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The Whole Duty of Man 
Ecclesiastes 12:9-14 

 
Intro 
 
In the US, the average life expectancy is 79.3 years (76.9 years for men and 81.6 years for 
women). This is a decent amount of time, but I’d argue this number doesn’t’t give us the 
complete picture. 
 
According to the most recent American Time Use Survey, here’s how the average employed 
person spends each day: 
• 7.8 hours sleeping 
• 8.8 hours working 
• 1.8 hours on household activities 
• 1.0 hours eating and drinking 
• 1.2 hours caring for others 
• 1.5 hours on ‘“Other 

At the end of the day, this leaves just 2.6 hours to spend how we choose.  
 
Busy moms of young children - 16-20 hours a day 
 
Let’s look at these numbers from a slightly different vantage point. 
 
While our life expectancy is 79.3 years, when we spend an average 7.8 hours of each day 
sleeping, that adds up to a cumulative 25.8 years of our life. Put this way, our life expectancy is 
now down to 53.5 years. 
 
Let’s assume we consider a few items on this list to be inconveniences—work, household 
chores, and maybe even eating and drinking… Over the course of your life you’ll spend 6.9 years 
doing chores and chowing down food, and 29.1 years working. When you subtract these from 
our average life span, our life expectancy is now down to just 17.5 years. (Chris Bailey - A Life 
of Productivity) 
 
Imbedded into our existence are for most non-negotiable duties that we must perform working 
a job, caring for others, mowing, cleaning, chores and we all share physical limitations that are 
non-negotiable like eating, drinking, and sleeping - life is over - where did all the time go? What 
did we do with the time that we were given?  
 
All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us. (Gandalf) 
 
We have reached the conclusion of our series through this divinely inspired book of holy 
Scripture Ecclesiastes and this book concludes with some final instruction and exhortation 
speaking into our busy lives and reveals to us the what all of us are called to do in the time that 
has been given us in this brief life under the sun. What our ultimate duty is as we make our way 

https://www.bls.gov/charts/american-time-use/activity-by-emp.htm
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through our lives - men and women and children, married or single, successful or unemployed 
in this life under the sun 
 
As this divinely inspired book of wisdom concludes the vantage point switches from the voice of 
the self-described Preacher to his editor and we learn what is behind the reason for writing this 
book - the Preacher’s intent and finally what God intends we would do with all this - the 
intended effect of this book and what should be our priority as we decide to do with the time 
we have been given  
 
I. The Intent of Ecclesiastes  

 
A. V. 9 the vantage point changes - editor - speaks of the Preacher - if not Solomon at the 

very least a man with Solomon like wisdom - a descendent of great King David and a 
king of Israel himself - not content to simply gain wisdom - his heart in writing 
Ecclesiastes is to teach the people - transfer the wisdom and insight he gained  
 

1. He labored at this teaching - weighing, studying, arranging proverbs with great care  
 

B. v. 10 - he labored, struggling to ensure that he not only provided words of truth but 
also words of delight - laboring, sentence crafting, struggle to say it in the best way - 
patron saint of writers - some of us know that kind of labor - that’s a lot of my week! 
 

C. Here’s why - v. 10-11 - because the Preacher knew what divinely given wisdom does to 
a man or a woman when received and applied - not only is their delight - there is 
correction - there is guidance - I say divinely give because v. 10 nothing less than the 
care and direction of the “one Shepherd” - God himself  
 

Illustration: Delight and like goads - Goads explanation  
 
“Goads were typically made from slender pieces of timber, blunt on one end and pointed on 
the other. Farmers used the pointed end to urge a stubborn ox into motion. Occasionally, the 
beast would kick at the goad. The more the ox kicked, the more likely the goad would stab 
into the flesh of its leg, causing greater pain.” 
 

1. The Preacher labored in his task to gain wisdom and transfer wisdom - the heart of 
a teacher - self-consciously understanding in some sense that the wisdom he 
gained and the words of wisdom he taught us had been given to him and to us by 
God 
 

2. This book then is self-identifying in a real sense with the rest of inspired, 
authoritative wisdom in Scripture as Ecclesiastes takes its place in the canon - the 
collected, sufficient Scriptures that we hold in our hands today - graciously, kindly, 
generously given to us by God  
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D. All this comes with a warning - v. 12 my Son, beware of anything beyond these words 
of the wise given to us by God - IOW beware of speculation beyond what is clearly 
given to us by the Shepherd  
 

1. This warning reflects much of what we learned in Ecclesiastes - there is wisdom to 
obtain but often the wise principles given to us don’t exactly map on to our daily 
experience - life is unpredictable, it is perplexing, it is often confusing - why is this 
happening? In light of God’s goodness and promises how is this a good thing? Why 
are the wicked prospering and the righteous suffering? How does this difficult 
experience align with the purposes and promises of God  
 

E. We are warned against giving ourselves over to speculation and conjecture beyond 
what has been revealed to us by God. That does not stop us from trying. V. 12b of 
making many books there is no end, much study is weariness of the flesh - crunched = 
google 
 

Illustration: 130 million books printed since the introduction of the printing press. Somewhat 
recent stats - 1.7 million annually across the globe - 2015 U.S. 330,000 books not copies. A 
search in the books category for “wisdom” results in 80,000 book titles.  
 

