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Notes for Ecclesiastes 2:1-17 

Review of Ecclesiastes 2:1-11 

E.W. Hengstenberg: 

From wisdom, Qoheleth turns to the pursuit of mirth, in order to see whether the true good is 

to be found in it, but there again he finds not what he sought, he finds nothing to still the 

cravings of his heart (1869, p. 70) 

This is the means of temptation; it always appears to provide something we truly want: 

For the lips of a forbidden woman drip honey,  

And her speech is smoother than oil. Proverbs 5:3. 

Note that she appears to offer a good, the temptation is desirable. Temptation always functions in that 

manner. The external temptation matches with the internal desire – the desire of the heart – to bring us 

to sin: 

14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire 

when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. James 

1:14–15 (ESV) 

But, the temptation will never deliver as promised:  “When it is fully grown [it] brings forth death.” Or as 

Solomon puts it: 

4 but in the end she is bitter as wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword. 5 Her feet go down to 

death; her steps follow the path to Sheol; 6 she does not ponder the path of life; her ways 

wander, and she does not know it. Proverbs 5:4–6 (ESV) 

Solomon in Ecclesiastes 2 sets out after satisfaction for his desires. He rearranges the entire world to 

meet his desires – he gets everything which the world can offer. Having received everything he ever 

wanted, he concludes: 

9 So I became great and surpassed all who were before me in Jerusalem. Also my wisdom 

remained with me. 10 And whatever my eyes desired I did not keep from them. I kept my heart 

from no pleasure, for my heart found pleasure in all my toil, and this was my reward for all my 

toil. 11 Then I considered all that my hands had done and the toil I had expended in doing it, and 

behold, all was vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be gained under the 

sun. Ecclesiastes 2:9–11 (ESV) 

Why does such a story appear in the Bible? What good does it provide? How does knowing that 

Solomon determined that all his efforts were vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to 

be gained under the sun help a person who is alive today? 
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How to avoid being trapped into such a belief: 

First, listen to wisdom: 

1 My son, be attentive to my wisdom; incline your ear to my understanding, 2 that you may keep 

discretion, and your lips may guard knowledge. Proverbs 5:1–2 (ESV) 

5 Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. 6 In all your 

ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. 7 Be not wise in your own eyes; 

fear the LORD, and turn away from evil. 8 It will be healing to your flesh and refreshment to your 

bones. Proverbs 3:5–8 (ESV) 

The book of Ecclesiastes is given to us as a book of wisdom. We are given this book so that we can avoid 

temptation and sin – and thus avoid death (James 1:15). 

Commentating on this passage, John Street has explained: 

The Advantages Of Worldly Pursuits Are Exasperating (1:14-15,18; 2:2,11): 

A. Projects without God (i.e. “under the sun”) 

1. meaningless (2:14) 

2. hopeless (1:15) 

3. impossible (1:15) 

4.         grievous (1:18) 

B.  Pleasures without God (i.e. “under the sun”) 

1.  meaningless (2:11) 

2. foolish (2;2) 

3. unproductive (2:2) 

4. unprofitable (2;11) 

Realize that there is not an ultimate benefit to be had in the creature.  

Second, therefore, do not even look into the temptation – don’t give the temptation an audience: 

31 Do not look at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly. 

Proverbs 23:31 (ESV) 

20 My son, be attentive to my words; incline your ear to my sayings. 21 Let them not escape 

from your sight; keep them within your heart. 22 For they are life to those who find them, and 



3 Notes for Ecclesiastes 2:1-17:  May 6, 2012 / Ed Wilde, Calvary Bible Church 

 

healing to all their flesh. 23 Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life. 

24 Put away from you crooked speech, and put devious talk far from you. 25 Let your eyes look 

directly forward, and your gaze be straight before you. 26 Ponder the path of your feet; then all 

your ways will be sure. 27 Do not swerve to the right or to the left; turn your foot away from evil. 

