
Going Through the Motions
Ecclesiastes 5:1-7

It’s easy to go through the motions.  The traditions.  The 
habits.  Especially in worship.  You come to church and you follow 
the order of worship.  It all makes sense.  It is all familiar.  And 
comfortable.  And it’s good.  We seek to worship God in the 
way that he wants us to worship him, doing those things that he 
wants us to do.  We pray.  We sing.  We read the word and listen 
to it preached.  We have the sacraments, and the offering, the 
creeds, and occasionally a profession of faith or an ordination.  

But you can do all those things and still miss the whole point.  
You can do all the right things, even at the right time, and miss the 
whole point.  You might call it formalism, a strict observance of 
prescribed or traditional forms, but only an external observance.  
For the purpose of this sermon, I would define formalism as a 
strong attachment to merely external forms. 

In other words, the emphasis remains upon the outward form, 
with little or no attention given to the inward reality.  And the 
dangers of such formalism is our subject this morning.  At first, 
that might seem a bit out of place in Ecclesiastes, but the 
connection with what has gone before in this book is not hard to 
identify.  The subject of the Preacher has been the vanity of life 
under the sun, the emptiness of life lived without reference to 
God.  And last week, the associated pains of that emptiness.  

But now the preacher feels the need to warn those who seek 
to escape that vanity in the service and worship of God.  Their 
worship itself could all too easily degenerate into vanity as well.  
Their offerings and sacrifices of worship are all too likely to 
become subject to the dangers of external formalism.  Seeking to 

do what’s right before the Lord, but failing to offer their worship 
with their whole heart.

Leupold puts it this way:  “Having demonstrated quite fully that 
all things are vain, the Preacher feels the desirability of warning 
his readers lest, being set in the midst of so much vanity, they 
themselves become vain.  He warns them to watch that area of 
life where such vanity is most likely to gain entrance, the area of 
worship.”

Or as Jim Winter writes, “In previous chapters, the Preacher 
has shared his conclusions on the meaninglessness of life ‘under 
the sun’.  He now turns his attention to worship, an ‘above the 
sun’ activity, and warns his readers of the dangers of making even 
that meaningless.”

And so we have the admonition and exhortation regarding the 
need for,

I. THE REALITY OF GENUINE WORSHIP.
v.1

Such timely advice, in a day an age when the call of worship is 
contemporary and casual, comfortable and relaxed.  Solomon 
says, “Walk prudently.”  Why?  You are going to the house of God!  
And that’s where we start.

A. You must understand worship as going to God’s 
house.
That’s so helpful, isn’t it?  Because is so easy to understand 

and appreciate.  Worship is accepting God’s invitation to visit with 
him at his house.
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Old Testament believers would quickly understand that idea, 
for the focal point of all Old Testament religion was the building of 
that house, the temple.  All of their worship was centered upon 
the architecture and the furnishings of that house.  And so we 
read things like this:

Ps. 42:1  “As the deer pants for the water brooks, So pants my 
soul for You, O God. 2 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 
When shall I come and appear before God? 3 My tears have 
been my food day and night, While they continually say to me, 
"Where is your God?" 4 When I remember these things, I pour out 
my soul within me. For I used to go with the multitude; I went with 
them to the house of God, With the voice of joy and praise, With a 
multitude that kept a pilgrim feast.”

And, Ps. 84:1  “How lovely is Your tabernacle, O LORD of 
hosts! 2 My soul longs, yes, even faints For the courts of the 
LORD; My heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. 3 Even 
the sparrow has found a home, And the swallow a nest for 
herself, Where she may lay her young-- Even Your altars, O 
LORD of hosts, My King and my God. 4 Blessed are those who 
dwell in Your house; They will still be praising You...10 For a day 
in Your courts is better than a thousand. I would rather be a 
doorkeeper in the house of my God Than dwell in the tents of 
wickedness.”

