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Ecc 11:7-12:14 “The End of the Matter: Remember Your Creator” Sept 21, 2014 

 

 

In many ways, the doctrine of creation is the most important doctrine we confess. 

“I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.” 

 

After all, think about what happens if you take ‘Maker of heaven and earth’ out of the Creed? 

 “I believe in God the Father Almighty” – 

  What does that mean? 

  Quite frankly, that could mean anything! 

  What is meant by “god”? “father”? “almighty”? 

 If God is not the “maker of heaven and earth” – 

  then “god” is probably a construct that we have imagined – 

  and “father” just means that we have projected human fatherhood on our deity – 

  and “almighty” means that we think of him as really powerful. 

 

But if he is not “maker of heaven and earth” 

 then he may or may not be relevant to daily life – 

 because a god who is not the creator may or may not have any power over the universe. 

 

And most obviously if God is not maker of heaven and earth, 

 then whatever did make heaven and earth is more powerful than he is – 

  since it probably made him too! 

 

And if you just believe that the universe has always been there – 

 then you believe the universe is the ‘maker of heaven and earth’ – the Almighty – 

  that brings forth all things. 

 

If you will not “Remember your Creator” – 

 then you will worship something else instead of him. 

 

That’s why it’s not surprising that when the Preacher comes down to the end, 

 when the Preacher wants to say “here’s what really matters” – 

  he says, “Remember your Creator.” 

 

If God is the Creator – if God is the Maker of heaven and earth – 

 then everything belongs to him. 

 

And if everything belongs to him, 

 then that will call into question the premise of the Preacher: 

  “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, all is vanity.” 

 

If you start with ‘life under the sun’ – then you will end with ‘all is vanity.’ 

But if you start with God as the Creator –  

 then you may not understand the purpose of all things – 

  but you know that one day, God will make all things right. 
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That’s why the two “remember” statements focus on God as Creator  

 and God as judge. 

 

1. Remember the Coming Judgment – Reordering the Heart in Your Youth (11:7-10) 

 

All through Ecclesiastes we have seen the problem of the disordered self. 

 You work hard, but you don’t enjoy your labor – or the fruit of your labor. 

 Why not? 

 

Verse 7: 
7 

Light is sweet, and it is pleasant for the eyes to see the sun. 

 

 If you’ve ever spent a long time in a dark place, then you know how sweet light is! 

 

But verse 8 may seem somewhat self-contradictory: 
8 

So if a person lives many years, let him rejoice in them all; but let him remember that the days 

of darkness will be many. All that comes is vanity. 

 

We keep seeing the juxtaposition of “rejoice” and “everything is vanity.” 

 

Only here at the end does the Preacher begin to reconcile them. 

 How do you hold together “rejoice in your years” with “all is vanity”? 

 “Remember.” 

 

Remember that the days of darkness will be many. 

 If “all that comes is vanity” then how can a person “rejoice” in all his years? 

  

 Well, what is it that causes us misery? 

 Why do we not rejoice in all our days? 

  Is it not because we seek our happiness and joy in created things? 

  We forget. 

   The days of darkness will be many. 

 

  You may live for 70 years – maybe 80, or so. 

 

 The “days of darkness” is not simply a reference to death. 

  There are many “days of darkness.” 

  Sickness, war, famine – darkness  

 

 Remember that the days of darkness will be many. 

 

 If you live heedlessly – carelessly –  

then you will squander those moments of joy that God offers. 

 

 Our hearts have become disordered. 
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 We forget how fleeting and transient is our life. 

  We assume that we will be here forever (and so will everyone else!) – 

   and so we waste our time – our money – our energy – 

   on worthless pursuits. 

 

So how should we then live? 

 Rejoice in the Lord! 

 I will say it again – rejoice! 

 
9 

Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth. 

Walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes. But know that for all these things God 

will bring you into judgment. 

 

Notice the address to the “young man, in your youth.” 

 

Those of you in your teens and twenties, this admonition is directed especially to you! 

 You are in the stage of life commonly called “youth” in the ancient world. 

 

Rejoice in your youth – and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth. 

 Enjoy life – it’s what God created you for! 

  

 But again – “remember that the days of darkness will be many”! 

 

And so you need to know that for all these things, God will bring you into judgment! 

 

Now, “judgment” here does not necessarily mean “condemnation.” 

 It refers to a legal decision. 

  And that decision will either be “guilty” or “innocent.” 

 So the Preacher is not saying that God will condemn you  

for walking in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes! 

  

But it is worth noting that Numbers 15:39 says  

that Israel should wear tassels on their garments “for you to look at  

and remember all the commandments of the LORD, to do them,  

not to follow after your own heart and your own eyes,  

which you are inclined to whore after.” 

 

 Remember what God said – don’t just follow your own heart and your own eyes! 

  Don’t just do what you think is right. 

