
 

The Call to be Humble and Wise 
Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Today we travel on through our series in the book of Ecclesiastes, which we have 
subtitled, “Getting Over Life Under the Sun”. One of the reasons this series is timely for 
our church is because of how much Ecclesiastes speaks about the value of the 
everyday work God has given us. In the church it’s easy to exalt the “professional 
Christian” so to speak--the pastor or the missionary. But I love that almost every single 
one of our pastors here at Antioch, including the men we’re installing today, serve the 
body of Christ in addition to their respective vocation. And it’s not just that they go 
above and beyond their jobs--them striving to abide in Christ in their workplace is itself a 
precious gift to the church.  
 
Interestingly, however, there is one passage in Ecclesiastes where the author lays aside 
the theme of work. It’s like he clocks out of the work site, puts down his hard hat, and 
steps quietly into the house of God. And so it’s fitting for us, on a day when we’re 
celebrating two new leaders that God has provided for this sacred place and people, to 
consider a passage that instructs all of us not just how to work wisely, but worship 
wisely.  
 
Our text then is Ecclesiastes 5:1-7, and the message I’ve titled as “The Call to be 
Humble and Wise”. Here’s the basic truth of this message in just a few words: Wise 
people are humbled in the house of God. And to embrace that truth for ourselves, the 
passage urges us to, one, receive from God reverently (vv. 1-3) and respond to God 
carefully (vv. 4-7).  
 
With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. 
Again, today’s passage is Ecclesiastes 5:1-7. That’s page ___ if you’re using one of the 
Bibles in the chairs. The text will also be on the screen. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
1 Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. To draw near to listen is better 
than to offer the sacrifice of fools, for they do not know that they are doing evil. 2 Be not 
rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word before God, for God is 
in heaven and you are on earth. Therefore let your words be few. 3 For a dream comes 
with much business, and a fool's voice with many words. 4 When you vow a vow to God, 
do not delay paying it, for he has no pleasure in fools. Pay what you vow. 5 It is better 
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that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay. 6 Let not your mouth 
lead you into sin, and do not say before the messenger that it was a mistake. Why 
should God be angry at your voice and destroy the work of your hands? 7 For when 
dreams increase and words grow many, there is vanity; but God is the one you must 
fear. Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 
 
May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. And all God’s people said, 
Amen. You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
A few years ago I my wife and I led a short-term mission trip to Germany (actually 
where one of our pastors, Trey Moss, is currently studying). Having spent years serving 
in an extremely rural and religious part of Africa, I had no expectation that postmodern 
Germany would capture my heart--but it did. Sure, there were lots of “unspiritual” 
reasons for that, but what struck me most was the complex religious perspective of the 
people.  
 
Let me give you an example. In the city of Cologne is one of the largest Catholic 
cathedrals in the world. The layout of the city literally orbits this church in such a way 
that anywhere you are there’s a street nearby you can look down with an unobstructed 
view straight to the cathedral. Me and Katie aren’t necessarily into cathedrals, but this 
place literally took our breath away. We couldn’t stop looking at it. And apparently the 
impact was the same for others, as there were thousands of visitors. But even though 
the culture is so bound up with a history of reverent worship, most Germans don’t see 
this as a place of worship, but a place of tourism. You see, Germany is post-Christian. 
They’re over the religiosity of the past. And probably for good reason after all that 
Europe went through in the twentieth century. In fact, the only reason why the Cologne 
Cathedral is still standing is because the Allies used it as a landmark to know where to 
drop their bombs when they destroyed the entire city.  
 
In the same way, after Ecclesiastes 4, where the Preacher observed all the oppression 
and evil in life under the sun, we wouldn’t be surprised if he bailed on worship, and 
especially the organized worship in the cathedral of his day: the Old Testament temple. 
After all, it’s not like all the foolishness that went on outside the temple was any different 
from what went on inside the temple.  People are people. You can dress us up, sober 1

1 Zack Eswine, Recovering Eden: The Gospel According to Ecclesiastes, 148 
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us up, usher us into a holy place, and we’re still just people. The outside might look 
nice, but the inside is the same, as is reflected in the song by Shane and Shane: 
 
Growin’ up I overheard all the grownups sayin’ 
You better be prayin’ and sayin’ 
All the right little things at the right little times 
And I had it down 
At least on the outside I'd put my best side forward 
I could smile with the best and dress like the rest 
Of the messed up church folk singin’ a song   2

