“Life’s Final Exam” (Ecclesiastes 12:9-14)

It is now the second week of June. The end of thed year is nearly upon us. What does this mean?
Two words: summer vacation. But before you enjoyrygummer vacation, | have two more words for
you: final exams. That's right! GULP! Final exame a part of life. No student can escape them; #ney
inevitable. Yet, most people assume that final exanty belong in school. Today, however, we will
discover that there are final exams in God’'s Wé&lwe prepare to conclude our course in Ecclesaste
we are going to be given a final exam. | want yopitture King Solomon at the front of the classngo
passing everyone a copy of the test. “Let’s test yasdom,” he declares. “Use a number two peaacit
keep your eyes on your own scroll. The test is gaincover all twelve chapters of Ecclesiastes.’lYou
be asked about life, death, pleasure, sufferingd favork, money, poverty, wisdom, foolishness—prett
much everything ‘under the sun.” “That’s a lotrafterial,” you whisper in panic to the fellow ireth
next seat. “What if | don’t have a clue?” “Wheneyeu don’t know one, the probable answer is
‘vanity,” your friend whispers back. “This workvery time. When I'm stumped | just write, ‘Life is
filled with such questions that can’t be answefigs too is vanity.’ Teacher likes that one.” Youltter,

“I hope he was serious when he said that true wisdaealizing how much we don’t know. If he sticks
to that one, I'll getan A.”

Interestingly, in Solomon'’s final exam, he reverdesexpected formula. For Solomon it is exam first
lessons later. In school, we study and then talexam. Solomon claims that in the real world wesfac
the exam, anthenwe studyl. In Eccl 12:9-14, the final six verses of the boB&lomon gives us two
homework assignments to pass life’s exam.

1. Take God's Word seriously(12:9-12).In this first section, we will be reminded of th@esome
power of God’'s Word. Specifically, in 12:9-10 wescliver the time, energy, and skill that went i@ t
writing of Ecclesiastes. Solomon writél) addition to being a wise man, the Preacher alstaught
the people knowledge; and he pondered, searched ard arranged many proverbs. The Preacher
sought to find delightful words and to write wordsof truth correctly.” Some scholars believe that
12:9-14 are the words of an editor that came a#dtey Solomon penned this great book. Yet, it iseno
likely that in these verses Solomon speaks intihid person. Practically speaking, this is a sinpde of
boasting in God’s Word without coming across iraamgant fashion. In 12:9-10, Solomon describes
four activities of a wise sage. These activitiesraot just true of Solomon, but should be truellof a
Christian teachers and leaders. As you read thrthage activities, ask yourself how you can impriove
each of these areas.

» A wise person faithfully teaches people knowled§elomon “taught people knowledge.” He
could do so because he was a “wise man.” He bebtaise” by growing old and learning from
his experiences. Nothing teaches like life. Thizly we say to wise and mature twenty and
thirty year olds, “You are wise beyond your yeatss' because you can read all the books that
you want, but life is the ultimate teacher. Solorsags that those who have lived long and
experienced life now have a duty to impart the wimdearned to the next generation. The goal
ought to be to keep future generations from makiigjakes. So why is it that these groups never
seem to cohabitate? Both parties can be guiltyidegand arrogance. The youth love to pretend
that they don’t need help, despite the fact thair tvorld is falling apart at the seams. The wise
assume that the youth are just supposed to knowttol life. Furthermore, there are natural
apprehensions and fears that keep the wise and)ysmparate. Many young folks are scared to
approach an older, wiser person. Many older, wislks do not feel like they have anything to
offer anyone. Today, these trends must changeulfaye an older, wiser person, will you commit
to be a mentor? If you are a young person, will yeek out those who can help you?