  Do what God says is right! 

  

 Now, the Preacher says “walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes.” 

  Just do what you think is right! 

 

But know that for all these things God will bring you into judgment. 
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The Preacher is reflecting on Numbers 15. 

 The prophets had often echoed Numbers 15 in condemning Israel 

  for following their own heart and their own eyes. 

 So when the Preacher says “walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes,” 

  he knows that the “orthodox” will cringe! 

 

Perhaps if I put it into modern lingo you’ll see what I mean. 

 

 What do you think of the whole modern advertising campaign: 

  “Just be you” – “Have it your way”? 

 

Or the pop psychology of “being authentic” – just be yourself! 

 

Christians have often cringed at this – because we understand that sin makes you stupid! 

 “Be yourself”?  

  Yeah, well, Hitler was just “being himself”! 

   

The Preacher is playing off of this sort of motif. 

 Yes, by all means – “be yourself” – 

  but know that for all these things God will bring you into judgment. 

 Or to put it in NT terms, 

  “be who you are – in Christ” 

 

Be who you are in light of the eschatological judgment. 

 If you want to know what authentic humanity looks like, 

  look at Jesus. 

 What God is doing in Jesus is recreating one new man – a new humanity – 

  that is becoming what humanity was created to be. 

 

And you see this further in verse 10: 

 
10 

Remove vexation from your heart, and put away pain
[c]

 from your body, for youth and the 

dawn of life are vanity. 

 

 We saw this word “vexation” back in chapter 7. 

  In 7:3, “Vexation is better than laughter” 

  And 7:9, “Be not quick to anger (or vexation),  

for vexation lodges in the bosom of fools.” 

 We saw then that yes, 

  vexation is better than laughter, for by sadness of face the heart is made glad – 

   there is no way to joy except the way of the cross; 

  but vexation lodges in the heart of fools – 

   if you dwell on your anger – if vexation makes its home in your heart – 

   then you are a fool! 

 

 So now the Preacher urges us, “remove vexation from your heart, 
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and put away pain from your body” [literally, put away evil from your body] – 

 he’s not talking about “pain management” – 

this isn’t just “think positive” and you’ll feel better! 

This isn’t about good medical advice! 

 

 Remove vexation from your heart and put away evil from your body. 

  

You are not called to seek out the cross. 

 Don’t go looking for suffering! 

  

 But never forget that ‘youth and the dawn of life are vanity.’ 

 

 Youth and the dawn of life are fleeting. 

  Vapor. 

  Hebel (remember Abel!) 

 

So first, remember the coming judgment. 

 

2. Remember Your Creator – Before It’s Too Late (12:1-8) 

The opening of chapter 12 deserves to be ranked with the beginning of Ecclesiastes 3 

 as one of the grandest passages in the book! 

 

These 7 verses all form a single sentence. 

 Listen to this sentence again! 

 

12 Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth,  

before the evil days come and the years draw near of which you will say,  

“I have no pleasure in them”;  
2 

before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened  

and the clouds return after the rain,  
3 

in the day when the keepers of the house tremble,  

and the strong men are bent,  

and the grinders cease because they are few,  

and those who look through the windows are dimmed,  
4 

and the doors on the street are shut— 

when the sound of the grinding is low,  

and one rises up at the sound of a bird,  

and all the daughters of song are brought low—  
5 

they are afraid also of what is high, and terrors are in the way;  

the almond tree blossoms,  

the grasshopper drags itself along,
[d]

  

and desire fails,  

because man is going to his eternal home,  

and the mourners go about the streets—  
6 

before the silver cord is snapped,  

or the golden bowl is broken,  
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or the pitcher is shattered at the fountain,  

or the wheel broken at the cistern,  
7 

and the dust returns to the earth as it was,  

and the spirit returns to God who gave it.  
8 

Vanity
[e]

 of vanities, says the Preacher; all is vanity. 

 

Remember your Creator is the very opposite of focusing on “life under the sun.” 

 Life under the sun excludes God from view. 

 If all you do is limit your observation to “life under the sun,” 

  then you will wind up as a skeptic or a cynic. 

 

So remember your Creator in the days of your youth. 

 You young people are in the stage of life when people frequently forget God as Creator. 

 Young people in every age and every place are young, strong, and passionate – 

  and it’s easy to forget God as Creator (or at least to set him aside). 

 

But you who are older cannot ignore what the Preacher says! 

 After all, it’s not too late! 

 You’re not dead yet! 

 You’re younger today than you will be tomorrow! 

 

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth – and note three things: 

 Before the evil days come… (v1) 

 Before the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened…(v2) 

 Before the silver cord is snapped…(v6) 

 

What are these three things about? 

 

Yes, the Preacher is talking about death. 

 But he is using remarkably powerful language to speak of death! 

  The sun and moon are darkened. 