And now, we are that house, we the church!  As Peter puts it,

1 Peter 2:5  “...you also, as living stones, are being built up a 
spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”

So this is the description and definition of the church, the 
house of God,

Eph. 2:20  “...having been built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief 
cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole building, being joined 
together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord, 22 in whom you 
also are being built together for a dwelling place of God in the 
Spirit.”

You see, a house is a dwelling place, the place where you live.  
The house of God is the place on earth where God lives among 
his people.  And surely it is a spiritual house, for God himself is 
spirit.  The emphasis is not upon any physical building, but upon 
the real, spiritual presence of God among his people.

Acts 17:24  “God, who made the world and everything in it, 
since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples 
made with hands. 25 "Nor is He worshiped with men’s hands, as 
though He needed anything, since He gives to all life, breath, and 
all things.”

It is an illustration, an image.  But more than that.  It is a 
spiritual reality expressed in physical terms.  Worship is defined 
and understood as God’s people going to God’s house.  And just 
as the Old Testament believe would enter that house only with the 
greatest of care, so must we.  It’s not that you have to go to the 
bronze laver in order to wash your hands and feet, nor offer your 
burnt offering upon the bronze altar.  But all of those things were 
designed by God for our benefit, to teach us and show us Christ.

Those articles of the Old Covenant tabernacle are identified in 
Hebrews 9, with this conclusion,

Heb. 9:5  “...Of these things we cannot now speak in detail. 6 
Now when these things had been thus prepared, the priests 
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always went into the first part of the tabernacle, performing the 
services. 7 But into the second part the high priest went alone 
once a year, not without blood, which he offered for himself and 
for the people’s sins committed in ignorance; 8 the Holy Spirit 
indicating this, that the way into the Holiest of All was not yet 
made manifest while the first tabernacle was still standing. 9 It 
was symbolic for the present time in which both gifts and 
sacrifices are offered which cannot make him who performed the 
service perfect in regard to the conscience-- 10 concerned only 
with foods and drinks, various washings, and fleshly ordinances 
imposed until the time of reformation. 11 But Christ came as High 
Priest of the good things to come, with the greater and more 
perfect tabernacle not made with hands, that is, not of this 
creation. 12 Not with the blood of goats and calves, but with His 
own blood He entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having 
obtained eternal redemption.”

So the concept of a house is central to a right understanding 
of worship.  You and I go to his house.  And  thus the Preacher 
declares, 

v.1  “Walk prudently when you go to the house of God.”

As the NASB translates it, “Guard your steps.”  Literally, 
“watch your feet,” meaning to pay careful attention to all the 
obligations and duties involved.  The Hebrew word means to 
exercise great care over something, to be very careful to do all 
that is required.

 B. You must carefully prepare to go to God’s house.
That’s the emphasis of those words, for to “watch your feet” 

So how well do you do that?  How well do you prepare to go to 
God’s house?  

It is instructive that the Hebrew Sabbath began in the evening, 
the holy day of worship began with the preparations the evening 
before, and surely, what you do in the evening will affect how well 
prepared you are in the morning!  What you do in the morning is 
vital, too, such that you can prepare yourself for such a marvelous 
and important occasion as meeting God.

Suppose the President of the United States invited you to his 
house.  Or just think of anyone of renown or importance.  Think of 
all the preparations, but not just the preparations of getting 
dressed in your Sunday best and getting your hair just perfectly in 
order.  Rather, the preparations of meeting with your host who 
has invited you to his house.

If you are married, think of your wedding day.  Think of the 
preparations.  Think of the importance of that day, the importance 
of that moment when you drew near to your bride or your 
bridegroom.  That’s the right way to understand worship, for 
remember, you are the bride of Christ and he is your bridegroom.  
So every time you gather together to worship, you ought to think 
about the great significance and happiness of a bride, drawing 
near to be with her new husband. 

Beloved, it matters how you approach the house of God.  And, 
of course, my main point here, is the consciousness within your 
own heart that you are approaching the house of God.  And in 
doing that, you are drawing near to God.