 
And this is one of the most common things that turn people away from church, right? So 
surely it would turn away the Preacher too! But instead he kicks off chapter 5 by 
advising us how to wisely enter the house of God--not if we enter it, but when we enter 
it.  There was no question of its place in human life. Somehow he could hold in one 3

hand the reality of the world’s mess (including his own), while in the other remembering 
God’s words: “the fool says in his heart there is no God,” and “the fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of wisdom.”   4

 
Instead of pointing our finger at the hypocrite entering worship and using that as an 
excuse to head in the other direction, the Preacher leads us to point at the hypocrite 
attached to our finger, and walk into worship in a different state of mind and heart.  This 5

brings us to his first caution when we enter the house of God: we need to receive from 
God reverently. Read with me in verse 1: 
 
I. Receive from God Reverently - vv. 1-3 
 
Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. To draw near to listen is better than 
to offer the sacrifice of fools, for they do not know that they are doing evil. Ecclesiastes 
5:1 
 
In the day of the Old Testament temple, the “worship experience” so to speak was 
meant to be one of reverence and sacrifice. Silence was supposed to fill the complex, 
creating an atmosphere of divine presence and human receptivity. This would then 
allow all who were present to fully experience the priests struggling to tear open the 

2 Shane and Shane, “God Did,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EgkQIXVm8vQ  
3 Eswine, 155 
4 Psalm 14:1; Proverbs 1:7 
5 Eswine, 149-150 
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throats of the choicest livestock, sacrifices that reminded the people of their sin and 
their need for God’s forgiveness. A priest would then read and explain God’s law, and 
the people would respond with songs. The reverent worshiper could then hear a 
blessing spoken from the priest, and leave the temple in awe of having encountered 
God and been accepted.   6

 
The centerpiece of this and all Old Testament worship was a passage of Scripture 
called the Shema, which begins with these words: 
 
“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Deuteronomy 6:4  7

 
Notice something with me: what is the opening word? “Hear”. Now look back at verse 1 
in Ecclesiastes. About halfway through the verse the Preacher explains what he means 
by telling us to guard our steps when we go into the house of God. What is it? To draw 
near to listen.  
 
It’s easy for us to come into a church gathering as though we’re doing God a favor by 
being there. It’s as if he doesn’t know how committed you are, but since you showed up 
to pay your respects, well, now it’s all good. But the whole posture behind that way of 
thinking is one of providing. “I’m bringing my ‘sacrifice of praise’--I got up early, I 
dressed nicely, I’m singing along, I’m raising my hands, I’m putting something in the 
giving basket, I’m staying awake through a sermon.” But it’s all offering the sacrifice of 
fools. Why? Because you fail to recognize that spiritually you have nothing to provide 
God with and everything to receive.  
 
Jesus made this even clearer in one of his famous parables. We read, 
 
9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, 
and treated others with contempt: 10 “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a 
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed 
thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or 
even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ [See, he’s 
providing.] 13 But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to 
heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ [This is 
receiving.] 14 I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. 

6 Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes: Foundations for Expository Sermons, Loc 
1677-1682 
7 David Gibson, Living Life Backwards: How Ecclesiastes Teaches Us to Live in Light of the End, Loc 
1126-1133 
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For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will 
be exalted.” Luke 18:9-14 
 
Unsure of which kind of person you are? Maybe it’s time to start drawing near to listen, 
rather than to critique or compare or even just to always serve. And by the way, that’s 
no different for pastors. We don’t reach a point in which we only provide spiritually and 
no longer receive. What do we have to give that we didn’t first receive?!  When we let 8

ourselves get to that point, we are no longer abiding in Christ, and we have nothing to 
offer his church. So, pastors, members, visitors, let us all heed the words of the 
Preacher as he continues in verse 2: 
 
Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word before God, for 
God is in heaven and you are on earth. Therefore let your words be few. Ecclesiastes 
5:2 
 
Really, it’s this verse that provides the main reason for the Preacher’s urgent 
commands in this passage. Wise people are humbled in the house of God because they 
recognize God is in heaven and they are on earth. God and us are on totally different 
levels. Just think about how people approach a human king and queen in their palace. 
We give them great honor and we’re slow to speak. How much more, then, is the God 
of the universe worthy of honor and a controlled tongue in his house?   9

 
Now, I recognize that this may come across as a bit old fashioned. We are no longer in 
the Old Testament, and God-fearers no longer have to make their way to a temple for 
worship. When we trust in Jesus Christ, his Spirit comes to live inside us, and thus 
worship isn’t so much in a place, but in the Spirit and in the truth about Jesus, and that 
can happen anywhere.  But maybe we Protestants have overcorrected a bit from the 10

temple and the cathedral. There is definitely room for us to recapture a sense of 
sacredness about where we gather regularly for worship.  
 