  The strong men are bent. 

  The grinders cease because they are few. 

   (in other words, women are not grinding grain) 

   

 Okay, that’s a little extravagant for one person’s death! 

 

 The sun and moon will not stop shining when I die! 

 Maybe you could say that they will stop shining for me – 

  but unless the Preacher is prefiguring Ayn Rand, 

  the universe does not end with me! 

 Life will go on! 

 Indeed, all through Ecclesiastes we have been hearing it drummed into our ears – 

  life goes on – and you have no control over it! 

 

So why does the Preacher now say that you should remember your Creator 
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 simply before you die? 

 

The Preacher is weaving together the language of ordinary death 

  (the dust returns to the earth as it was)  

 and the language of the end of the world (or at least the end of Jerusalem!) 

  (the sun and the light and the moon and the stars are darkened). 

 

We’re talking here about the total breakdown of society. 

 The sounds of the city are stilled – so that the only thing you can hear 

  is the sound of the birds… 

 

 No doubt the carrion birds gathering for war… 

  

The language of verse 6 all reinforces this image of the destruction of the city: 

before the silver cord is snapped,  

or the golden bowl is broken,  

or the pitcher is shattered at the fountain,  

or the wheel broken at the cistern,  

 

 None of this happens in a well-ordered city. 

 

So my death – the city’s death – the world’s death – are all bound up together! 

 

After all, the problem of death is not just an individual thing. 

 Yes, you are all going to die – but that’s not our biggest problem! 

 My individual death is only symptomatic of the cataclysmic end that is coming! 

 

Why does he keep saying that everything is hebel (the name of Adam and Eve’s first son)? 

 Because the death of hebel foreshadowed the death of everything. 

 What will happen to the sons of Adam? 

  The wages of sin is death. 

 

 And not just for individuals – 

  but remember that God promised that the seed of the woman  

would crush the serpent’s head. 

Israel was called to be the Seed – the Son of God. 

 But when Israel turned out to be more like Adam, 

  then it is not surprising that Israel’s sons 

  because more like Cain than Abel. 

 

The creation language continues in verse 7: 
7 

and the dust returns to the earth as it was,  

and the spirit returns to God who gave it.  

 

 God had created Adam – the man of dust – from the ground – 

  and he breathed the breath of life into him. 
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 Now the dust returns to the earth as it was, 

  and the spirit returns to God who gave it. 

 

 There is an important difference between Genesis 2 and Ecclesiastes 11. 

  In Genesis 2, the word “breath” is the other word for breath! 

  It is not ruach! 

 Here, it is ruach – spirit. 

  Why is this important? 

  Because the breath of life in Genesis 2 is not yet ruach. 

  

 I think that Jacques Ellul is on the right track when he says 

  “what returns to God is a spirit fitted out  

with the person’s whole known or hidden history.” (in Bartholomew, 352) 

 

It’s important to see that the Preacher does not see death as the final chapter. 

 When you die, you do not cease to exist. 

  Rather, your body – your dust – returns to the earth, 

   and your spirit returns to God who gave it. 

 

We’ll have to wait for 1 Corinthians 15 to hear the full doctrine of the resurrection of the body, 

 but the Preacher understands that death is not the end. 

 

When you die, your spirit – your breath – returns the one who Created you! 

 But it doesn’t return to God empty – 

  it returns to him filled with all the memories and history of you. 

 

So yes, verses 1-7 are talking about your death – 

 and yet they are talking about your death in the language of the death of Jerusalem – 

  or even, the death of the whole universe! 

 

Judgment is coming! 

 The end is near! 

 The street preacher with his placard glares at you “Repent! For the end is at hand!” 

 

How do you find joy in the midst of the days of darkness? 

 Remember your Creator! 

Remember your Creator before Jerusalem lies waste and the Exile comes upon you! 

 

Or, as Ellul puts it, 

 “Remember your Creator...  

You may consider yourself autonomous,  

but you are incapable of knowing what should be done,  

incapable of knowing what wisdom is.  

You are a creature….  

All the evils, and I choose my words carefully, all the evils of the world  
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stem from our taking ourselves to be the Creator.” (in Bartholomew, 354) 

 

In verse 8, the author reinserts himself back into the book. 

 We’ve been listening to the Preacher ever since the beginning of chapter 1. 

 Only at the end of chapter 7 did the author remind us that the Preacher is not the author. 

 

And now the author reinserts himself again – 

 and tells us what we should think of the Preacher and his message. 

 

3. “Words of Delight…Like Goads” – Fearing God and Keeping His Commandments 

(12:9-14) 
9 

Besides being wise, the Preacher also taught the people knowledge, weighing and studying and 

arranging many proverbs with great care. 
10 

The Preacher sought to find words of delight, and 

uprightly he wrote words of truth. 

 

 In other words, you should listen to the Preacher. 

