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Studies in becoming like Christ and ushering in His kingdom in your daily life
September 13, 2009
My Simple Life
One Goal
This Week’s Essential

Simplicity: We believe that living a simple life helps us to keep focused on our purpose.
2 Timothy 2:3-4: Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs – he wants to please his commanding officer.

T

he key to simplicity is single-mindedness–having one goal. Paul had one goal. He wanted to be transformed by his relationship with Jesus Christ to become exactly like Him. His goal had two facets. First, he wanted to gain Christ; he wanted to know him personally as Savior and Lord. But he had learned that no one will be declared righteous by observing the law and therefore, he considered all the reasons he might trust in his own good works for salvation rubbish, so that he might have a relationship with Christ and obtain the righteousness that comes only from God by faith in his Son.
S
econd, he wanted to know Christ in a profound and intimate way–not in a superficial and merely intellectual way. He wanted to experience the power of the resurrected Christ in his life and enjoy the communion with Christ that would accompany suffering for him. He wanted to know Christ in this way because he knew that it would transform him forever, and he wanted to become exactly like Jesus. He had the heart of a true disciple.
P
aul wrote his letter to the Philippians before he accomplished his goal, which gave him an opportunity to challenge them with his example. He used the words of an athlete to voice his single-minded commitment. “One thing I do,” he said. “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” He made God’s goal for him his own goal for himself and gave his undivided attention to achieving it. Like an athlete running a race to win a prize, he would neither give up nor take a time out before crossing the finish line. And just about the time we decide to excuse ourselves from the race by saying, “But that was Paul,” the apostle says, “All of us who are mature should take such a view of things.”
E

cclesiastes 12:9-14 contains the conclusion of the book introduced by verses devoted to the credi-bility of the Teacher and the unique value of his words. You might call him an expert in wisdom since he carefully weighed and studied many proverbs before compiling orderly collections of them. On top of that, he composed many sayings himself. He was a wordsmith who carefully selected just the right words to capture truth and express it in memorable ways. In verses 11 and 12 his words, as well as the collected sayings of other wise men in general, are compared to “goads” and “firmly embedded nails.” The two similes point out wisdom’s twofold value. Just as goads keep cattle moving in the right direction so also does wisdom keep people moving in the right direction, and just as “firmly embedded nails” hold objects together and make them secure so also does wisdom hold life together and make it secure.
E

cclesiastes concludes with a command followed by two reasons to obey it. We are to fear God and obey him because this is our whole duty in a nutshell. The Message translation puts it this way, “Fear God. Do what he tells you. And that’s it!” Obey him as well because he will be your judge one day. Again The Message says, “Eventually God will bring everything that we do out into the open and judge it according to its hidden intent, whether it’s good or evil.” 
O

n the book’s conclusion one author writes, 
“For us the ‘meaninglessness’ of life which the Teacher so ruthlessly exposes would seem to lead to despair or nihilism; but for him it is an incitement to true piety. The insignificance of all that is done under the sun leaves him awestruck and silent before God. His inability to control or predict the future provokes him to dependence on God. The futility of attempting to secure his future through wisdom or acts of religion leads him not to impiety but to an understanding of the true nature of obedient trust” (Duane A. Garret, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, NAC, 344).
Consider what the following passage says about the Essential Belief of “Simplicity”.
         Read Ecclesiastes 12:9-14 from your own Bible.
Digging deeper into the meaning 
“the Teacher” (v. 9)  The Hebrew word is assumed by some scholars to be a proper name (“Qoheleth”{NJB} or “Koheleth” {NRSV}). However, others believe it to be a title (“the Teacher”{NIV} or “the leader of the assembly”{NIV margin note}, or “The Preacher” {NKJV}.
“not only. . .but also” (v. 9)  Because verses 9-11 are written in the third person, some conclude that they were not written by “the Teacher”. Others don’t think this conclusion is warranted seeing that such words placed at the end of a book containing facts relative to its production simply reflect the ancient Near Eastern scribal practice of highlighting ones fitness for undertaking a work.
“goads” (v. 11)  A pastoral metaphor referring to prodding sticks or cattle prods.  They served to keep cattle moving in the right direction.
“embedded nails” (v. 11)  Some think this is a continuation of the pastoral metaphor as in ‘their collected sayings are like a nail-studded stick with which the shepherd drives the sheep’. Others think that it introduces another type of metaphor suggesting that the collected sayings of the wise make one stable or fixed and immovable, a symbol of the stabilizing and sure character of wise teachings.
“one Shepherd” (v. 11)  Either “God” (NIV, NKJV, The Message), which capitalizes the word, or “a shepherd” NLT, which does not. The second interpretation understands the shepherd as a reference to wisdom teachers in general.
“anything in addition to them” (v. 12)  Either a warning against any so-called wisdom sayings outside of scripture, or a warning these words, another shift occurs. We see a focus on a much grander view of God taken here–from the call to worship in the assembly to a more universal application of the sovereignty of God. God is sovereign over all people and all concerns. 
“whole duty” (v. 13)  Literally, “this is the whole of man.” The ambiguity in this expression has led to five different translations. 1) “this is the whole duty of man.” (KJV, ASV, RSV, NAB, NIV); 2) “this is the duty of all men.” (MLB, ASV margin, RSV margin); 3) “This applies to all men” (NASB, NJPS); 4) “this is the whole duty of all men.” (NRSV, Moffatt); and 5) “there is no more to man than this” (NEB). The first seems to fit the context well given its emphasis on the “bottom line” of everything in the book. Put differently, the duty of humanity in a nutshell is “Fear God and keep his commands.”

Answering Interpretive Questions

1. Explain the contrast in verse 9.   
2. Describe your impression of the teacher, the one conveyed by verses 9-10.
3. Explain the comparisons in verse 11.
4. What is being warned against in verse 12?
5. Put the gist of verses 11-12 in your own words.
6. The book concludes, “Fear God and keep his commandments?  Do you think this conclusion still applies; in other words, is this still the whole duty of man?
7. What should be our motive for heeding the book’s conclusion?
8. What do you infer about God from verse 14?
9. It’s easy to tell whether you keep God’s commandments, but how can you tell if you fear him?
10. Give yourself some good advice based on the message of this passage.
11. Meditate on or memorize a verse in this week’s passage.
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