1. More books, more knowledge, more wisdom - with all our technological 
advancements and wonders since Ecclesiastes - it’s hard to discern in our daily lives 
that we have collectively really become that much wiser - at least in the west - 
certainly at the most basic levels of education there enough alarming stats to put 
one off that idea  
 

Illustration: Furthermore, The Preacher understands that simply reading and studying - 
immersing oneself in the constant flow of new content does not in itself lead to a wise life and 
my simply produce an exhausted, weary, complacent soul. Even when reading the Bible - 
Asimov to Ehrman - atheist Bible scholars.  
 

F. Application  
 

1. As this book concludes - we are meant to understand the intent of this divinely 
inspired wisdom and by implication something vital about the intent of all of 
Scripture 

a) This book - this wisdom - these words are nothing less than a gift from the one 
Shepherd - a basic intent is to delight and to direct - to captivate and correct - 
to gladden our souls and guide our steps  
 

[7] The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, 
making wise the simple; [8] the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the 
commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes; [9] the fear of the LORD is clean, 
enduring forever; the rules of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether. [10] More to be 
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desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of 
the honeycomb. (Psalm 19:7-10) 
 
- Do you know this kind of delight? 
 
You can measure whether you find the Bible delightful, not by how often you read it or by 
how much of it you read, and not by whether you find it easy or difficult to read, but by 
whether you approach the Bible expecting to be surprised. Bible delight is born when you 
expect it to teach you something you did not know already. The more childlike you are 
toward the Bible, the more likely you are to find it having just the right words for you. (David 
Gibson, Living Life Backward) 
 

b) Each day that you approach your Bible in personal devotions - family worship - 
each Sunday when we gather in corporate worship - no ordinary Sundays - 
gather as the people of God under the authority of the word of God - we do 
well to anticipate delight for our souls 

c) Yes, delight but also direction and correction 
 

You will know that you know God when sometimes what he says makes you weep as he 
humbles your pride. Reverses your expectation. Upsets your priorities. Offends your 
behavior. Challenges your thinking. (David Gibson, Living Life Backward) 
 

d) Divine wisdom is not given so that we can fill simply fill our heads - ace the Bible 
quiz competition - and inform others about just how smart we are - it is about 
our hearts being affected and changed - brings us to the main effect that 
Ecclesiastes should have on us  

 
II. The Effect of Ecclesiastes  

 
A. v. 13 - the end of the matter, all has been heard - the Preacher has shared everything 

that was in his heart - he has imparted to us this peculiar and strikingly relevant book 
of wisdom for us - here is our big take away - what he describes as “the whole duty of 
man” - REALLY BIG DEAL - distilled down to the most potent essence of instruction and 
exhortation for our souls - “fear God and keep his commandments  
 

1. Six words - six words that describe the whole duty that each one of us is called to 
  

2. As we navigate a million different decisions on life, career, free-time, family-time, 
so forth - HEY PREACHER WHAT SHOULD I DO? FEAR GOD - KEEP HIS 
COMMANDMENTS  
 

Illustration: Wanting to hear from God - what should I do in any specific situation. God can 
certainly and does at times provide a tangible sense of direction - in an unpredictable, 
confusing world full of many joys and also much suffering - as we navigate through our lives this 
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should be a banner - clarifying - what should I do? Fear God and keep his commandments - 
always relevant! 
 
Illustration: Job and the why question - no answer - I am God so live accordingly  
 

B. He concludes v. 14 - here’s why - God will bring every deed into judgment with every 
secret thing - whether good or evil  
 

1. v. 14 As he informed us earlier in this book - there is a judgment coming - 11:9 for 
all these things God will bring you into judgment  
 

[10] Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why do you despise your brother? 
For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God; [11] for it is written, “As I live, says the 
Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God.” [12] So then each 
of us will give an account of himself to God. (Romans 14:10-12) 
 
Everything - down to the words we use in casual conversation  
 
I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, 
(Matthew 12:36) 
 

2. Sobering and serious and apart from divine grace - horrifying for those of us who 
are aware of our sin - for if we are judged on the basis of our sin then we are 
destined for the righteous and holy wrath that we deserve for our rebellion against 
God how we need GOOD NEWS!  
 