But what do you do when you draw near to God?  This one 
isn’t very popular.  We draw near to listen!

v.1  “...draw near to hear rather than to give the sacrifice of 
fools, for they do not know that they do evil.”
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Draw near to listen!  The call of our day is participation.  I have 
to do something.  Well, beloved, listening is doing something.  It is 
doing something extremely important.

C. You must draw near to God and listen to him.
We don’t listen very well today.  After all, we only have an 

attention span of what?  30 seconds.  About the length of a 
television commercial.  Maybe, if you are well trained, a few 
minutes.  Maybe 7, or 10.  But that’s it.  So the church devoted to 
the practice of expository preaching, for 30 minutes, or longer, is 
hopelessly out of touch with the society in which we live.  People 
today don’t come to church to listen, they come to do.  

But according to God’s word, listening is what we do!  
Hearing, with careful attention.  After all, God has spoken!

And so the example of the Old Testament people of God, just 
one occasion upon the building of an altar at Ai,

Josh. 8:34  “And afterward he read all the words of the law, 
the blessings and the cursings, according to all that is written in 
the Book of the Law. There was not a word of all that Moses had 
commanded which Joshua did not read before all the assembly of 
Israel, with the women, the little ones, and the strangers who 
were living among them.”

Imagine how long that took!  

One New Testament example,

Acts 20:7  “Now on the first day of the week, when the 
disciples came together to break bread, Paul, ready to depart the 
next day, spoke to them and continued his message until 
midnight. 8 There were many lamps in the upper room where they 

were gathered together. 9 And in a window sat a certain young 
man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep. He 
was overcome by sleep; and as Paul continued speaking, he fell 
down from the third story and was taken up dead. 10 But Paul 
went down, fell on him, and embracing him said, "Do not trouble 
yourselves, for his life is in him." 11 Now when he had come up, 
had broken bread and eaten, and talked a long while, even till 
daybreak, he departed.”

So it was, as long as Paul was there to preach, the people 
were ready to listen.  People of God, listening, with attentiveness, 
is an act of worship.  It is pleasing to God.  And the contrast is 
obvious,

v.1  “...draw near to hear rather than to give the sacrifice of 
fools, for they do not know that they do evil.”

Let me do something, not just listen to a talking head.  Let me 
participate.  That’s the cry of our day.  Let me offer my own 
sacrifices. Well, without a willingness to listen to God’s word, such 
a sacrifice is the sacrifice of a fool.  It is evil!  Insincerity of 
worship is evil.  Going through the motions outwardly, while 
seeking to avoid the responsibility of listening to God, is evil.  
Foolishness in its worst form.  The desire to do something in 
worship, without a foundation of hearing what God has to say, is 
the very thing that Solomon here warns about.  The sacrifice of 
fools.

Let me assure you, listening is hard work.  Listening 
attentively takes a great deal of energy, and that is the call of God 
upon our lives as we worship him.  

Do you remember what it was that God said to his Peter, 
James and  John when Jesus was transfigured before them? 
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Mat. 17:1 Now after six days Jesus took Peter, James, and 
John his brother, led them up on a high mountain by themselves; 
2 and He was transfigured before them. His face shone like the 
sun, and His clothes became as white as the light.”

Peter was all concerned about doing something, building 
tabernacles as if Moses and Elijah were going to stay for awhile!  
But this is what God said,

Mat. 17:5  “While he was still speaking, behold, a bright cloud 
overshadowed them; and suddenly a voice came out of the cloud, 
saying, "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. Hear 
Him!”

Hear him.  Listen to Jesus.  That’s how you avoid the danger 
of simply going through the motions in worship.  Listen to what 
God has to say to you!

And then, respond.  With sincere words.  Selected words.  
Carefully chosen words.  Appropriate words.  So the Preacher 
continues,

v.2  “Do not be rash with your mouth, And let not your heart 
utter anything hastily before God. For God is in heaven, and you 
on earth; Therefore let your words be few.”

