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Living with the 
Mistery 

Readings: Ecclesiastes 12:1-14; 2Timothy 3:14-17; Matthew 22:34-40 
 

INTRODUCTION: LIVING WITH MISTERY 

That’s all very well but what does it all mean? 
It is the kind of question that you may have when you look at work of art.  The 

question certainly came to my mind as I was looking at some of the entries in the 
Hutchins Art Prize exhibition.  I could admire the beauty and skill of the artist, the 
composition, but I was often left with the “what does it mean, what am I to do with this”. 

It is easy to feel the same way about the Biblical book of Ecclesiastes.  We can 
admire the skill and artistry but as the writer asks the questions of what does it all mean 
we may be asking the same question of what the writer has written.  It is a beguiling 
book that swirls around which changes directions so that trying to follow it is like trying to 
catch the wind.  The very nature and structure of the book underscores its central 
challenge that all is vanity or mist.  Yet as the book ends there is no mystery as to what 
this is all to mean. 

As we look at the conclusion of the book, the end of the matter, we will move 
from the uncomfortable realities of living in a world of impermanence where all is vanity 
and ungraspable, to something that is very graspable but may leave us just as 
uncomfortable. 

BEAUTIFUL WORDS 

As Ecclesiastes ends there is a clear epilogue which starts at 12:9.  The voice 
changes from that of the Teacher to someone else who presents his words to us, a 
voice that we heard also at the very beginning of the book. 

Clearly the writer who is presenting the Teacher is a fan, who recognises his 
wisdom and skill.  More than that he sought to express truth with pleasing or beautiful 
words. 

During the week I had the opportunity whilst waiting for a doctor’s appointment to 
read the whole book through, it doesn’t take long and I was struck again by how much 
truth there is in the book, so many parts where you think that is so true, but also it is so 
well said. 

Sometimes translations don’t help in understanding the level of artistry.  The first 
part of Chapter 12 is a beautifully bleak poetic description of getting older with the 
guards of the house trembling, grinders ceasing to work because they are few.  
Something is lost if this poetry is not only translated but interpreted.   

The Good News Bible does this and saying “Then your arms, that have protected 
you, will tremble, and your legs, now strong, will grow weak. Your teeth will be too few to 
chew your food, and your eyes too dim to see clearly.  Your ears will be deaf to the 
noise of the street. You will barely be able to hear the mill as it grinds or music as it 
plays, but even the song of a bird will wake you from sleep.  You will be afraid of high 
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places, and walking will be dangerous. Your hair will turn white; you will hardly be able 
to drag yourself along, and all desire will be gone.” 

This may be what it means but it does rather ruin the imagery and the thought 
processes from which wisdom comes in seeking to understand the poetry. 

However in understanding the poetry and artistry we come to understand 
perhaps more plainly the message of the book. 

The book starts with a poem about the cyclic patterns of nature, the rivers run to 
the sea but the sea is never full, things just go round and round and round so what is 
really achieved.  The book ends with this poem about aging.  He has been teaching 
about life is sweet and should be enjoyed, but the ravages of age will make it harder 
and harder and ultimately this sweet life and all that we have will be taken from us. 

As the hymn Abide with me puts it: 
 
Swift to its close ebbs out life's little day; 
earth's joys grow dim, its glories pass away 
 
Nature may go round and round but our life only goes in one direction and this 

paradox is at the heart of the cry that all is mist and the older that we get the mistier 
things can seem, as we look through windows dimly! 

GOADS GIVEN BY ONE SHEPHERD 

This is the plain truth which the Teacher sought beautiful words to express.  
However this is not supposed to be wisdom which we are simply to admire and nod and 
say “Yes life is like that.”  Rather in verse 11 we are told that they are to be like goads.  
A goad is a spiked stick that is used for driving cattle. 

This image tells us two things.  Firstly the words of the Teacher are supposed to 
sting, they are supposed to hurt us.  We should not for instance admire his ability to 
describe what it is like to get older, rather we are supposed to be made all to painfully 
aware that this is what will happen or is happening to us.  We are supposed to be 
pricked, provoked and prodded by them. 