Perhaps you've heard the story of a young pastormnabe to preach on Psalm 23. He gave it his best
effort but never connected with the audience. Afted, an old man got up to speak. He bowed his,head
his hands quivering, and his body worn from yedisaod work. Gripping the podium, he began to ecit
“The Lord is my shepherd, | shall not want.” Asflreshed the audience sat in deep silence, profigund
moved. When the young pastor asked the old manhigwyrords had made such a difference, the old man
said simply, “You know the psalm, | know the ShepliEThe truth is some things are learned only
through experience.

Later in our service Pastor Hilton Jarvis will leaglin communion. Hilton has been a pastor fore# .

Even now, at the ripe young age of 75 he is stdhphing! | am 37 years old and have been in palstor
ministry for 15 years. Do you think that | can afuld seek to learn from this man? Of course! His

pastoral experience and spiritual maturity far aggomy own. Similarly, is there a man or womanadary
life who you respect who can take you to the nexel? Perhaps, like Solomon, it is an author you ca
read, or a preacher you can listen to, or it magneae a person you can meet with on a regular.ldasis
so today!

« A wise person carefully studies God’s Wo@blomon “ponderedisearched out many proverbs,
and arranged many proverbs.” 1 Kgs 4:32 informthas Solomon wrote thousands of proverbs.
A proverb is an earthly saying containing heavenith. The word’s basic meaning is “to be
straight” (cf. 1:15; 7:13). It's distilled wisdom, practical word for a complicated world. Proverbs
are God’s “sound bite$.The term “proverbs” refers to the entire book otEsiastes. Solomon
did not merely share with people the first thingttbame into his head. He thought before he
spoke. He spent time searching out what he wagdoiteach. This activity is part of the
editing/compiling process, which took place ovengngears. This implies a labor of study.
Solomon’s work is similar to a description of aibets work in Ezra 7:10: study, practice, teach.
If you are a leader or teacher, does this desgnhb@ Do you take God’s Word seriously? Even if
you don’t consider yourself a teacher or leadep &éristian we are all to understand God's
Word for ourselves (Acts 17:11). How are you prégdulfilling your responsibility?

» A wise person effectively communicaté&lomon “sought to find delightful words.” He had
sense of God's presence and power, using thennmtoncmicate His will to others. Furthermore,
he was on a quest to articulate God’s Word to stHewas not enough to have knowledge. It
was not even enough to have it arranged intelligefihe Preacher also labored to speak in a
pleasing manner. The NIV says that he picked flustright words.” He gave thought and effort
to communicating in a way that would capture therdion of his readers. In your class or small
group, do you seek to craft your words in a way ffemple can hear? Do you work hard at
perfecting your speech and content? Or are yowntiyrsatisfied with your abilities? It has been
said, “A teacher is someone who talks in other [@epleep.” My prayer is that this is not true
of any teacher or leader in our church. Even if goainot a formal teacher or leader, in your
conversations do you seek to be an effective conuator? Is your speech gracious and
seasoned with salt (Col 4:6)? Is it filled with geaand truth (John 1:14)?

» A wise person correctly presents trutBolomon “sought to write words of truth correctide
had a sense of God’s presence and power, usingttheammunicate His will to others.
Furthermore, he was on a quest to communicate Méghlive in a relativistic age. People have
bought into the idea that truth is relative. Werhtbat something might be “true” to one person
but not true to another. The Bible knows nothingwth a concept. Truth IS. A style of teaching
means nothing without truth. A lie all dressed migloquence is still a lie. This tells me
something important about the book of Ecclesiastespite of its often dark and gloomy view, it
is a book that teaches truth. It is written to gixgea realistic view of life that, as a result, we
might live for the Lord.



Think about it. Most cults do not outwardly rej&@ad’s Word, but they offer new revelations
that add to God’'s Word. Most cults are begun byéiars disenchanted with the existing church
and its beliefs, so they formulate distinctive dimets to give them a new identity. Individuals do
the same. More than ever, people are viewing Gatied like a buffet line in a restaurant, taking
what they like—maybe a little bit of what is goat them—and leaving the rest for someone
else. In effect, the diet a person receives is raoratter of what is palatable to them than what
will truly nourish then?. Yet, Vance Havner saiti,The Word of God is either absolute or
obsolete."Will you proclaim the truth regardless of the cansences? Will you refuse to
compromise?