Proverbs 4:20–27 (ESV) 

Third, turn to that which God gives – which is always better: 

16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brothers. 17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from 

above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to 

change. James 1:16–17 (ESV) 

Proverbs 5:15-19.  We will be the losers if we fail to heed the wisdom of God, avoid sin and seek our 

happiness in God alone. John Piper puts it like this: 

Moses taught Israel that the fear of the Lord would give rise to obedience: “Fear the Lord your 

God, to keep all his statutes and his commandments”(Deuteronomy 6:2). Solomon summed up 

his own teaching in Ecclesiastes, “The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and 

keep his commandments” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). Nehemiah told the nobles and rulers in 

Jerusalem to “walk in the fear of our God” (Nehemiah 5:9). And Proverbs 23:17 says, “Live in the 

fear of the Lord always.” Right “walking” and right “living” flow from fearing God. But to my 

knowledge there are no expressions corresponding to these which link gratitude and obedience 

in the same way. 

And even these expressions about fearing the Lord are probably the flip side of trusting the 

Lord’s future grace. In other words, “fear the Lord” means “fear the terrible insult it would be to 

God if you do not trust his gracious promises of power and wisdom on your behalf.” That’s 

probably why Psalm 115:11 says, “You who fear the Lord, trust in the Lord; He is their help and 

their shield.” In other words, if fear is not mingled with trust it will not be pleasing to the Lord. 

“Without faith it is impossible to please [God]” (Hebrews 11:6). The obedience that comes from 

fearing God without faith in his future grace will not be free, but servile. 

The interconnectedness of fear and faith is probably why people looked at the grace given to 

David in distress, and felt fear and trust rising side by side in their hearts. “And He put a new 

song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God; many will see and fear, and will trust in the Lord” 

(Psalm 40:3). The same thing had happened at the Red Sea. “When Israel saw the great power 

which the Lord had used against the Egyptians, the people feared the Lord, and they believed in 

the Lord” (Exodus 14:31). Fear and faith happen together in response to God’s mighty power 

and his promise of future grace. 

To fear the Lord is to tremble at the awareness of what a terrible insult it is to a holy God if we 

do not have faith in his future grace after all the signs and wonders he has performed to win our 

obedient trust. It’s this faith in future grace that channels the power of God into obedience 

(Future Grace, 34-35).  
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Ecclesiastes 2:12-17: 

12 So I turned to consider wisdom and madness and folly. For what can the man do who comes 

after the king? Only what has already been done. 13 Then I saw that there is more gain in 

wisdom than in folly, as there is more gain in light than in darkness. 14 The wise person has his 

eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness. And yet I perceived that the same event happens 

to all of them. 15 Then I said in my heart, “What happens to the fool will happen to me also. Why 

then have I been so very wise?” And I said in my heart that this also is vanity. 16 For of the wise 

as of the fool there is no enduring remembrance, seeing that in the days to come all will have 

been long forgotten. How the wise dies just like the fool! 17 So I hated life, because what is done 

under the sun was grievous to me, for all is vanity and a striving after wind. Ecclesiastes 2:12–17 

(ESV) 

The question of translation: Verse 12 has several potential translation problems: 

….to consider wisdom and madness and folly 

  wisdom which is madness and folly 

  wisdom and madness [irrationality]which is folly 

The answer to this question depends upon what we understand Solomon to be considering.  The first is 

the easiest translation into English. The problem is that Solomon does not immediately discuss 

“madness” after this statement. The second translation is possible; yet, Solomon does thereafter 

consider folly/foolishness and fools. Therefore, it does seem best to consider both topics. The third 

translation is perhaps best: 

1. The context is as to both wisdom & folly. 

2. The punctuation (which you can’t see in the English Bible) organizes wisdom on one side and 

madness/folly on the other side. 

3. Madness and folly are closely related concepts: Eccl. 1:17 (7:7, potentially by context), 7:25 & 

10:13. 

 

Thus, Solomon has turned to consider wisdom and irrationality/foolishness.  The precise word used for 

“madness” here occurs only in Ecclesiastes. However, a related word (which interestingly, in certain 

forms and circumstances can mean “praise”) gives us examples of people acting mad – such as David in 

1 Samuel 21:14.   A good example of the use of the word in a way which may be helpful to our 

examination is found in Jeremiah 50:38 (speaking of Babylon): 

A drought against her waters, that they may be dried up! For it is a land of images, and they are 

mad over idols. Jeremiah 50:38 (ESV) 
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What do you think the link is between madness and idols? Did the idols drive them mad? Does their 

madness drive them to idols? Other related uses are found in Jeremiah 25:16, 46:9 & 51:7; Nahum 2:5. 