That doesn’t mean we need to be more concerned about the building than the people, 
but it does seem biblical to pour intentionality and creativity into our auditorium and 
liturgy and music, and individually into our homes, whatever that looks like in order to 
quiet our minds and draw our attention to our Father in heaven. And that doesn’t 
necessarily mean complex or fancy. It falls in the same spirit of how Jesus taught us to 
pray, which began simply, 

8 1 Corinthians 4:7 
9 Greidanus, Loc 1688-1691 
10 John 4:20-24 
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Our Father in heaven, Matthew 6:9  11

 
It’s four words that have the power to remind you that God is in heaven and you are on 
earth. So don’t be quick to tell him what you think he wants to hear.  Be present to him. 12

Listen.  
 
For a dream comes with much business, and a fool's voice with many words. 
Ecclesiastes 5:3 
 
In other words, the person who is preoccupied with themselves rather than attentive to 
God tends to overwork and overtalk.  If he thinks it, he must say it. There’s no filter. 13

And to him, an ideal church member is one who is a blur of activity and has all the 
answers. But that in no way indicates the presence of God in that person’s life, even in 
a pastor’s life.  In fact, it may be part of the evidence that shows they belong to another 14

group, described in the book of Hebrews: 
 
For good news came to us just as to them, but the message they heard did not benefit 
them, because they were not united by faith with those who listened. Hebrews 4:2 
 
This morning, in the words of Jesus, he who has ears to hear, let him hear.   15

 
II. Respond to God Carefully - vv. 4-7 
 
So we have learned that being humbled in the house of God means first receiving from 
God reverently. The second thing it requires of us is responding to God carefully. Look 
with me at verse 4: 
 
4 When you vow a vow to God, do not delay paying it, for he has no pleasure in fools. 
Pay what you vow. 5 It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and 
not pay. Ecclesiastes 5:4-5 
 

11 Greidanus, Loc 1695-1696 
12 Gibson, Loc 1205 
13 Gibson, Loc 1221-1225 
14 Eswine, 152 
15 Matthew 11:15; 13:9, 43; Mark 4:9; Luke 8:8; 14:35 
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Vows, just like those exchanged at a wedding, are solemn promises. Often they are 
conditional: “If you do this, then I vow to do that.” They are nowhere required in the 
Bible, but it makes sense as to why they show up.   16

 
For one, when we get in a bad way and need to be bailed out, it’s tempting to make a 
vow. Think about the soldier who prays, “God, if you get me out of this war, I’ll become 
a preacher when I get home.” Another time it’s tempting to make a vow is when we 
experience the presence of God. Think about the person in a worship gathering who’s 
really moved and prays, “God, I promise I’ll never look at porn again” or “God, I’m gonna 
start reading my Bible everyday--I mean it this time.”  
 
So even though the Bible doesn’t command us to make vows, it does allow us to do so. 
But what it does command in almost every mention of vows is to carry through with 
whatever we vowed. Anything less than that is foolishness. Jesus used an even 
stronger word for it: 
 
33 “Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, 
but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ 34 But I say to you, Do not take an 
oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 35 or by the earth, for it is his 
footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. 36 And do not take an oath 
by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 37 Let what you say be 
simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil. Matthew 5:33-37 
 
Making hasty promises to God that we don’t keep isn’t just foolishness in Jesus’ 
eyes--it’s evil. There’s no need for vows when you’re an honest person, and your yes 
means yes and your no means no! Vows and oaths and swearing exist only because 
we’re all by nature untruthful. Why do I add “Man I swear” to a statement? To assure 
you that I’m not lying. If we were all truthful people, then you wouldn’t need that 
assurance.  
 
So how much more evil is it, then, when I make a vow to the God of the universe and 
then don’t keep it? I’m basically responding to him by offering up a gift box that’s 
beautifully wrapped on the outside but is completely empty on the inside.  So the 17

Preacher continues his warning in verse 6,  
 

16 Greidanus, Loc 1706-1725 
17 Gibson, Loc 1242-1253 
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Let not your mouth lead you into sin, and do not say before the messenger that it was a 
mistake. Why should God be angry at your voice and destroy the work of your hands? 
Ecclesiastes 5:6 
 
This reminds me of an interesting little comment in the book of Acts, where a group of 
around forty makes this oath to not eat or drink again until they have killed Paul the 
apostle.  Now, it’s clear in Acts that Paul goes on to live for years after that, which 18

always leaves me wondering, “I wonder what happened to those forty hungry 
headhunters?” Did they slowly starve to death, cursing Paul all the way to the bitter 
end? I highly doubt it. My bet is that somewhere along the way one of them said, “You 
know what guys, that was stupid; we shouldn’t have said that,” and they gave up on it. A 
convenient way out of the situation, but not before God.  
 
