LESSON 7



WORSHIP


Ecclesiastes 5:1-7
I. Text and Context

The language of reflection in chapter 4:1-16 changes to one of instruction in 5:1-7. This section includes the word “fool” three times and ends with an admonition to “fear God” which is similar to the earlier admonition to “live in awe before God” in 3:14.
This text is primarily made up of instruction that includes 4 imperatives or admonitions that are followed with a description of motive that is then supported by a proverb. The basic structure of this passage is:

a) Admonition or imperative

b) Motive….reason for obeying the admonition

c) Proverb that supports why we should obey

What are the admonitions or imperatives in this portion of Scripture?

1. Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. (vs. 1)

2. Never be rash with your mouth nor let your heart be quick to utter a word before God (vs. 2)

3. Do not delay in fulfilling your vow before the Lord (vs 5)

4. Do not let your mouth lead you into sin (vs. 6)

God is mentioned 6 times in this text and the word “fool” three times which helps us understand the theme. There is also a frequent use of words related to communication (to utter, word, mouth, voice,vow) which focus on the dangers of our speech to which a fool is especially prone.
II. Theme and Goal
The common theme that ties this whole text together is our attitude before God. The Teacher challenges us to exercise caution, reverence, restraint, moderation, and sincerity in our approach to God. We are called to “watch our steps” (5:1) and “fear God” (5:7) which bracket the key teaching or form an inclusio. To fear God biblically is to stand in awe of God and to approach God with reverence. The key theme of this text can be stated as follows:We are urged to worship God with reverence
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage

A. Longitudinal themes:
The Teacher insists that we worship God with reverence by listening rather than speaking. The great commandment for God’s old covenant people was “Hear, O Israel….” (Deut 6:4-5). Jesus also speaks of his followers needing “ears to hear” (John 8:47).
  
B. Analogy:
Jesus also taught the importance of reverence and awe in worship (Matt 21:12-13) and to not heap up many words and phrases in prayer (Matt 6:7-8) and to be careful when proclaiming vows or giving our word (Matt 23:16). 
C. NT references:
One NT reference for this passage of Scripture would be Hebrews 12:28-29. 
D. Redemptive-historical progression:
In the OT people were commanded to bring sacrifices to God’s temple for worship. In the NT we see the progression where God the Father can be worshipped wherever two or three are gathered (Matt 18:20). The Teacher advises us to have “few words” when approaching God because of the great distance between us and God. In the New Testament Jesus teaches us that the distance between us and God has been bridged in Christ. We are invited to “ask for anything in Christ’s name” (John 14:13-14) and to have confidence in approaching God because Jesus Christ is our high priest (Heb 10:19-22). 
IV. Meaning and Application

In his commentary on Ecclesiastes, Provan makes the following astute observation: worship “services” provide little opportunity for silent awe in the presence of God but plenty opportunity for performance on the part of a few professional speakers and musicians who fill all the space with words and sounds” 1. This coupled with the professionalization of the ministry and the inroads of “narcissistic culture” have all created a context in which this passage of Scripture is relevant. 

During this time in Israel’s history people still came to the temple but they failed to approach God with reverence. Worshipping God had become a formality. We know from the prophet Malachi that Israel dishonored God by bringing sacrifices that they could not use themselves: sick, lame, and blind animals rather than the best for God. Instead of blessing the worshippers God cursed them. People came quickly to make vows before God but then later, when they realized the impact of their vows, they refused to follow through on what was promised. This is the background for this portion of Scripture. 

God gives Israel a series of admonitions to instruct them, and us, on how to approach God in worship. 

1] Guard your steps. 
Think about what you are doing when you go to worship. You are not just “dropping in for a friendly chat” or passing time or doing your duty. You are going to the place where “the Almighty God stoops down to meet with you.” 2. Consider Moses in Exodus 3:5. How does the Teacher instruct us to guard our steps?  5:2……”to draw near to listen is better than the sacrifice offered by fools”. In the temple while sacrifices were offered “silence reigned, fostering a sense of the divine presence and human receptivity” 3. 

