

vacations, gadgets, or hobbies, or finding joy in Christ. The Gospel redeems pleasure not by calling 

us to reject all pleasures, but to receive them as gifts from God to glorify God in Christ (1 

Corinthians 10:31). This fosters a life of true freedom, where joy is not circumstantial but rooted in faith 

in Jesus Christ. Ecclesiastes, therefore, is not a dead end but a doorway to the cross, where Christ 

redeems our vain strivings and invites us into a life of purpose, rest, and joy that transcends the fleeting 

pleasures “under the sun.” 

To Ponder: 

4. How does the Gospel expose the emptiness of selfish pleasure and redirect us toward true joy in 

God? 


