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As we have been seeing, in these sermons on Ecclesiastes, the author is 

grappling with the fact that life as a whole and many specific things 

about life on this earth appear to be meaningless or pointless or 

puzzling. And the answer that he has been giving is that God is in 

control, God will judge all that is wrong under the sun and that 

followers of God should do good and rest in the fact that they are not 

God and enjoy their lives in spite of the fact that life under the sun often 

does not make sense. The ultimate answer to the overall problem that 

Ecclesiastes is wrestling with can be summed up by one word – God. 

God’s ways are higher than our ways and it is not for us to understand 

all conundrums and mysteries. We can rest in the fact that God is 

working out his purposes and focus our attention on living life as the 

people of God. 

In the verses we are going to look at today, the author of Ecclesiastes 

gives us direct instruction concerning what is most important about life 

with all its perplexities and problems: our relationship with God. The 

last words of the section sum up what it is all about. “… God is the one 

you must fear.” This is going to be his final conclusion at the very end of 

the book, “The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and 

keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man, For God will 

bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing whether good 

or evil” (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14). This does not answer all our questions 

about life, but it does put them all into perspective and it does tell us 

ultimately what life is all about. 



In our text for today, he addresses the worship of God. “Guard your 

steps when you go to the house of God.”  He is going to warn us to pay 

attention to the way that we worship God. He has been dealing with all 

kinds of things that are vanity and a striving after the wind. He has been 

saying that there are all these things about life that are futile or 

pointless or mysterious. But now he is saying: Even though life under 

the sun is full of mysteries and futilities, here is something that is of 

supreme importance for your life: your attitude towards God as that is 

expressed in your attitude in worship. No matter how many questions 

you have about life under the sun, your relationship with God is what 

matters most.  

Now he is warning us to “Guard [our] steps when [we] go to the house 

of God.”  We go to the house of God to worship and he is warning us to 

be careful about how we do so. To “guard your steps” is to make sure 

that you are worshipping in the right way. He is saying that worship is 

serious business and that you need to be careful to have the right 

attitude when you come into the presence of God to worship. He is 

saying: be careful “when you go to the house of God.”   

Now, this may strike us as odd, but it is a point that is at the core of the 

religion of the Bible. It is actually dangerous for sinful human beings to 

be in the presence of God. This idea was at the heart of the worship of 

the temple in the Old Testament. The temple was the dwelling place of 

God and the only way that God could continue to dwell in the midst of 

his sinful people was through the offering of sacrifices that provisionally 

atoned for the people’s sin until the final sacrifice offered by Jesus 

Christ on the cross. What was the meaning of the sacrifices? The core 

meaning was the death of the sacrifice in the place of the people. God is 

holy. Sin makes us worthy of death. The only way that God can dwell 

among his people without consuming them is if their sin is atoned by 

means of a sacrifice. The temple worship made the point again and 

again and again that the only thing between the sinner and being 

consumed by the wrath of God was the death of the animal in their 

place.  

So, going to the house of God was serious business. It was about making 

sacrifices that appeased the wrath of God. God is a holy God and the 



proper attitude before God is profound reverence and awe. Psalm 2:11 

says, “Serve the Lord with fear, and rejoice with trembling.”  

Now isn’t that an interesting phrase, “rejoice with trembling.”  Joy and 

trembling go together in the worship of God. There is joy because of 

forgiveness and reconciliation with God through the sacrifice. But there 

is still trembling because of the holiness and overwhelming majesty of 

God. This is part of what the Bible means by the term “fear of the Lord.”  

It is not terror. But it is a profound reverence that combines joy and 

trembling. 

We see this same teaching in the New Testament. In the New 

Testament we learn about Jesus and his ultimate sacrifice for the sins of 

his people. In him, the sins of believers are truly paid for and so they are 

truly right with God. And yet the right attitude before God is still 

rejoicing with trembling. We see this clearly in the book of Hebrews. 

Hebrews 10:19 says that “we have confidence to enter the holy places 

by the blood of Jesus.”  But that does not stop the same author from 

saying in 12:28-29, “[L]et us offer to God acceptable worship, with 

reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire.” You see it is 

possible to offer to God worship that is not acceptable. And that is what 

the author of Ecclesiastes is warning against when he says, “Guard your 

steps when you go to the house of God.” 