These other uses refer to the madness which comes in chaos or judgment: 

They shall drink and stagger and be crazed because of the sword that I am sending among them. 

Jeremiah 25:16 (ESV) 

 Here is the first question then: What is the connection between madness and folly?   

Having considered that, what is this verse doing here? What is the point of considering wisdom and folly 

after having considered pleasure and power? 

What can a man do (v. 12b)? 

Well, what can someone do who does come after the king?
1
 We have read what Solomon has done: is 

there anything which one can do? 

                                                             
1
 Verse 12b, however, is extraordinarily difficult. The NIV (“What more … been done?”) is quite paraphrastic and 

depends on emending the text.42 Its apparent meaning is that no subsequent king could possibly do more to 

investigate wisdom and folly than Solomon. This reading is more or less followed by most modern interpreters.43 

This interpretation, however, is strangely out of place in this context and involves significant alterations or peculiar 

translations of the text.44 

Fox emends to obtain a different interpretation: the “king” is concerned about whether his successor will be a fool 

who wastes all that was earned for him.45 In light of 2:18–19 this solution to the text is reasonable, but it does 

involve considerable emendation of the text. 

Ancient interpreters, however, saw the text quite differently. The Septuagint takes “king” to refer to wise 

counsel,46 which no one adequately follows. The Vulgate understands the “king” to be God, while the Targum 

reads the verse to mean that no one need attempt to reverse a royal decree after it has been executed.47 

If the Hebrew is to be interpreted as it stands, the line can be translated literally as, “What is the man who will 

come after the king whom they have already made?”48 This would seem to make no sense. One could take 

“made” to mean “crowned,” but this is not the idiom one would expect.49 

The phrase, “What is the man?” however, is analogous to the familiar “What is man?” question in Pss 8:4; 144:3; 

Job 7:17. The word “man” (ʾādām), moreover, is a catchword in Ecclesiastes for the human as a child of Adam. It 

represents all the folly, mortality, futility, and evil that humanity has inherited. From this one may hypothesize that 

“the king” refers to none other than “Adam” of Gen 2–4. The term “king” may have been chosen because “What is 

the ʾādām who will come after ʾādām” was unsatisfactory. Also the ʾādām of Gen 2–3 is in reality the king of 

humanity. 

The Hebrew phrase “whom they have already made” would then refer to the divine creation of Adam. The plural 

may seem troubling, but three interpretations are possible. The plural may be a corruption; a number of Hebrew 

manuscripts read a singular verb here. The general plural may represent a passive; the translations would then be, 

“Who has already been made.”50 More likely the plural is in direct imitation of the plural verb in Gen 1:26.51 The 

meaning of the line can be paraphrased, “Is a human likely to come along who will be better than the king—

Adam—whom God made long ago?” 

In context this line states that there is little chance that humans will behave with greater wisdom than their first 

ancestor, Adam, who came directly from the hand of God. The apple does not fall far from the tree. The Teacher 

cannot confine his investigation to wisdom; he must also understand folly, for that is the stuff of human nature. 

 

Duane A. Garrett, vol. 14, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, electronic ed., Logos Library System; The New 

American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2001), 293-94. 
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This is again one of the questions which Qoheleth asks but he does not immediately answer. Here is a 

typical sort of answer supplied by the commentators: 

He then claims that his, the king’s efforts, cannot be superseded by anyone who follows him, 

the implication being that if he cannot find meaning or significance here, then no one can 

(Longman, 95-96). 

Is that true? Consider the words carefully. 

Did Solomon say that there was no meaning or significance? Did he provide any answers to his 

question? 

Is that good or bad?  

If he can’t find significance, does that mean that it does not exist? 

What are the advantages of wisdom over folly? 

Though wisdom's advantages are only temporary, still, for Qoheleth, they are real. The 

bandages to wisdom have been the implicit and explicit assumption to this point, though their 

temporary use has now proven disenchanting. Most commentators rushed to admit the 

"relative" words of wisdom, yet Qoheleth speaks unequivocally about its absolute value over 

folly…. But rather than wisdom simply being relatively better than folly, Qoheleth asserts their 

differences are like night and day. Later, in 10:2, he says they are as opposite as right and left 

(Fredricks, 95). 

