LESSON 16

FEAR GOD AND OBEY

Ecclesiastes 12:9-14             Jan. 18, 2012
I. Text and Context
This portion of Scripture seems to be written by one who looks back at the Teachers life and work and teaching and talks ABOUT the Teacher. The teaching of the Teacher is compared to “goads” and “nails”. A simple way to outline this passage would be:
I. Description of the Teacher’s person and works (vs. 9-10)

II. Instruction: 3 commands (vs. 12-14)

A. Beware of anything beyond these teachings (vs. 12)

B. Fear God

C. Keep his commands

There are many different opinions on how many people wrote the book of Ecclesiastes. Here is how Greidanus summarizes his perspective:


Here in chapter 12 the editor and the Teacher speak with one voice. The editor who introduced the book in 1:1 has added his epilogue not only to recommend the writings of the Teacher to his readers but also to summarize and drive home the main thrust of this difficult book. The editors goals are two-fold: to recommend the Teacher’s writings to his readers and to urge them to fear God by demonstrating this attitude by keeping God’s commandments. 1
II. Theme and Goal
We live in a society that emphasizes the right to autonomy and individual decision making. The commands to “beware, fear, and keep” summarize the central message of this portion of Scripture. Fear God is the dominant command which describes our attitude toward God. The attitude of fearing God should result in the action of keeping his commandments. Thus, the theme of this portion of Scripture is:


Fear God, demonstrating it by keeping his commandments. 
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage



A. Analogy:
Jesus also urged his disciples to keep God’s commandments (Matt 19:17, John 14:15) and reminded them that God will bring every thought and deed into judgment (Matt 12:36-37). 


B. Longitudinal themes:
Deuteronomy emphasizes the need to “fear God and keep his commands” (Deut 6:1-2, 8:6) which also involves loving God (Deut 6:5, 11:1). Throughout the OT and NT fear of God, keeping his commandments, and love of God are all related and expected of a true disciple. 


C. Redemptive-historical progression:  
The obligation to fear God and keep his commandments changes only a little as we move from the OT to the NT but the REASON changes dramatically. In Ecclesiastes the main motivation given is to do our duty and because God will bring all into judgment. The NT shows God in his mercy and love giving his son Jesus Christ to be our redemption. Our desire and motivation to fear and obey God is a response to the great redemption we have received through the crosswork of Christ. John 5:22, 24 says we “do not come under judgment but has passed from death to life”. After the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ we do not fear and obey mainly because it is our duty or because we are afraid of judgment day…..we fear and obey because of our gratitude for the great salvation we have received in Christ. 


D. Typology:  
This might be the only place in Ecclesiastes that has a form of typology. This passage speaks of “one shepherd” (12:11). In the Hebrew Bible this phrase “one shepherd” is only used 3 times: Ecc 12:11, Ezek 34:23-24, and Ezek 37:24-25. This might be an anticipation of the coming Davidic shepherd king. In the NT Jesus is not only another King David but also the shepherd king ((Matt 1:1, 1:17, John 10:11-16, Heb 13:20).
  IV. Meaning and Application

We live in an age where many think they are autonomous and do not need to fear God or obey his commands. This is shown in obvious situations with those who are atheist or agnostic but in less obvious forms when Christians take idols into their hearts that lead them to serve created things (family, money, possessions, sex, drugs, power, affirmation, control) more than fearing and serving God. 


Verse 11 says that the sayings are like “goads and nails”. These sayings are coming from the “one shepherd” which means God is giving these principles….these wise sayings….to act like goads and nails. 


A) Goads
Goads were ancient cattle prods. Goads work because they cause pain. The sayings here can also be painful. These sayings and teachings were designed to wake Israel up and spur them on to action and obedience in the right direction. 


B) Nails
The Hebrew word can be interpreted “tent pegs”. Tend pegs are driven into the ground to keep the tent of the Israelite stable and secure so it does not blow away in the desert wind storms. The collected sayings and teachings here are meant to give stability and security to our life. Standing in fear and awe of God can give great stability to life. The Teacher says it “will be well with those who fear God” (8:12). 


Consider the security that knowing and trusting the following truths from Ecclesiastes can bring:



*God has set the times and is in control



*There is a time to be born and to die



*God can give us joy in our work and in every situation of our life


*God’s wisdom will keep us from the pain of foolishness

What does it mean to fear God?  Let Greidanus summarize for us: “to fear God is to take God seriously, to acknowledge him in our lives as the highest good, to revere him, to honor and worship him, to center our lives on him” 2.  The apostle Paul summarized this by saying to the people of Athens “in him we live and move and have our being”. 


Here in Ecclesiastes 12 we see the marks in our lives that give evidence that we truly fear God:

*having an attitude of fearing God………..standing in awe of God                   *keeping his commandments

Why fear God and obey his commandments? The writer of Ecclesiastes says “it is the whole duty of everyone” which in the original Hebrew is “it is the whole of everyone”. It is not just our duty….it is the very ESSENCE of who we are. God created us to stand in awe of him and to obey Him. That is our created design….it is in the very DNA of our creation. The very best way for us to be truly human is for us to fear and obey.   Another reason given is God will bring us into judgment. Jesus also says even our careless thoughts and deeds will be held in judgment (Matt 12:36-37). God’s judgment is no longer a threat for us because of Christ’s work for us YET it should bring a somber attitude and a humble realization that God truly cares about our attitude and our behavior. 

The writer says “this is the end of the matter”. Consider all that God has done for us through his Son Jesus Christ. We love God and when we love God it should be a natural response of a changed heart to naturally want to obey his commands. John says in 1 John 5:3 “for the love of God is this, that we obey his commandments” and Jesus taught that “if you love me you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15). 
APPLICATION QUESTIONS:
1. What have been some ways you have grown in your fear of the Lord this past year? Read Greidanus’ definition again: “to fear God is to take God seriously, to acknowledge him in our lives as the highest good, to revere him, to honor and worship him, to center our lives on him”. How have you grown in this in your personal devotions, corporate worship on Sunday, and in your day to day activity?

2. How does growing in the fear/awe of God change our attitude toward God, obedience, and serving others? How does a changed attitude lead to changed behavior?

3. Scripture is compared to “goads” and “nails” here. Can you give an example of Scripture has acted like this through the power of the Holy Spirit which has spurred on obedience and endurance even in the trials of life?

4. What are some implications from this text for the following:

a) structure of worship on Sunday

b) setting of priorities for daily activity

c) family devotions

d) responsibility of us to our fellow brother and sister in Christ in the church

1 Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes, 300.

2 Ibid, 309.