What was the problem with those described as “fools”?  They believed their sacrifices would automatically cancel out their sins without the need for repentance. They had a careless observance of religion without any commitment of the heart to God in awe and reverence. In other words, they did not approach God to listen and receive…..they simply came to do their duty and leave. 
The New Testament highlights this need to approach God to hear his voice as well: Romans 10:17, James 1:19. 

2] Don’t be rash or quick to pray in God’s house
   Why does the Teacher caution restraint in prayer?  The Teacher wants us to remember the tremendous distance between us and God. This is cautioning the attitude that is the “supreme act of impiety that includes the presumption that one can be in position of control when dealing with God” 4. The Teacher is emphasizing that our words should be few because we are in the presence of an awesome God…..Jesus says our words can be few because God the Father already knows what we need when we pray. 

3] When you make a vow do not delay in fulfilling it. 

A vow is normally a conditional promise made to God. If God does something for the worshiper then the worshiper will do such and such for God. Consider Hannah’s vow before the Lord concerning the birth of her son Samuel. The problem is the people of Israel made many vows but when they saw the costly nature of their vows they chose to not honor their word. Consider Ananias and Sapphira. 

Today we still make vows in church (weddings, baptisms, officers of the church). We also make private promises to God (if God will heal me I will…..). When we sing hymns the lyrics of many hymns also involve deep promises of commitment to God (O Jesus I have promised to serve thee to the end / take my silver and my gold not a mite would I withhold). 

4] Be careful that when you make a promise and are reminded of the cost of fulfilling that you do not just say your promise or vow was a mistake

    In Israel is when people made vows and did not honor their vows the priest would visit to remind them of their vow. The people often said their vow was “unintentional” which took advantage of Leviticus 4:2-35/Numbers 15:22-31. In other words, sometimes people came up with excuses for not fulfilling the vows they made before God and in the presence of others. The Teacher warns them that God is able to see through this and see the heart at work. 
This portion of Scripture shows that the command to “fear God” and to rightly worship God impacts both private and public life….both weekday and Sundays. The irony is that some in Israel who were so concerned for proper “temple behavior” then were careless with their behavior in business and in social dealings. A comparison could be made to the Pharisees of the NT who were so concerned about how to act in the temple but in public they overlooked the poor and failed to honor all the promises they made before God. 

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
1. Consider the 4 imperatives/commands in this passage. Is there anything new you learned from Scripture regarding these commands?  In what ways do you think you or the church needs to grow?

2. How can the church as a covenant community help each other in taking vows seriously and fulfilling our vows?

3. In the New Testament we are invited to approach God with boldness and to speak to God as a child would speak to his or her earthly father. This invites a sense of spontaneity and openness to talk about anything. The Psalms invite us to “pour out our hearts before God”. Yet, here we are cautioned to be careful with our words and seek to listen first. How do you see both of these commands (come boldly, listen first) at operation in your prayer life? Which do you need to do more of?
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______________________________________________________________________________________________

In the book of Psalms it is not always clear whether a prayer is intended for individual or for corporate use.  There is a good reason for this.  The fact that one came to the Temple to pray meant that one was appealing to the whole community for support in one’s prayer.  It is a most natural thing for people facing very individual and personal problems to ask the support of others in their prayers.  When as Christians today we assemble together for prayer, we appeal to the whole Christian community to support us in those prayers. (Hughes Oliphant Old, Worship, p. 94)

Heidelberg Catechism Q/A 116      Why is prayer necessary for Christians?

A:  Because it is the chief part of thankfulness which God requires of us, and because God will give His grace and Holy Spirit to those only who with hearty sighing unceasingly beg them of him and thank Him for them. 
Q/A 117    What belongs to such prayer as God is pleased with and will hear?

A:  First, that from the heart we call upon the one true God only, who has revealed Himself in His Word, for all he has commanded us to ask of Him; second, that we right thoroughly know our need and misery, in order to humble ourselves before the face of his majesty; third, that we be firmly assured that, notwithstanding we are unworthy of it, He will, for the sake of Christ our Lord, certainly hear our prayer, as He has promised us in His Word. 