  He sought to find words of delight – and uprightly he wrote words of truth. 

  Words of delight – words of truth. 

 

  This doesn’t mean that everything he wrote was fun! 

 As verse 11 says: 
11 

The words of the wise are like goads, and like nails firmly fixed are the collected sayings;  

 

 Goads and nails are not pleasant. 

 A goad is a spiked stick used for driving cattle. 

  If the cow goes the wrong direction, you jab it with a goad, 

   and so it goes the right direction! 

 But cows have thick hides (ever heard of leather?!) 

  so an effective goad must be very sharp, very strong,  

  and wielded with a strong arm! 

 

The words of the wise – these words of delight and truth – 

 can jab you pretty hard sometimes! 

 

But 

they are given by one Shepherd. 

 

 God has a purpose for giving you a sharp jab in the ribs sometimes. 

 It’s usually when you have been careless – heedless – 

  when you are forgetting God your Creator. 

 

And so the author says that we should not try to improve on the Preacher’s wisdom: 

 

 
12 

My son, beware of anything beyond these. Of making many books there is no end, and much 

study is a weariness of the flesh. 
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 You have to chuckle at verse 12. 

 In ancient Israel there were so few books! 

  It’s true that “making books” is different from ‘writing books.’ 

  Every time you copy a book you are “making a book” – 

   and in those days every book was copied by hand! 

 

 But whether you speak of the handful of books in ancient Israel, 

  or the never-ending firehose of books in modern America, 

   the point is the same! 

 You could study “life under the sun” forever. 

 You could go around making observations on humans, animals, vegetables, minerals – 

  and whatever else exists under the sun – 

   and you will never come to a final conclusion.  

 You could study the creation forever and never exhaust its limits. 

 

 Because you are not God – you are not the Creator! 

  

And so finally: 
13 

The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is 

the whole duty of man. 

 

 Literally, “this is the all of man.” 

 Obviously, that doesn’t work in English! 

  So “whole duty of man” is a very good English translation! 

 

But this same phrase was used in 3:13 – 

 “that ‘all of man’ should eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil –  

  this is God’s gift to man.” 

  

The Preacher had said: 

 Eat, drink, take pleasure in your toil – that is God’s gift to you. 

 Now, the author puts a different way: 

  “Fear God and keep his commandments.” 

 

 The traditional wisdom of Proverbs is true! 

  The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom! 

 But never use Proverbs in a simplistic or legalistic manner! 

 

After all: 
14 

For God will bring every deed into judgment, with
[g]

 every secret thing, whether good or evil. 

 

The Creator is also the Judge. 

 And one day, God will judge the world. 

 One day, you are going to have to give an account  

for every secret thing that you have done – whether good or evil! 
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The book of Ecclesiastes is saying that when it comes to “life under the sun” 

the skeptics are right! 

 “The present form of this world is passing away” (as Paul says in 1 Corinthians 7:31). 

 This world is broken. 

  And you can’t fix it! 

 

As I said at the beginning of this series, too often, we want quick answers – easy answers –  

 “Three Steps to Take Your Career to the Next Level” 

 “Seven Simple Secrets” for teachers 

 “Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover” 

 

  but the Preacher hasn’t given us what we want. 

 

He’s made us walk patiently, slowly, through the brokenness of life. 

He’s asked us to reflect on the weariness and pain of life under the sun. 

 

He’s given us partial answers – 

 answers that made us say, 

  “No, Preacher, that’s not enough!” 

 To which he replied, “Ah, good, now you start to understand! 

Walk with me some more.” 

 

What is it that gives meaning and purpose to your life? 

 The Preacher has worked through all sorts of options: 

  do you seek pleasure? money? sex? power? 

 What’s the point?  

  You’re just going to die! 

 

 How about wisdom? Surely the quest for wisdom is worthwhile! 

  But the wise will die just like the fool! 

 All is vanity and a striving after wind. 

 

So long as you are focused on the pursuit of things “under the sun” – 

 then your quest is in vain. 

 

The present form of this world is passing away. 

 The end of all earthly pursuits is death. 

  

The weariness of life and the futility of wisdom point us to our need  

for the Word to become flesh – 

for Wisdom to enter into our futility – 

for in him was Life, and that Life was the Light of men. 
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Because the way of wisdom was the way of the cross. 

 Only when God himself entered our brokenness  

does the riddle of Ecclesiastes become clear. 

 Only when the straight is cast down and broken by the crooked 

  do we understand the words of the Preacher: 

 

 “Is there a thing of which it is said, ‘See, this is new’?” 

 

In Jesus, a light shines that will never be darkened. 

In Jesus, a stream flows that will never run dry. 

In Jesus, a wind blows that will bring the gospel to the Nations, 

 so that every knee will bow and every tongue proclaim 

  that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of the Father! 

 