In 12:11-12, Solomon continues to describe howd&stabtes can be used in people’s lives. In 12:11 he
writes,“The words of wise men are like goads, and masterf these collections are like well-driven
nails; they are giveri by one Shepherd.”Solomon states that the words of Ecclesiastepaserful.

He uses two memorable metaphors that refer to hunleBiastes stimulates us to acfiéfGoads” are
long wooden rods with an iron point used for driyisxen and other animal# goad is poked at the
animal to make him move in the desired directibnepresents moral guidance and stimulus in human
affairs® Nails were used by shepherds to fasten their.t€hesy are hammered to keep something in
place. Goads are designed to motivate the sluggidmails are intended to secure the driftiifhe

book of Ecclesiastes (and the whole of Scriptucepmplishes both of these purposes. It “afflices th
comfortable and it comforts the afflicted.” If yawe comfortable with your life, God’'s Word actsaas
goad to move you out of your comfort zone. It pssfieu to do those things you ought to'titi.you are
burdened and tossed to and fro by the winds qfitiferovides a haven of stability.

Ecclesiastes has this type of power because thHeibdgiven by one Shepherd.” In the Old Testament,
the title “shepherd” is often used of GdSolomon is saying that his words are given sttsfigim God.
This is a very strong argument for the inspiratibEcclesiastes. It seems clear that Solomon wetnbfo
his way to emphasize this doctrine because hedjarany would have problems with his book. Boy,
was he ever right! Some have felt that this boalukhnot have been canonized because of some of the
seemingly contradictory verses that appear. Bubi8oh is clear that this book is from God and it ban
trusted in its entirety. | have found this to hgetin my own personal experience. My wife, Lori,
persuaded me to teach Ecclesiastes. | thoughgltitrbie too heavy for the start of a new year. Wes,

book has impacted me more than any other bookstwdied. It has taught me more about contentment,
the brevity of life, and priorities than any othrrok of the Bible.

Solomon concludes this section in 12:12 with theseds:“But beyond this, my son®® be warned: the
writing of many books is endless, and excessive @¢on to books is wearying to the body* This is

a favorite verse for high school and college sttslarmo are weary of study. But Solomon isn't tejlims
not to love and appreciate books. If he was, | @dnd in deep trouble. The contrast is not betwben t
study of canonical versus noncanonical wisdom ktwéen failure to appreciate wisdom on the one hand
and excessive zeal for study on the ofi@olomon is warning us that we shouldn’t study ptieoks to
the exclusion of Scripture. Other books were gifggrour information, but the Bible was given forrou
transformatiort® | don’t read many secular works. It's not thatythe bad; it's that they’re just eye candy
to me. Every time | start reading something outsiigeBible, | think about what | am missing: wondfs
eternal life. It's like that commercial tagline: ¢buld’ve had a V8.” | could've been reading
Ecclesiaste$’ | challenge you to make sure that you are congigteeading God’s Word and prioritizing
God’s Word over other reading. Do you read the paysr before you read the Bible? Do you check
your email or your favorite web page instead ofineg the Bible? We need to be careful not to put
human writings above the divine Word of God.

[Why should we take God’s Word seriously? Becausd' €&Word is powerful and can make an eternal
difference in the lives of people. The second hoor&vassignment that Solomon gives is...]



