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The author of Ecclesiastes expressed a burning desire to understand: “What does man gain by 
all the toil at which he toils under the sun?” (1:3).  
 

Gain refers to what is left over after investment of time, effort, and money. The writer wanted to 
ascertain if any profit--permanence or long-term impact--accrued from lifetime effort. He 
wondered if any “remembrance” (1:11; 2:16; 5:20; 9:5), “advantage” (3:19; 5:11; 6:8, 11: 7:11, 
12), or “reward” (2:10; 4:9; 9:5) occurred in the face of unavoidable death and ceaseless tedium.  

 
Similarly, he pondered human flourishing, asking: “what was good for the children of man to do 
under heaven during the few days of their life” (2:3; see also 6:12). He investigated, as well, the 
purpose of human life, asking what was the “the end of all mankind” (7:2), and the scope of 
human obligation--“the whole duty of man” (12:13). To state the question differently, he 
concerned himself with the first question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism: What is the 
chief end of man? 
 
The writer learned, however, through painful experience and observation of others that the 
causal relation between effort and result or deed and consequence did not operate in a 
predictable manner “under the sun” (the world of sin). Not only his frustrating personal labor or 
his failed research about meaning in life, but the cosmos itself was failing in a twisted and 

incomprehensible way. A fundamental norm about gain (one reaps what one sows or blessing is 
the reward of the righteous) was violated by reversal (unjust consequences) and death.  
 
The author discovered—correctly--that the world is gravely out of order. Psychologically, 
however, this unwelcome intellectual acquisition produced despair. So, when he asked at the 
beginning of his discourse, “What does man gain?” (1:3), he concluded wrongly that: “there 
was nothing to be gained under the sun” (2:11), because nothing lasts and everything 
changes in unjustifiable and disagreeable ways. Sadly, he declared: “I hated life” (2:17). 
 
Unfortunately, the writer did not remember what Moses wrote in Psalm 90: 
 

Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love, that we may rejoice and be glad all 
our days. Make us glad for as many days as you have afflicted us, and for as many 

years as we have seen evil. Let your work be shown to your servants, and your glorious 
power to their children. Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us, and establish the 
work of our hands upon us; yes, establish the work of our hands! (vv: 14-17) 

 
Moses taught that meaning can be found in this world, despite sin and confusion. Yes, he told 

us that we are “like grass” (v. 5) and that God “set our iniquities before” him and “our secret sins 
in the light of [his] presence” (v. 8). Yet even still, Moses told us to pray for “gain,” unlike the 
writer of Ecclesiastes. In fact, he told what to ask for: “establish the work of our hands.” 
 
Much later, Paul said the same thing, but with much more significance because of the advent 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ:   
 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who 
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved brothers, be 
steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the 
Lord your labor is not in vain. (1 Cor 15:56-58) 