That’s prayer.  

II. THE REALITY OF FERVENT PRAYER.
And it is not a discouragement to pray, but rather a prohibition 

against vain prayers, a prohibition against meaningless repetition.

Jesus certainly taught the same thing.

Mat. 6:5  “And when you pray, you shall not be like the 
hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and 
on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men. 
Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. 6 "But you, when 
you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, 
pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father 
who sees in secret will reward you openly. 7 "And when you pray, 
do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do. For they think that 
they will be heard for their many words. 8 "Therefore do not be 
like them. For your Father knows the things you have need of 
before you ask Him.”

The danger is that of thinking that your words themselves bear 
some power, or even some magic.  As if by reciting the right 
incantation, or by reciting a familiar expression, you can obtain 
the results you want.  Get the formula right, and the results will 
follow.  That’s the danger.  Being rash with your mouth, speaking 
without thought, speaking hastily without proper thought.

Solomon continues, 
v.3

A. The words of prayer must not be spoken carelessly.
Now, an important comment here.  That doesn’t mean that 

what is required is articulate eloquence.  That doesn’t mean that 
your words have to be polished, or your voice affected in some 
unnatural way as if that were spiritual.  

I do see that thought in the minds of people frequently, as they 
hesitate to speak themselves in a prayer meeting, fearing that 
they cannot speak eloquently.  And that is not the focus of this 
warning.  The warning might well apply to someone who is very 
eloquent and very polished, and it is the warning of speaking to 
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be heard by men.  The warning of speaking without due 
reverence for God.  Speaking without sufficient thought about the 
content of the actual words.

It’s not the form that matters to God, but the content.  And the 
content of the heart seeking to be expressed by those words.  
Often, some of those most effective in leading in prayer are not 
the least bit eloquent, but they pray from the heart.  Their words 
might be awkward, but they pray carefully, letting their words 
express the true content of their hearts.  In fact, the Preacher 
declares in verse 2, your words are to come from your heart.

That’s fervency in prayer, not the actual words and phrases 
you use.  Not the intensity of your voice.  But the expressions of 
your heart.  A fervent prayer are words spoken from the very 
depth of the heart, and words spoken with a conscious 
awareness of the greatness of God.

B. The words of prayer must acknowledge the great glory 
of God.

So look what Solomon says.

v.2  “Do not be rash with your mouth, And let not your heart 
utter anything hastily before God. For God is in heaven, and you 
on earth; Therefore let your words be few.”

So what must you always remember when you pray?  That 
God is in heaven and you are on earth.  That God is the creator 
and you are the creature.  That God is infinite in his glory, and that 
you are very much finite and humble.

Now, this doesn’t conflict with the idea of our boldness and 
courage to approach the throne of grace, but rather it defines the 
attitude with which we come boldly.  This is not a caution, warning 

us to stay away.  But rather a caution warning us to come with 
humility, to come to God with reverence and awe.  

So prayer ought not to be casual.  God is not our buddy, nor a 
casual acquaintance with whom we can speak as if we were 
sending an email or a text message.  God is the creator of 
heaven and earth, who lives in a high and holy place.  And when 
you pray, as often as you pray, you must always bear that in mind.

And so how does Jesus teach his disciples to pray?  

Mat. 6:9  “In this manner, therefore, pray: Our Father in 
heaven, Hallowed be Your name.”

It’s not the words that are important, thought they are good 
and fine words to use.  But the attitude and awareness of God 
with which the words are spoken.  “Our Father in heaven, 
Hallowed be Your name.”

In all your prayers, therefore, speak to God in a manner that 
recognizes his infinite and unchangeable glory.  And then, 
whatever you say to God, keep your promises.  Whatever 
commitment you make to God, fulfill it.