2. Consider God'’s judgment appropriately(12:13-14)% In the final two verses, Solomon urges us to
prepare for judgment day by fearing God and keeplisgcommands. These two verses summarize the
book of Ecclesiastes and ultimately the whole affare. In 12:13, the teacher writes these pointed
words:“The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fedgod and keep His commandments,
because this applies to every personTo “fear God and keep His commands” are not suggesbr
options—they are commands! Solomon commands yourentb fear Him and obey His commands. In
other words, take God seriously and do what He.Sd8st we need to look at this a little more carafull

First, the phrase “fear God” is terribly misundetst and rarely proclaimed; however, it is paramount
throughout the Scripturéé.‘l’he Bible speaks of our love to God, His name,l&lis and His Word, a

total of 88 times. This breaks down to 45 refersringhe Old and 43 references in the New Testament
The Bible speaks of our trusting in God, His naam His Word, 91 times. This breaks down to 82 $ime
in the Old and 9 times in the New TestanféM/hen we come to the subject of the fear of Goel Bible
speaks of it 278 times! | am referring to all oé filaces in Scripture where it speaks of men fga@ad,

His name, His Law, or His Word. In the Old Testattéere are 235 references to the fear of Gochdn t
New Testament there are 43 references to the f&dod, which, by the way, is the same number of
references as man’s love to G8&o whatever the phrase “fear God” means, it isyevieere throughout
the Bible, therefore, it is critical for us to umst&nd.

Typically, the “fear of God” is defined as “revetihawe.” There is truth to this definition apirtains

to God as Creator. | have been to Niagara FaksGitand Canyon, and the Swiss Alps. On each oéthes
occasions when | have gazed on God’s majestic Wwanklj | felt small, fearful, and awestruck. God
wants us to stand in awe of who He is and all itreats. But our definition of the fear of God mukta
encompass His judgment (see 12:14). This leads alsd include in our definition downright fear or
terror. If you and | understand that our God i®astiming fire that is able to destroy both body smal

in hell and that as believers we will give an actaf our lives to Jesus ChrfStye will have some holy
fear. But many of us do not fear God. What do vee¥eAmong the top ten fears of parents are sagng f
retirement, dying before the children are growrs, gaces, the threat of terrorism, and traffitt seems
that we fear everything and everyone but God. Ehiheer insanity! Oswald Chambers (1874-1917)
once said, “The remarkable thing about fearing Gatat, when you fear God, you fear nothing else;
whereas, if you do not fear God, you fear evergthdtse.?” This is the way the believer should live.

In Prov 1:7 Solomon writes, “The fear of the LORLXlie beginning of knowledge.” In Isa 66:2b the
Lord declares, “But to this one | will look, to hiwho is humble and contrite of spirit, and who tbbes

at My word.” The man or woman that God uses mostgufully is the one who expresses both awe and
obedience. God longs for you and me to humble earth and prostrate our souls before Him. If yodi an
| are to fear God properly, we must have a higlwwié God. Many years ago, A.W. Tozer said, “What
comes into our minds when we think about God istbst important thing about us.”

Second, to “keep His commandments” is to obey the® Fortunately for us, Jesus summed up the
commandments into one central, basic command: ¢Ve the Lord your God” and “your neighbor as
yourself” (Matt 22:34-40). This is the chief endafmankind. This phrase literally reads, “becabseis
all of man” or “because this is the all of man."eélimplication is that “this is the whole duty of m#®

If you know me very well, you know that | am nab@ndyman. Honestly, I'm a complete moron when it
comes to doing much of anything. Whenever | havdotanything, | can't experiment or hope that tfin
my way. | have to follow the instructions. | am al® so impressed with men who can just toss the
directions and dive right into a project. Yet, Veaseen such men confound themselves and haveito re
to the discarded directions. Similarly, God credifedand He alone knows how it should be managied.
wrote the “instruction manual” and wise is the pars/ho reads and obeys. “When all else fails, thad
instructions!”



So why are we called to fear God and obey His conaisfa In 12:14 Solomon statéSpr God will

bring every act to judgment, everything which is hilden* whether it is good or evil.”®* Winston
Churchill's (1874-1965) epitaph reads, “| am reéalyneet my maker. Whether my maker is prepared for
the great ordeal of meeting me is another matfgsgarently, Churchill did not understand the fefr o
God and the judgment that is awaiting him. The 8islaches that there is an appointed day of judgmen
where we will have to give an account of our livEsrough the Lord Jesus Christ, God will hold us
accountable for our thoughts, motives, words, aete? Everyone is answerable to God for everything,
whether obvious or concealed, good or evil. | finahildly horrifying that even the hidden thingslhie
judged. The implication is that the glory and resvese enjoy on earth and in eternity will dependtomn
lives we live here on earth. The natural and iranlé@ conclusion is that you and | had better livelives
appropriately in light of God’s judgment.

