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THE END OF THE MATTER
Romans 8:8-15   Ecclesiastes 12:9-14

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ we’ve come to the end of the matter, to the conclusion of this book. It began, “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity,” and it ended in verse 8 of chapter 12 with the same words, “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” Well, is that true? Does nothing in the whole world and all history make any sense? Is your little life and my little life and the whole life of the big, wide, suffering, striving, building, wrecking, loving and hating world all just nothing, vapour, like the flowers of the field at best – beautiful for a moment and then gone? 

If you look for meaning in life within the system of the life of the world under the sun, as the Preacher has often looked at it and mostly looked at it, then yes, it is all meaningless; vanity of vanities – nothing! “In itself life has lost the key to itself,” one writer put it.   Stafford-Wright. And the moment we think we’ve found the answer, something comes along and raises the question, Why? again. 

Think about it. 
#	The People’s Republics of China and the Soviet Union were supposed to be the end of the conflict within history. But then a decade ago The Wall fell and Communism appears to be crumbling. 
#	Perhaps at the very time when the one world government, which is touted as the answer to all our problems, seemed to be getting the upper hand and given most recognition – say, with the Gulf War ten years ago – but just then or since then all sorts of nationalisms and racisms have been breaking out all over the world. 
#	And so it will be with all of man’s solutions: GM food, the answer to our food crisis; or maybe even GM people, the answer to our health problems; or the Word Trade Organization, the answer to our economic problems. 

There is no ultimate solution, no final solution under the sun. There is simply a time for this and a time for that but only a time, a moment in the whole. As Calvin said a long time ago: human solutions and human governments are always only provisional. 
#	So the Preacher said back in chapter three, “He has made everything appropriate in its time. Yet so that man will not find out the work which God has done from the beginning even to the end.” 
#	Or at the end of chapter eight, “I saw every work of God and I concluded that man cannot discover the work which has been under the sun. Even though man should seek laboriously he will not discover and though the wise man should say ‘I know’, he cannot.” 

And yet right there in those two verses there is the hint that the Preacher is onto the solution. For he recognizes that the affairs of the world are not just the affairs of this world; they are the work of God. Thus he goes on to say, “I have taken all this to my heart and explain it that righteous men, wise men, and their deeds are in the hand of God.” 
So after his outburst of frustration over the vanity of life looked at only on its own terms that all is vanity and meaningless, the Preacher says in verse 14, “Because God will bring every act to judgment, everything which is hidden, whether it is good or evil.” 

People of God, if God is going to bring every act to judgment, can anything be said to be vain, meaningless? Why would God bother to judge that which is meaningless? In itself, yes, everything is meaningless. But under God nothing is meaningless. It all has its place in its time and it will all be judged. 

Nevertheless, the vanity is there. But it is a vanity that God has put there. We read it in Romans, “For the creation was subjected to futility – vanity – not of its own will but by God who subjected it to vanity with a view to the hope that the creation itself as well as mankind would be set free from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God.”   Romans 8:21-22 (slightly paraphrased). 

God has a plan in it all and believers have a place in the plan. “For by grace are you saved, through faith and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.” “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.”   Ephesians 1:10; 2:10. The present vanity and the agony of that vanity has a good purpose for, “God causes all things to work together for good to those who love him, to those who are called according to his purpose.” 

Since then God will bring every act to judgment, everything that is hidden, whether it is good or evil, what should we do? Three things from the verses that we read; first of all,

1.	STRIVE AFTER THE KNOWLEDGE BY WHICH TO LIVE LIFE IN GOD’S WORLD – even as the Preacher himself sought and taught. 
Verse 9: “In addition to being a wise man, the Preacher also taught the people knowledge; and he pondered, searched out and arranged many proverbs.” 
Verse 11, “The words of wise men are like goads and masters of these collections are like well-driven nails; they are given by one Shepherd.” 

Back in chapter one the Preacher had told us that, “In much wisdom is much grief and increasing knowledge results in increasing pain.” That’s true. But back there the search was merely to accumulate knowledge and to seek to be wise about life under the sun. Here, however, the Preacher is seeking to understand life with a view to fearing God and keeping his commandments because of the coming judgment of God. And the foundation of that understanding is wisdom which must be learned one way or another.

So the Preacher, being a wise man and knowing that knowledge is not just for private possession, “taught the people knowledge and pondered  and sought and arranged many proverbs” (v.9), almost undoubtedly a reference to our book of Proverbs. 