To let our mouths lead us into vowing something and then not delivering is, according to 
the Preacher, enough to make God angry and destroy the work of our hands. This is 
thinking we can slip one by God, that he doesn’t see the past our nice-sounding words 
and actions and into our empty hearts underneath them.  But we won’t be able to talk 19

our way out of it, as James tells us,  
 
19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, 
slow to anger...26 If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but 
deceives his heart, this person's religion is worthless. James 1:19, 26  
 
That’s hard to swallow, I know. But responding to God carefully doesn’t mean we just go 
silent. No, we were made for relationship with God, and relationship is built with 
communication. If we take on the posture of receiving from God, he will fill us so full that 
we cannot help but respond. Yet what’s meant to characterize that response is reflected 
in the Preacher’s concluding statement in verse 7: 
 
For when dreams increase and words grow many, there is vanity; but God is the one 
you must fear. Ecclesiastes 5:7 
 
We respond carefully to God because we fear God. Not fear as in being scared, but fear 
as in being in awe of him; melting before him. And what the Preacher does here in one 
verse is pretty much sum up his entire book. Life under the sun--life apart from God--is 
full of vain ambitions and meaningless talking in circles about our perspectives. 
But--and beware of the spoiler alert--the Preacher’s grand conclusion by the end of 

18 Acts 23:12-15 
19 Greidanus, Loc 1731-1735 
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Ecclesiastes is this: God is the one you must fear.  In other words, get over life under 20

the sun. Let God define the meaning of life as it was intended. In order to be the wise 
person who is humbled in the house of God, come before him to receive reverently, and 
then respond to him carefully. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This morning we as a church have the privilege of affirming two men who have sought 
to embody all that we’ve just been learning from the Scriptures. At this time I would like 
to invite both Jason Crigler and Patrick Roosa to come and stand before the 
congregation. 
 
Antioch is led by our Chief Shepherd, Jesus Christ.  Under his authority is our plurality 21

of pastors.  We view pastors as spiritually mature, male servant leaders who are 22

responsible for the care, training, and instruction of church members. According to our 
Constitution and Bylaws,    

 
“A. In keeping with the principles set forth in Scripture,  the [pastors] will oversee the 23

ministry and the resources of the church. They will seek the mind of Christ through the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God as they shepherd the flock of God. 
They will be given to prayer, study, and teaching of the Word; they will gladly and 
honorably shepherd the flock, teach and exhort, refute those who contradict the truth, 
pray for the sick, and care for the souls of the church members. [Pastors] will also be 
responsible for interviewing candidates for membership, examining and recommending 
all prospective candidates for offices, overseeing the work of the deacons, conducting 
worship services, administering baptism and the Lord’s Supper, equipping the members 
for the work of the ministry, encouraging sound doctrine, overseeing church discipline, 
and mobilizing the church for missions in all realms from local to global.  

 
B. The [pastors] will be no less than three men who meet the qualifications of the office 
as set forth in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 [and] Titus 1:6-9, which say, 

 
The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble 
task. 2 Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, 

20 Philip Graham Ryken, Ecclesiastes: Why Everything Matters, 127 
21 Colossians 1:18; 1 Peter 5:1-4 
22 1 Timothy 3:17; Titus 1:6-9 
23 Acts 6:1-7 (the role of the twelve), 20:28-31; 1 Timothy 3:1-7, 5:17; Titus 1:5-9; Hebrews 13:17; James 
5:14; 1 Peter 5:1-4 
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sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, 
not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. 4 He must manage his 
own household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive,5 for if someone 
does not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for God's church? 6 

He must not be a recent convert, or he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into 
the condemnation of the devil. 7 Moreover, he must be well thought of by outsiders, so 
that he may not fall into disgrace, into a snare of the devil. 1 Timothy 3:1-7 

 
5 This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and 
appoint elders in every town as I directed you— 6 if anyone is above reproach, the 
husband of one wife, and his children are believers and not open to the charge of 
debauchery or insubordination. 7 For an overseer, as God's steward, must be above 
reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy 
for gain, 8 but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined. 9 

He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give 
instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. Titus 1:5-9 

 
[At Antioch] only men can serve as [pastors] in accord with [Scripture].  All [pastors] 24

must be wholeheartedly in agreement with the Statement of Faith and Church 
Covenant. [Pastors] may or may not be employed by the church. They will be 
recognized, by the church, as gifted and willing to serve in this calling, and they will be 
received as gifts of God to the church and set apart as [pastors].” 
 