Secondly however the purpose of a goad is not simply to make the cattle 
uncomfortable rather it aims to get the moving in the direction they should go.  So it is 
with the word of the wise, they are not supposed to send us into an existential inertia but 
to get us going.  With this in mind, the reference to the one shepherd I don’t think is 
continuing the rural imagery.  In the context of Israelite wisdom and given what is said 
next it seems best to understand this one shepherd to be none other than the Great 
Shepherd of the sheep.  This unsettling wisdom is to get us going in the way that God 
wants us to go, and sometimes it takes a goad, stinging nails to get us going. 

Before moving to the end of the matter we are warned against studying too much 
(which is mildly ironic given how much time I have spent studying Ecclesiastes).  The 
point however seems to be you can’t avoid the truth that is plainly there, you will just be 
working against the goads.  Rather accept the truth and live with it. 

THE END OF THE MATTER 

We then come the end of the matter, the direction which all this wisdom and 
unsettling reality has been moving us to grasp. 

 
Fear God and keep his commandments. 
 
It may seem all too simple but it makes good sense.   
The book has been constantly seeking to unsettle us from complacency, of 

thinking we have everything sorted out.  When we do this we are unlikely to put God in 
his rightful place. 
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Ecclesiastes 12:1 Remember now your Creator in the days of your youth was the 
memory verse of Everyboy and Everygirls Rally, a sort of Christian Scout group to which 
I used to belong.  But it is true not only in our youth, it is something we need to 
remember throughout our life.  God is the Creator, this is his world, ultimately only his 
purposes will stand.  If we wish to do something of true value it has to be doing those 
things that he values. We are only creatures, we are bit part players not the stars of the 
show.  Recognising this and putting God in his rightful place is to fear him.  He is our 
Creator and we are his creatures. 

Because of this we should then keep his commandments because we are 
reminded there will be a judgement of all things both good and bad. 

The book has reminded us that we may not be able to see everything, we can 
only see under the sun but God sees all things under heavens, including everything we 
do.  The conclusion may be more graspable but it should make us just as 
uncomfortable. 

The teaching of Jesus 
Perhaps some may think this all sounds very Old Testament with this language of 

fear and commandments but in many ways such teaching is very close to that of Jesus 
who taught that the end of the matter was to love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
soul, mind and strength and your neighbour as yourself. 

This is what it is to fear God and keep his commandments. 
Now of course we could seek to get round this by talking of God’s grace and 

forgiveness in Jesus, which is of course all very true, but this would be a way of ignoring 
the goad, the firmly driven nails that are pushing us to live God’s way.  Scripture is 
supposed to rebuke and correct us.  Not just to know his love but live it out, not just 
know his forgiveness but to forgive others, not just to experience his generosity and 
grace but share it with others. 

Let me perhaps make this more pointed, where do you need to be keeping God’s 
commandments and what may be stopping you? 

For the youth there may be all sorts of distractions, for the middle age there may 
the busyness of life.  Feel the goads what are you really doing or achieving? 

As I read this passage this week I pondered that the description of getting old 
may be something that is all to painfully real for many here today, and it is something 
that I see in members of my family.  But I wonder if sometimes age can become an 
excuse for not keeping God’s commandments. 

I don’t want to be misunderstood. I am well aware that as Bette Davis apparently 
said “Old age isn’t for sissies” but the Teacher would probably agree with the wag who 
said “Old age isn’t so bad when you consider the alternative.”  Whilst we are alive we 
are to Fear God and keep his commandments.  We should not be settled with who we 
have become but always moving in the way God is directing us through all the changing 
scenes of life whether young or old. 

But as we do so and we feel the sting of the book of Ecclesiastes we need to 
remember that they are given by one shepherd who is there with us.  We are not left 
alone in the mist seeking the way, he is there directing us in the midst of us and there is 
our comfort: 

 
Swift to its close ebbs out life's little day; 
earth's joys grow dim, its glories pass away; 
change and decay in all around I see: 
O thou who changest not, abide with me. 