In this case, he is warning against talking when you should be listening. 

Ecclesiastes 5:1–3, "1Guard 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. 2Be 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. 3For 

a dream comes with much business, and a fool’s voice with many 

words."  

The first part of verse 3 is one of those parts of the Bible that we will 

have to ask the author of Ecclesiastes about when we get to meet him 

in heaven. “For a dream comes with much business….” Nobody on earth 

is sure what it means so I’m willing to wait until I can ask the Preacher 

directly to find out. But the rest of the paragraph is clear enough. He 

says, “To draw near to listen is better than to offer the sacrifice of 



fools….”  This is what we are to guard against when we go to the house 

of God. You don’t want to go to the house of God and offer the sacrifice 

of fools. And what is the sacrifice of fools? Too many words. Especially 

words that are rash and hastily uttered. “Do not be 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.” 

What he is talking about is a torrent of frivolous words. Words that are 

empty words. Words that have little connection to thoughts. Words that 

come flying off the tongue but are unconnected with what is really 

going on inside. The Lord spoke of these kinds of words when he said in 

Isaiah 29:13, “… [T]his people draw near with their mouth and honor me 

with their lips while their hearts are far from me.” That is the sacrifice of 

fools: words that pretend to honor God coming from hearts that are far 

from God. God, through Isaiah, also spoke of prayer-words that he 

would not listen to because those words were spoken by people whose 

lives contradicted their words. Isaiah 1:15, “[E]ven though you make 

many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood.” 

The sacrifice of fools are rash and hasty words that come from people 

whose hearts are far from the Lord and whose lives contradict their 

words. That is what Ecclesiastes is talking about when he tells us to 

“Guard [our] steps when [we] go to the house of God.”  Words in songs 

and words in prayers that are not real expressions of the fear of the 

Lord. To utter such words is to offer the sacrifice of fools. And we are to 

guard against that. 

How do we do that? By prioritizing listening. “To draw near to listen is 

better than to offer the sacrifice of fools….” The wisdom literature of 

the Bible encourages listening and discourages rash and superficial 

words even in our relationships with other people. James 1:9 says, 

“Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, 

slow to speak….” Listening is one of the key ways to acquire wisdom and 

the heart of wisdom is the fear of the Lord. Proverbs 4:4, “Let your heart 

hold fast my words; keep my commandments, and live….” Proverbs 4:5, 

“Get wisdom; get insight; do not forget, and do not turn away from the 

words of my mouth.” Proverbs 5:7 “And now, O sons, listen to me and 



do not depart from the words of my mouth…”  There is the listening 

part.  

And here is the discouragement of too many words. Proverb 10:19, 

“When words are many, transgression is not lacking, but whoever 

restrains his lips is prudent.” Proverbs 29:20, “Do you see a man who is 

hasty in his words? There is more hope for a fool than for him.”  When 

you are speaking you are not listening and listening is the way to gain 

wisdom and to learn to fear the Lord. 

This principle applies all the more when God is speaking. As we have 

been seeing in our sermons on the second commandment, God’s words 

are the way that he communicates with us. They are also the way that 

he communicates himself to us. They are also the way that he reveals 

his glory to us. They are also the way that he transforms us. Think of 

Psalm 1. “Blessed is the man … who … delights in the law of the LORD, 

and on his law he meditates day and night. He is like a tree planted by 

steams of water that yields its fruits in its season and its leaf does not 

wither. In all that he does, he prospers.”  Psalm 119:11 “I have stored up 

your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you.” Psalm 119:93 “I 

will never forget your precepts, for by them you have given me life.” 

The word of God is life-giving. The word of God is transformative. Those 

who meditate on the word of God grow like a tree planted by steams of 

water. 