Several months ago Jason and Patrick made their desire known to serve as pastors at 
Antioch. Based on a thorough consideration of them, the pastors unanimously 
presented them to the congregation as worthy candidates for the pastor development 
process. After two weeks of consideration, church members affirmed them. That began 
a long and grueling process of assessment and development, which included 
desirability, qualification, doctrinal, and spouse questionnaires, assessment interviews, 
development plans, and participation in pastors meetings. Then after unanimous 
approval by the pastors, these men were recommended to the congregation for 
affirmation as pastors. After two weeks of consideration, church members unanimously 
affirmed them.  
 
The most ideal situation in which to install a new pastor is to simply affirm what is 
already true of them, that they are fruitfully shepherding God’s people. After journeying 
with these men, I can say without reservation that this is true of them. And it’s not just 

24 1 Timothy 2:12, 3:2-7; Titus 1:5-9 
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that they have the skills to be pastors--what characterizes them most is that they love 
Jesus, his church, and the families they’ve been given.  
 
Speaking of families, I would like to invite their wives to come join them now, Kari 
Crigler and Alisha Roosa. Although the Bible gives no biblical office for a pastor’s wife, 
we acknowledge it is a unique role and ministry in the church. Kari and Alisha, we also 
want to acknowledge as a church that these men would not be where they are in Christ 
today without how God has used you in their lives. And the quality and longevity of their 
ministry will continue to be deeply influenced by you. That said, we are thankful for you, 
and we want to pray for you alongside your husbands today.  
 
At this time, fellow pastor, Jason Hunsucker, is going to provide you with a symbolic 
gift... 
 
Church, before we pray over these couples, I would remind you not only of their 
commitment to you, but your commitment to them. The grave responsibilities of the 
pastors are only effective when the congregation is faithfully praying for them, and 
submitting to their leadership in plurality.  
 
As a first step in fulfilling this commitment as a church, we invite you now to come 
forward to lay hands on and pray over these couples, committing them to the work to 
which God has called them. While everyone prays in their hearts, this prayer will be led 
Lynn and Suzanne Groce. 
 
[Prayer] 
 
Jason and Patrick, as your first official duty as newly installed pastors at Antioch 
Church, I want you to turn and face me, and receive this good news. You have made 
solemn vows this morning that in your own strength you cannot keep. In fact, none of us 
in this room have the ability on our own to follow the Preacher’s call to humble our 
proud and preoccupied hearts. You are still sinners now as surely as you were before 
you walked in this morning. Only now you get to be lead repenters. Unlike you and me, 
there is One who kept all his promises to God, including a commitment he made before 
the foundation of the earth, to lay down his life for you and rise again, so that he could 
one day call you by name, give you his Spirit to be with you always, and make you 
mighty sons of the living God.  Today God says of you both, “This is my beloved son, 25

with whom I am well-pleased”--not because you are now pastors, but because Jesus 

25 Ryken, 126 
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Christ humbled himself to the point of death in order to give you a place--both now and 
forever--in the house of God. Although God is in heaven and you are on earth, brothers, 
Jesus bridged that great distance. Hear these words: 
 
19 Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood 
of Jesus, 20 by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, 
through his flesh, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us 
draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean 
from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us hold fast the 
confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful. 24 And let us 
consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you 
see the Day drawing near. Hebrews 10:19-25  26

 
On the night he was betrayed, he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it, broke it and 
gave it to his disciples and said to them, “This is my body, which is broken for you; eat 
this in remembrance of me.” He also took a cup of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to 
his disciples and said, “This cup is the new covenant marked by the shedding of my 
blood. For as often as you eat this bread and drink from this cup, you announce the 
Lord’s death until he returns.” We are announcing that Jesus Christ is the humble 
shepherd over the house of God. 
 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has done for 
you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help prepare you for 
baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but 
rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself 
available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and people to pray 
with you on the sides. Let’s pray.  

26 Greidanus, Loc 1632-1638 
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