III. PROMISES ARE TO BE KEPT.
v.4

In that regard, be sure to understand that, 

A. Promises and commitments are acts of worship.
Making a commitment is an act of worship, and sometimes I 

fear we are so afraid of manipulation that we shy away from any 
call to commitment.  But that’s what worship is, on our behalf.  
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That is what we are to do, express our commitment to do 
whatever it says in the Bible we should do.

Go back again to the Old Covenant,

Ex. 24:3  “So Moses came and told the people all the words of 
the LORD and all the judgments. And all the people answered 
with one voice and said, "All the words which the LORD has said 
we will do...7 Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read in 
the hearing of the people. And they said, "All that the LORD has 
said we will do, and be obedient.”

And with Joshua this call to commitment was even more 
dramatic,

Josh. 24:14  “Now therefore, fear the LORD, serve Him in 
sincerity and in truth, and put away the gods which your fathers 
served on the other side of the River and in Egypt. Serve the 
LORD! 15 "And if it seems evil to you to serve the LORD, choose 
for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods 
which your fathers served that were on the other side of the River, 
or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you dwell. But as for 
me and my house, we will serve the LORD." 16 So the people 
answered and said: "Far be it from us that we should forsake the 
LORD to serve other gods; 17 "for the LORD our God is He who 
brought us and our fathers up out of the land of Egypt, from the 
house of bondage, who did those great signs in our sight, and 
preserved us in all the way that we went and among all the 
people through whom we passed. 18 "And the LORD drove out 
from before us all the people, including the Amorites who dwelt in 
the land. We also will serve the LORD, for He is our God." 19 But 
Joshua said to the people, "You cannot serve the LORD, for He is 
a holy God. He is a jealous God; He will not forgive your 
transgressions nor your sins. 20 "If you forsake the LORD and 

serve foreign gods, then He will turn and do you harm and 
consume you, after He has done you good." 21 And the people 
said to Joshua, "No, but we will serve the LORD!" 22 So Joshua 
said to the people, "You are witnesses against yourselves that 
you have chosen the LORD for yourselves, to serve Him." And 
they said, "We are witnesses!" 23 "Now therefore," he said, "put 
away the foreign gods which are among you, and incline your 
heart to the LORD God of Israel." 24 And the people said to 
Joshua, "The LORD our God we will serve, and His voice we will 
obey!" 25 So Joshua made a covenant with the people that day, 
and made for them a statute and an ordinance in Shechem.”

So that’s the covenant.  A willingness of God’s people to 
declare their promises to God, as an act of their worship. We 
want it much easier.  We don’t want to be called to such a 
commitment.  People today just want to know that it’s OK when 
they fail, so they fail to even make the initial promise.

Now, in one sense, it is OK when you fail.  That is to say, there 
is a mediator between God and man. There is a propitiation, a 
payment for your sins.

1 John 2:1  “And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the 
Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 And He Himself is the 
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the 
whole world.”

But that’s not the whole verse.  That great encouragement of 
the Apostle regarding the work of Jesus begins with these words:  
“My little children, these things I write to you, so that you may not 
sin.”
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So there is no conflict, no tension at all.  Jesus is the sacrifice 
for your sins.  Now, children of God, the Bible comes to you and I 
preach that word to you “so that you may not sin.”

Therefore, beloved,

B. Pay what you vow.
That’s how you honor God.
v.4-6

Make your promise to God, your commitment to serve him and 
love him with all your heart, soul, strength and mind.  Then keep 
your promise, and do so, most of all, within the great overall 
context of fearing God.

v.7  “For in the multitude of dreams and many words there is 
also vanity. But fear God.”

C. Give honor to God.
Live your life for the glory of God.  Determine to offer your 

whole life as a living sacrifice of worship to God.

Rom. 12:1  “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies 
of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, 
acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service.”

So don’t just go through the motions.  Catch yourself when 
you fear that disastrous temptation within your own soul.  Go back 
to the images of the Old Testament, and take your own body into 
the temple in order to lay it upon the altar of God, that what you 
offer him might be of a sweet smelling aroma, well pleasing in his 
sight.
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