Deuteronomy 8:3, “[M]an does not live by bread alone, but man lives by 

every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.”  Acts 20:32. Paul’s 

parting words to the elders of Ephesus. “And now I commend you to 

God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and to 

give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”  

It is through his word that God saves his people. It is through his word 

that he gives them life. It is through his word that he builds them up. It 

is through his word that he shows them his glory. And this is why our 

text says, “To draw near to listen is better than to offer the sacrifice of 

fools.”  You see, it is through first listening that we are enabled to speak 

words that that are real and that come from hearts that fear the Lord. It 

is through listening to God’s word that we are saved and built up and 

renewed so that our words become words that are connected to hearts 



that fear God. It is through listening to God’s word that we are enabled 

to speak words that are not rash and hasty, but considered and 

thoughtful. To “[g]uard your steps when you go to the house of God,” is 

to approach the worship of God with the awareness that we need to 

hear God’s word so that it can soften and change our self-centered and 

self-sufficient hearts so that the words that we pray and the words that 

we sing will be words that issue from hearts that know what it is to 

tremble before God and hearts that know what it is to rejoice in his 

grace.  

Next, we look at verses 4-7. These verses address the folly of hasty and 

rash words in making vows to God. “When you vow a vow to God, do 

not delay in paying it, for he has no pleasure in fools. Pay what you vow. 

It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not 

pay.” This is the gist of verses 4-7. 

This is something that people did in those days. In certain situations, 

they would make vows to God. One example is Hannah in 1 Samuel 1. 

Hannah was not able to have children. And so, she prayed to God and 

vowed that if he would give her a son, she would give that son to the 

Lord to be his servant. 1 Samuel 1:11: “And she vowed a vow and said, 

‘O LORD of hosts, if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant 

and remember me and not forget your servant, but will give to your 

servant a son, then I will give him to the LORD all the days of his life….”  

According to the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, a vow is “A 

solemn promise that some gift or service will be given to God, always 

conditional upon God’s prior fulfillment of a specific request by the 

worshiper.”  

This is the context for verses 4-7 of our text in which the author of 

Ecclesiastes is warning his readers to pay their vows. No doubt, it often 

happened that someone in distress would make a vow to God and when 

his prayer was answered, neglect to pay the vow. It is easier to make 

promises than to keep them. Ecclesiastes is saying that it is a serious 

matter to rashly make a vow and then fail to keep it. That is another 

example of a sacrifice of fools and something to be guarded against 

“when you go to the house of God.” 



Now making this kind of vow is not common any more. But it is 

something that our WCF addresses 22:6, “A vow is to be made only to 

God and not to any created being. In order for it to be acceptable, it is 

to be made voluntarily, out of faith and conviction of duty, either from 

thankfulness for mercy or from the desire to obtain what we lack. By 

taking a vow we bind ourselves more strictly to necessary duties, or to 

other things to the extent that they contribute to the performance of 

these duties.”  Since vows are voluntary and since they are not very 

prominent in the New Testament, it is not a problem that they are not 

part of our piety. We do have marriage vows and church membership 

vows. And certainly, we must keep those vows and not make them 

frivolously. 

But there is a part of our experience that is somewhat like the vows that 

Ecclesiastes is addressing in our text. We make promises to other 

people. That is part of our everyday experience. We make 

commitments. We tell other people that we will do things. We promise 

to be home at a certain time. We promise that we will pray for people. 

We promise our elder that we will be more diligent about family 

worship. We promise that we will do this or that task for someone. This 

is not exactly the same as making a vow to God, but it is part of our 

relationship with God. Everything is part of our relationship with God. 

And I think that it is legitimate to apply the principle of these verses to 

our promises. “When you make a [promise] …, do not delay in [keeping] 

it.” “It is better that you should not [promise] than that you should 

[promise] and not pay.” Here too we must be on guard against rash and 

hasty words. We must be careful about making promises and we must 

keep the promises that we make. And this is part of our relationship 

with God. Jesus says in Matthew 12:36-37, "36I tell you, on the day of 

judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, 
37for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 

condemned.” 

So, going to the house of God is serious business. It is not something to 

be taken lightly. We need to “[g]uard our steps when [we] go the house 

of the Lord.” We need to come in the spirit of fearing the Lord - careful 

about our words in prayer and in song so that they are not rash or hasty 



but thoughtful and well-considered so that there is connection between 

what we say and what we feel in our hearts. And especially our words 

must be words that are stimulated and empowered by listening to 

God’s words to us. We must always be aware of who God is and who we 

are before him. “God is in heaven and you are on earth.”  Therefore, be 

careful about your words in his presence. “God is the one you must 

fear.” 

