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When we speak of people who are vain, we typically are talking about how they are high on 

themselves, their looks, or abilities.  This would be the sense that Carly Simon sang about in the 

70s with her hit song You’re So Vain.   However, the original meaning of the word (from which 

this usage evolved) is “futile”, “ineffectual”, or “worthless”.  This is the way in which Solomon 

uses the word in Ecclesiastes. 

  

Ecclesiastes may just be the most practical book of the entire Bible.  It sets out to answer some of 

the most basic and age-old questions that man always asks.   

  

“Why am I here?”   

  

“What’s the meaning of life?”   

  

“How can I find true happiness?” 

  

As Solomon goes through his discourse on the vanity of life, the answers to these questions aren’t 

immediately obvious.  In fact, on the surface it seems like a very depressing book.  After all, the 

opening of the book states, “‘Vanity of vanities,’ says the Preacher; ‘Vanity of vanities, all is 

vanity.’”   

  

For two chapters, Solomon continues to depress his readers by correctly pointing out just how 

worthless life’s pursuits are.   

  

All that hard work we put in each day?  Pointless. 

  

The effort we make to accumulate wealth?  Futile.  

  

The pleasure we get from a variety of earthly sources?  Vain. 

  

Even the pursuit of wisdom doesn’t get you anywhere in the long run, Solomon states.  “The wise 

man’s eyes are in his head, but the fool walks in darkness.  Yet I myself perceived that the same 

event happens to them all” (Eccl. 2:14).  “And how does a wise man die?  As the fool!” (Eccl. 

2:16) 

  

You could correctly sum up a large portion of Ecclesiastes by the following:  “Life stinks, and then 

you die!” 

  

It’s not until the end of chapter 2 that there is any kind of positive statement made.  “There is 

nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This 

also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment?” 

(Eccl. 2:24-25, ESV)  This is the first clue at what Solomon is getting at throughout the book—



that life apart from God is vain, meaningless, futile.  But he doesn’t come right out and say it to 

begin with.  He hints at it here and there in-between sections of depressing observations of life 

“under the sun”.   

  

Solomon was imminently qualified to write a book on this subject.  He was the wisest person to 

have ever lived, plus he had the means to be able to pursue anything in life his heart could desire.  

Ecclesiastes is a record of his observations, his conclusion to years of searching for the meaning 

of life and happiness.  He perceives all the injustices and unfairness in the world and realizes that 

it doesn’t really matter whether you’re rich or poor, wise or foolish—life just isn’t going to be fair 

or completely satisfying. 

  

So what’s the point? 

  

The point is twofold.  First, this life can’t give us what we truly desire or need.  Even if we have 

all this life can offer, we’re still going to be left wanting more.    Life under the sun is vain.  

Secondly, even with all the inequities and evil in this life,  we can enjoy what God has given us, 

and we can look forward to the day that God will set everything straight that is currently crooked.   

  

“Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter.  Fear God and keep His commandments, for this 

is man’s all.  For God will bring every work into judgment, including every secret thing, whether 

good or evil” (Eccl. 12:13-14). 

  

John makes a similar point in 1 John 2:15-17:  “Do not love the world or the things in the world. 

If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the lust 

of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world. And 

the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides forever.” 

  

These truths serve as reminders to keep fighting the good fight and not be discouraged by the evil 

in this life.  Does it seem like evil is winning the day?  Don’t worry; God will set it all straight in 

the end! 

  

It also reminds us to make sure we have our focus on things above rather than wasting our time 

and effort on earthly things.  This life can’t supply what we really want or need.  That will only be 

found in the next if we live faithfully to God our Creator.  