I know many people who struggle with questionsigtirand wrong—especially in those areas for which
we have no explicit guidance in the Bible. Theyytmuant to please the Lord, but worry about theiiiyd
decisions. Here's a simple question that will replenany of the dos and don’ts: Can | do this to’&od
glory? That is, if | do this, will it enhance Godwsputation in the world? Will those who watch nmew
that | know God, from my behavior? Or will | simphave to explain this away or apologize for it i&fe

A friend of mine planted a church in Gresham, OlRedeCoram Deo Fellowshiff.Coram Dedis a Latin
phrase which means “under the face of God.” It‘srainder that God is always watching everything we
do. His eyes are always on us, nothing escapesdtitse, and all of life must be lived for His appah

For years, the opening of ABCi$e Wide World of Sporttustrated “the agony of defeat” through the
painful ending of an attempted ski jump. The skigpeared in good form as he headed down the slope,
but then, for no apparent reason, he tumbled headheels off the side of the jump and bouncedtadf
supporting structure. What viewers didn’t know wlzathe chose to fallWhy? As he explained later, the
jump surface had become too fast, and midway dbwemamp he realized that if he completed the jump,
he would land on the level ground, beyond the kafding zone, which could have been fatal. As iswa
the skier suffered no more than a headache frortuthble. The fear of the slope, the fear of flytog

high, and the fear of the fall led him to changarse®

In the same manner, a proper fear of God ougldad to a course correction. For this passage &nd th
entire book of Ecclesiastes teaches thatfear of God leads to lifé biblical fear of God will lead to life
in this world and the world to come. If you thinkushave been enjoying life, but haven’t been fearin
God, think againThe fear of God leads to lifeand only the fear of God will lead to life. Todaythere
an area of your life that the Lord wants to corPaatill you respond to His goads and nails? Will yest
in your Shepherd and trust that He alone can gat@i?
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Scripture Reading
Ecclesiastes 12:9-14
Proverbs 22:20-21
Proverbs 1:6-7
Deuteronomy 10:12
Micah 6:8

2 Corinthians 5:10-11
1 Corinthians 4:5

Study Questions

1.

How is the description of Solomon (12:9-10) similathe description of a scribe’s work in Ezra 7210 what
way(s) should my life be similar to those of Solermand Ezra? Even though | am not in vocational stipj
how is the Lord calling me to step up my own spaitdisciplines and public ministry?

What is my favorite book besides the Bible? How thés book impacted my spiritual growth? How many
books have | read in the past twelve months? Irt wiags have these books benefitted me? How calahba
my reading of the Bible and my reading of books?

What does it mean to “fear God” (12:13)? How woluttifine this in my own words? Is there an illustra or
analogy that | could use? In what ways do | extaldigar of God? Where do | need to still grow iis trea?
Who do | know that really seems to fear God? Whatldearn from him or her?

Does it seem difficult to “keep God’s commands”:(1®? Why or why not? How should we understandtinJo
5:3, which says that God’s commandments “are haldnsome?” What about Jesus’ own words, “My yoke is
easy and My burden is light” (Matt 11:30)? How ¢anake sense of these verses when they do not teeleen
true of my experience? In what area of my life dimdi it the most difficult to obey God?

Am | prepared for my future judgment (12:14)? I§Jdg were to come today and | was called to givaecaount
of my life, would | be ready? Does a day of futteekoning motivate me or paralyze me? How can sess a
proper motivation? Read 1 Peter 4:8 and 1 John#81¥What will it take for me to hear Jesus saygetVdone,
good and faithful slave” (Matt 25:21, 23)7?
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