Well now, how do we understand these words in the light of Jesus? 

What difference does the coming of Jesus and what he accomplished on 

earth make to how we understand these verses and apply them to our 

lives. Well one thing that does not change the need to be careful about 

how we speak in the presence of Christ. Jesus reveals the love and grace 

of God to a greater degree, but he is no less holy and majestic than God 

as he reveals himself in the Old Testament. In Luke 5 when Jesus 

performed the miracle of the large catch of fish, we read that “when 

Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees saying, ‘Depart from 

me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.”  In Mark 4 after Jesus calmed the 

storm by his sovereign command, we are told that the disciples, “were 

filled with great fear and said to one another, ‘Who then is this, that 

even the wind and the sea obey him?”  The fear of the Lord is still the 

proper attitude before our Lord Jesus Christ. We still need to “[g]uard 

[our] steps when [we] go the house of the Lord.” 

But we need to understand the house of God differently. The house of 

God in the Old Testament was the temple. It was the place where God 

dwelt in the midst of his people. The house of the Lord is no longer a 

building. Now Jesus fulfills the purpose of the temple. Jesus is the house 

of God now. He is the meeting place between God and his people. In 

John 2:19, Jesus says “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise 

it up.”  And in verse 21 John explains, “But he was speaking about his 

body.”  The crucified and risen Jesus Christ fulfills the temple. It is 

through him that we have access into the presence of God. He has given 

the sacrifice by which our sins are forgiven so that we can come into the 

presence of God without being consumed. That is why we read in 

Hebrews 10:19 that “we have confidence to enter the holy places by the 

blood of Jesus, by a new and living way that he opened for us through 

the curtain, that is, through his flesh.” 



But the temple is also the people of God as a result of the life and death 

of Jesus. Ephesians 2:20-22 says that Jesus is the cornerstone of the new 

temple and believer in him are “being built together into a dwelling 

place for God by his Spirit.” That means that in Christ we are the temple 

of God. God through his Spirit dwells in us. We come to the house of 

God when we come to the gathering of God’s people to worship the 

Lord who dwells within us.  

But Jesus is also the one who is speaking when we listen to the word of 

God. Our text says, “To draw near to listen is better than to offer the 

sacrifice of fools….” When we draw near to listen, we draw near to 

listen to Christ. The word of God is the word of Christ. When the glory of 

Jesus was revealed on the mount of transfiguration, the voice from 

heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; 

listen to him.”  Paul writes in Romans 10:17, “So faith comes from 

hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.”  In Colossians 3:16 he 

says, “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and 

admonishing one another in all wisdom….”  

And it is through listening to the word of Christ that we are enabled to 

speak words of prayer and praise that are not empty and frivolous. It is 

through listening to the word of Christ that we are enabled to use our 

words to worship God in truth and sincerity. The word of Christ is a 

transforming word. It is through his word that we are changed and 

renewed and given hearts that issue true words of praise and 

thanksgiving and supplication. “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly 

teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom singing psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God.”   

When we come to the house of God with the words of Christ dwelling in 

us richly we are enabled to worship not with the sacrifice of fools but 

sacrifices that are pleasing to God. Listen to how the author of the book 

of Hebrews puts it in 13:15-16, “Through him then let us continually 

offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that 

acknowledge his name.”   

Do you hear that? Ecclesiastes has warned us about our words in the 

house of God. He has warned us about offering the sacrifice of fools. 

And now here in Hebrews we hear how to speak words that are not 



empty frivolous words, but words that are a sacrifice that is pleasing to 

God. “Through him then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise 

to God, that is the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name.”  In Christ we 

are enabled to avoid what Ecclesiastes is warning against and instead 

offer worship that is pleasing to God. That is because the word of Christ 

is a transforming word that changes us and gives us hearts that long to 

express our love and devotion in worship. 

We must still be careful. Acceptable worship is offered with reverence 

and awe. And we will fall short. We will still offer empty words. But we 

do it in Christ who is our righteousness, who forgives our sins, and who 

will not forsake the work that he has begun in us until he brings it to 

completion. And so, we come to the house of God to worship looking to 

Christ through whom we can offer the fruit of our lips as a sacrifice that 

is pleasing to God. 