When you think about the book of Proverbs, this body of knowledge and wisdom that the Preacher has assembled, what is it? 
i)	For a start, the Proverbs are about life, how to get on in life, how to make life go as smoothly as possible, how to “live, so far as it depends on you, at peace with all men,” in the words of the Apostle Paul, how to avoid sin and the troubles that sin brings. There are warnings against bad company and temptation. That’s not all the Proverbs speak about but it’s the main drift. And that ties in with a couple of other things that the Preacher says in our text. 
ii)	“The words of the wise are like goads and the masters of these collections like well-driven nails.” A goad is something you use to move a bullock along. We have a very mundane name for them these days – a long thing with half a dozen batteries in them – called a cattle prodder. You use it to get the cattle up into the truck. In other words, these sayings of the wise are to prod us into the right way. A well-driven nail, on the other hand, is something you can hang your coat on and you know it won’t have fallen in the mud when you get back. The word is used in Ezra chapter nine where the idea is that, after the Exile because of their sin, God by his grace brought them back into the land of Israel and he had given them a peg, a toehold in his holy presence again, another opportunity to enjoy his grace, another opportunity to have their eyes opened to his truth and his righteousness and his goodness. In other words, the Proverbs, the sayings of the wise, are certain truths about life in God’s world. You can bank on this Book, you can rely on it, you can hang your life on it, it won’t let you down.

And there is very good reason for that because where does the book of the Proverbs, “the words of the wise” come from? They are given by the one Shepherd, verse 11. The Old Testament, and the New Testament for that matter, knows only one Shepherd, the Lord himself. So we were told in verse 1 to, “Remember your creator in the days of your youth.” But God is not just our Creator. He is also the one who supplies the creation with all its needs, who leads his people “in the paths of righteousness for his own sake” (Psalm 23). The Creator is our Shepherd. 

The wise words by which we are to live and which we are to teach must be those given by the one Shepherd and nothing or no one else. “Beyond this my son,” verse 12, “be warned: the writing of many books is endless and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the body.” Well, there is certainly plenty else out there to read and to study. Jesus said, “My sheep will hear my voice and they will follow me.”   John 10. But the truth is: we’re not often satisfied with that. We get enamoured of our own research and our own writing and our own studies and we’re so easily attracted away from the pure Word of God. 

“Should they consult the dead on behalf of the living,” asks Isaiah in another connection (ch.8), yet we can apply it this way too. “To the Law and to the Testimony! If they do not speak according to this Word it is because they have no dawn. And they will pass through the land hard-pressed and famished, and it will turn out when they are hungry they will be enraged and curse their king and their God as they look upward. Then they will look to the earth and behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be driven away into darkness.” Quite a good description of our world. 
As the Preacher sought and taught this wisdom and knowledge, let us do the same. For it is the wisdom and knowledge of the Creator and the Shepherd who will bring every act to judgment. 

2.	HAVE AN EYE TO BEAUTY AND TRUTH IN GOD’S WORLD
Look at verse 10: “The Preacher sought to find delightful words and to write words of truth correctly.” 

You could say, as the Preacher taught and sought, he was also nice and precise. He tried to write the words of truth precisely and correctly. But he was also an artist. He tried to find pleasant words, appealing, or winning turns of phrase. The wisdom and the truth that we are to live by is the truth of God and to speak truth with our neighbor should be our first concern. So the Preacher says that, “He sought to write the Words of Truth correctly,” or, uprightly, it might also be translated. 

There are some things about our age that are good. Maybe not many. But there are some things about our age that I like. One is the straightforwardness and directness of speech that we have. Sometimes we are even very open and honest, and that seems good to me. The Bible is a very straight-forward and direct and open book, even more so than some of our modern, polite translations! No subjects are taboo and they are spoken of straight-forwardly. On the other hand, there are times when we are so straightforward that we are simply rude and crude. We haven’t the faintest idea, it seems, that some subjects should be treated with a little delicacy, and perhaps better with poetry than prose. We are almost utterly bereft of manners. Maybe some would laugh at that and say it’s mere Victorianism. It is not. Manners are the oil of life. They are one of the things that make it go smoothly. They make life attractive. They provide the means by which we show respect and consideration for one another. 

We should speak the truth and we should speak it correctly and uprightly; with upright motives and in a clear and understandable manner. But listen, not only must a chef be able to dress the carcass; if he wants people to be attracted to his meal he must be able to dress the table as well; and to serve the carcass up in an attractive way? So that, of course, we no longer call it a carcass! So Paul tells us that our speaking the truth to our neighbor should be in love and “our speech “seasoned with salt.” Our speech should be given taste and therefore made attractive and having a preserving effect by a careful choice of words. After all, if you do not catch the people’s ears they will never hear the things you’ve got to say to them. 

That’s how the Lord Jesus worked, isn’t it? His speech was gracious, not only speaking about the grace of God but gracious in the sense of winning.   Luke 4:22. So should ours be, brothers and sisters. 