3. The Crestor and God of the universe - holy, righteous and just - who must and will 
bring into judgment every offense that we have committed against him - in his 
infinite kindness and mercy sent his willing Son who came declaring  
 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. (John 10:11) 
 

a) He played down his life the righteous for the unrighteous bearing the 
judgement - the wrath of God which stood against us in our sin - he bore the 
wrath of God in all of its unrelieved intensity - dying as our substitute - rising 
from the dead forgiven and cleansing and justifying all who put their faith in 
him  

b) CALL TO UNBELIEVERS  
 

C. Having been forgiven and justified by his grace - Now we are those who fear God - not 
as terrified objects of his judgement - but in adoration and trembling amazement at the 
grace and kindness of our holy God  
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Fearing the Lord is that affectionate reverence, by which the child of God bends himself 
humbly and carefully to his Father’s law. (Charles Bridges) 
 

1. Having come to know the grace of Christ in and through the Gospel - the 
unbreakable love of God in Christ for our souls - The last thing we are afraid of is 
obeying his commandments - a kind of nervousness - legalism? Oh no - having 
come to know Christ and having experienced his grace it is our joy to hear the voice 
of the one Shepherd and to follow his commands - this is simply the normal 
Christian life  
 

Praise the LORD Blessed is the man who fears the LORD, who greatly delights in his 
commandments! (Psalm 112:1) 
 
If you love me, you will keep my commandments. (John 14:15) 
 

D. Application 
  

1. We don’t sidestep v. 14 because we have believed the gospel - no we are the 
children of God who in affectionate reverence bend ourselves humbly and carefully 
to our Father’s commandments - we make it our aim to please him 
 

2. We rejoice in the liberation from the fear of God as judge for he has pouring out his 
wrath upon us in holy judgment - that has been done in his Son - but note the last 4 
words - whether good or evil  
 

The last verse of all drives home the point just made, with a final blow that is sharp enough to 
hurt, but shrewd enough to jolt us out of apathy. It kills complacency to know that nothing 
goes unnoticed and unassessed, not even the things that we disguise from ourselves. But at 
the same time it transforms life. If God cares as much as this, nothing can be pointless. (Derek 
Kidner) 
 

3. Let me press into what this whole “fear God” thing is - let there be any present 
here who misunderstands or misapplies this exhortation to live sort of cringing 
before God ready for him to drop the hammer. Michael Reeves helps explain in his 
essential book “Rejoice and Tremble”  
 

The living God is infinitely perfect and quintessentially, overwhelmingly beautiful in every 
way; his righteousness, his graciousness, his majesty, his mercy, his all. And so we do not love 
him aright if our love is not a trembling, overwhelmed, and fearful love. In a sense, then, the 
trembling “fear of God” is a way of speaking about the intensity of the saints ’love for and 
enjoyments of all that God is. (Michael Reeves, Rejoice and Tremble) 
 

4. If we perceive God as only the sovereign, holy, creator we will live in a kind of fear 
that looks like hiding from him - running from him - shielding ourselves from him  
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5. If we perceive God as only love and acceptance, we will have a small, shriveled view 
of God - tempted to think of him as more a doting entity that the one overflowing 
with beauty, glory, and majesty  
 

6. If in and through the Gospel we see our holy Creator through the grace of the Lord 
Jesus Christ then we perceive God as he truly is - infinitely perfect, overwhelmingly 
beautiful, righteous, gracious, majestic, merciful and we will tremble before him as 
we experiencing the knee—buckling intensity of our love and our enjoyment in him  
 

What does it look like when a believer is filled with a right, healthy, filial fear of God? Not a 
cold, dead, outward, hypocritical show of reverential religion, but a heartfelt quaking at the 
goodness and greatness and glory of the Redeemer. (Michael Reeves, Rejoice and Tremble) 
 

a) That’s our whole duty! Fear God and keep his commandments - heartfelt 
quaking at the goodness and greatness and glory of the Redeemer and making 
it our aim to please him  
Do you have questions about what is happening currently in your life or about 
the future  
 

(1) FEAR GOD AND KEEP HIS COMMANDMENTS - BANNER OVER ALL OUR 
QUESTIONS - UNDERGIRDING AND INFORMING EVERY DECISION AS WE 
MAKE OUR WAY THROUGH THIS LIFE UNDER THE SUN - THIS IS THE CHIEF 
EFFECT THAT GOD INTENDS WE LEAVE THIS BOOK WITH  

Close 
 
Aren’t you grateful for this book?  
 
We leave behind this series - don’t leave behind the wisdom  
 
Life is brief - vanity - enigmatic - quickly passing - confusing - disorienting - joys and suffering - 
calls to live in the moment and take advantage of every opportunity - do the bucks list  
 
IN ALL OF THIS FEAR GOD AND KEEP HIS COMMANDMENTS  
 
Grant, O Lord, that we may live in thy fear, die in thy favor, rest in thy peace, rise in thy 
power, reign in thy glory; for thine own beloved Son’s sake, Jesus Christ our Lord. (William 
Laud) 
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