To better understand the value of wisdom being “light” and “eyes in one’s head” consider: 

18 But the path of the righteous is like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until 

full day. 19 The way of the wicked is like deep darkness; they do not know over what they 

stumble. Proverbs 4:18–19 (ESV) 

The prudent sees danger and hides himself, but the simple go on and suffer for it. Proverbs 22:3 

(ESV) 

Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise, but the companion of fools will suffer harm. 

Proverbs 13:20 (ESV) 

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. Psalm 119:105 (ESV) 

For the commandment is a lamp and the teaching a light, and the reproofs of discipline are the 

way of life, Proverbs 6:23 (ESV) 

They grope in the dark without light, and he makes them stagger like a drunken man. Job 

12:25 (ESV)  



7 Notes for Ecclesiastes 2:1-17:  May 6, 2012 / Ed Wilde, Calvary Bible Church 

 

Murphy writes of this passage: 

What credence does Qoheleth give to the “advantage” (ןורתי yitrôn) of wisdom? He ranks it over 

folly (cf. 2:3, 9), which is never a viable option for him. But it is clear that v 14b modifies the 

saying in v 14a about the superiority of wisdom. Qoheleth is not to be described as “anti-

wisdom,” but he is its severest critic; after all, he tried to attain wisdom, and he acknowledged 

failure in 7:23–24.
2
 

Why would Qoheleth be disappointed over wisdom? If wisdom is better than foolishness, then what 

does it lack? 

William Pemble writes: 

Of the vanity and weakness of it, from the common event that befalls both the wise and the 

foolish 19; from which no man’s wisdom can exempt himself, not the wisest – even to me – the 

wisest of men, the same lot befalls that to others:  and therefore there is in this respect no 

cause why a man should study to be more learned than another, which is also a great vanity, 

verses 14 & 15.   

This agreement between wisdom and folly is confirmed by the argument, there are two evils 

common with the wise man and the fool: (1) Oblivion, the persons and doings both of the wise 

and foolish shall be forgotten in succeeding ages. (2) Death, which seizes on the wise man as 

well as on the fool, verse 16. 

This agreement between wisdom and folly is amplified by the effect it wrought in Solomon, viz, 

A hatred of life, as a thing not lovely nor desirable, if it be separated from all true contentment, 

which he could not find in anything under the sun; all being evil, i.e., troublesome, grievous, vain 

and vexing, verse 17.  Wherein Solomon shows that himself did, and every man will do, as he is a 

natural man, viz, rather wish for death than miss of comfort and happiness in his life, and desire 

rather than not to be, than to be perpetually unhappy. 

What is the link between death, wisdom and foolishness? Why is this a frustration? 

What is the problem with being forgotten? What does he want with remembrance? What is he seeking? 

Why does God not give us perpetual remembrance in this life? 

Consider the problem of hypocrisy: 

                                                             
2
 Roland Murphy, vol. 23A, Word Biblical Commentary: Ecclesiates (Dallas: Word, Incorporated, 2002), 

22. 
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Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for 

then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. Matthew 6:1 (ESV) 

Isn’t memory a form of “being seen”?   Whose attention should we seek: 

But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. 

And your Father who sees in secret will reward you. Matthew 6:6 (ESV) 

Does God ever forget? Why should we concern ourselves with eternal remembrance upon earth, when 

the opinion of other human beings should not concern us while we are alive? This is not a minor point: 

we must either seek glory/opinion of men or we must seek it from God: 

How can you believe, when you receive glory from one another and do not seek the glory that 

comes from the only God? John 5:44 (ESV) 

Thus, by cutting off the remembrance on earth, God forces us into a place where we must seek glory 

from God. And, if we do not seek glory from God we cannot have God – we cannot have “faith” and thus 

we cannot have redemption and salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Again, see the pattern with temptation: 

1) Wisdom: God says seek glory from me alone. If you seek it from the creature, you cannot have me. 

2) Avoid the temptation: Therefore, God cuts us from the temptation – Qoheleth says plainly: it is an 

undying frustration to seek glory from men, because they can’t give it to you. At most you’ll receive a 

few years of glory (and not very useful glory at that).  

3) Seek the greater glory and joy: But we were created for an “eternal weight of glory” (2 Cor. 4:17). In 

fact, all troubles in this life, rather than being a means of frustration (which they are when we seek glory 

from them) become a means, a gateway to the eternal glory of God (2 Cor. 4:16-18; 1 Peter 1:3-9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