3.	DO THE TRUTH AND THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD THAT YOU HAVE LEARNED 
“Beyond this, my son, be warned: the writing of many books is endless and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the body. The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and keep his commandments, because this applies to every person” (vv.12-13). Why?

i)	“Because God will bring every act to judgment” (v.14).
#	And not just the outward acts that we all know that others have seen and therefore which we own up to. But also “everything which is hidden, whether it is good or evil” (v.14). Jesus said, “There is nothing covered that will not be revealed or hidden that will not be known” (Matthew 10:26).
#	Nor only our deeds either; but “the thoughts and intentions of our hearts” which God has known since the beginning, as far back as Noah’s day, “are only evil continually.” Paul says in Romans 2:16, “God will judge the secrets of men through Christ Jesus,”
#	Nor even just our deeds and our thoughts but the very reason why we did or thought what we did and thought! “The Lord will bring to light both the things that are hidden in the darkness and disclose the motives of men’s hearts” (1 Corinthians 4:5).

ii)	Furthermore, not only is God going to bring every act to judgment, including the acts of the mind, he is going to judge all; none are exempt. Paul said in Acts 17:30f., “God now declares to all men everywhere that they should repent because he has fixed a day in which he will judge the world in righteousness through the man he has appointed and raised from the dead.” 

There is no escape from this, people of God. It applies to every person as our text says. “It is appointed unto man once to die,” says Hebrews 9:27, “and after that the judgment.” We will all, every one of us, one day face the God of all the earth. The Creator and the Shepherd will show himself to be our judge. 

iii)	Well, in the face of all this, what is the wisdom of the wise which the Preacher assembled and taught in delightful words to win your ear and which he taught in uprightness and which the Lord Jesus also spoke with grace and truth? It is simply this: “Fear God and keep his commandments” (v.13). 
#	To fear God as an unbeliever is to be in dread of him for he will be a terror to the unbeliever when he brings everything into judgment. 
#	To fear him as a believer is quite a different matter. It is to have found our rest in him. It is to know him as the beginning and the end and the only meaning of all things; to realize that “from him and through him and to him are all things.”   Romans 11:36. 

To fear God as a believer is to fall down in awe of him and worship him with reverence and silence before we bring our praise; because God is holy. Therefore we strive to keep 
his commandments, to love him with all our heart and to love our neighbor as ourselves. 
We know we can’t do that. But we remember that there is also another command, the command to repent and believe; and to believe that God is true when he offers forgiveness; for the one God has sent to be the Saviour of the world is Jesus Christ, Creator and the Shepherd, who came with words of grace in both senses of the word. He was gracious in the way he spoke; and he was gracious in what he spoke about. He brought the grace of forgiveness and of salvation. 

Perhaps you are striving in your work, maybe you’re searching in your study, maybe you’re experimenting with this or that in your leisure, but you are not satisfied with life: not in your work or your play or your reading or your thrills. If you do not give yourself back to him who made you, in reverence and in thankful obedience, recognizing him as your Shepherd and Guide, in simple faith and trust that only he can fill the eternity he has placed in the heart, then you will have no rest. For, as Augustine said so many years ago, “You have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.” 

And so, instead of really being able to enjoy life, I mean at the real heart level, in the quiet when the party’s over, even as the Preacher told us we ought to do; for life is good and its joys and pleasures are gifts from God. Instead of really being able to enjoy life, you still actually have a restless heart, as Mick Jagger complained thirty years ago and is still: “I can’t get no satisfaction though I try and I try and I try.” Everything really is vanity although you wouldn’t dare admit it. 

The reason is that we look in all the wrong places. And that is why we may still have a heart that is burdened, that is weary; that is heavy. And let me tell you that that too – that heavy and weary heart – is by the Lord’s grace; because God subjects man’s heart to that vanity in the hope that the heart that seeks to find satisfaction in itself will instead look to him and be saved.  George Herbert put it this way 400 years ago:

When God at first made Man,
Having a glass of blessing standing by;
Let us (said he) pour on him all we can:
Let the world’s riches, which disperséd lie,
Contract into a span.

So strength first made a way;
Then beauty flow’d, then wisdom, honour, pleasure:
When almost all was out, God made a stay,
Perceiving that alone, of all his treasure,
Rest in the bottom lay.

For if I should (said he)
Bestow this jewel also on my creature,
He would adore My gifts instead of Me,
And rest in Nature, not the God of Nature;
So both should losers be.
Yet let him keep the rest,
But keep them with repining restlessness:
Let him be rich and weary, that at least,
If goodness lead him not, yet weariness
May toss him to My breast.

So the Preacher says, “Fear God and keep his commandments.” Live in God, under God, as an obedient creature of God. To carry on living outside of God is to live in rebellion. And remember, God will bring every act to judgment, everything which is hidden even, whether it is good or evil. And he will not be mocked. 

Yet the Creator and the Shepherd who would show you the way home still says, “Come to me all you who are weary and heavy-laden, who still can’t get no satisfaction, and I will give you rest.” “Why do you spend money for what is not bread?” asks Isaiah. Why pour out your life on what does not satisfy? “Listen carefully to me, says the Lord, and eat what is good and delight yourself in abundance. Incline your ear to me, listen that you may live.” 
 Amen.

Grant, O Lord, that we may live in thy fear, die in thy favour, rest in thy peace, rise in thy power, reign in they glory; for thine own beloved Son’s sake, Jesus Christ our Lord. 
											 Amen.


John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore, 16th July, 2000.


