TEXT: Eccelesiastes 12:13-14

SUBJECT: Henry on the Whole Duty of Man


Tonight, with the blessing of God, we’ll take up a new Puritan study called Matthew Henry on the Whole Duty of Man.  Matthew Henry is a name you know, of course, but did you know that his father, Philip, was also a minister?  And did you know that Matthew’s great Commentary on the Whole Bible was pretty much a rehash of what his father had taught him in family worship over the years?  


Family worship has been lost to most Christian families.  Between the demands of work and school and chores and entertainment, most homes can’t find the time to gather each day around the Word of God.  If Philip Henry felt that way, we’d have never had the commentary Charles Spurgeon called

“First among the mighty for general usfefulness”.


If you’ve given up family worship, I wish you’d get back to it.  Especially if you have kids.  Who knows?  Maybe the stories you tell them will one day be put into a book and bless people for three hundred years.  It could happen; in the Henry family it did. 


Pardon me for getting off topic, but I thought the example of Philip Henry was worth telling—and putting into practice. 


The last two verses of Ecclesiastes tell us what the Whole Duty of Man is.  Henry divides his subject into four parts.  The first of which is…

THE BACKDROP

“The great question which Solomon prosecutes in this book is, `What is that good which the sons of men should do?’ (cf. 2:3).  What is the way to true happiness?  What are the certain means to attain our great end?  He had in vain sought it among those things which most men are eager in pursuit of, but here, at length, he has found it, by the help of that discovery that God made to man: that serious godliness is the only way to true happiness”. 

Solomon wrote this Book some 3,000 years ago, but it’s as up to date as tomorrow’s newspaper.  Most people don’t spend much time thinking about the big questions.  Maybe they did in college, but that was a long time ago and now, they’re just too busy to mull over them.  Yet, God put eternity into our hearts—and no matter how hard we try to distract ourselves—every once in a while the questions occur to us: Where did I come from?  What am I here for?  And Where am I going?  We try to shake them, but we can’t.  We try to drown them out with TV or music or talk radio, but in the quiet moments of life, they come back to us.  What is the meaning of life?  What am I here to do?  


Solomon spent a great deal of time thinking that over.  Having a scientific cast of mind, he used the experimental method of trial and error.   He tried wisdom and folly, pleasure, riches, beauty, drunkenness, and many other things, only to find out in the end that he had been grasping at the wind.  

“Vanity of vanity, all is vanity says the Preacher”.


After wasting all those years trying this and that, he returned to what he had learned at his father’s knee: “Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man”. 


Some of you have gone Solomon’s way and found a dead end everywhere you turned.  Now you see the old preacher was right: Thank God for teaching you that!  Thousands die every day still hoping that happiness and meaning are in one more dollar, one more pleasure, one more wife, one more accomplishment.  They are not.  


St. Augustine had lived a life not much different than Solomon’s.  After trying philosophy and fame and women and money and travel and everything else he could get his hands on, he had to confess,

“Lord, Thou hast made us for Thyself and our souls

are restless till they find their rest in Thee”.


Some of you haven’t made Solomon’s mistake.  You’re still young and most of your life is before you.  Don’t learn from experience; don’t graduate from the school of hard knocks.  Take it from a man who knows: your happiness lies in fearing God and keeping His commandments.  


This is a good memory verse—and a fine verse to live by.  Henry says,

“Every word of God is pure and precious, but some words are worthy of more special notice—such as this one”.  

He’s right.  Every day is full of a million questions, some of which are extremely complicated and take a lot of time to think through.  But you’ll never go wrong by fearing God or keeping His commandments.  


That’s the backdrop.  

THE SUMMARY


Henry goes on to tell us what the verse is—

“The summary of religion.  Setting aside all doubtful disputation, to be religious is to fear God and keep His commandments”.  


Henry is very shrewd here.  He lived at a time of intense and passionate theological debate.  Like other Puritans, he took part in the debates.  Yet he realized that true religion does not lie in one’s opinion of the church, the sacraments, the civil authority, and other issues then raging in England, but in godly fear and sincere obedience.  


Because truth matters, doctrine matters!  But one can be right on every point of theology without being godly.  What Henry calls “religion” we’d call godliness.  And godliness begins with a deep respect for God and a trembling at His holiness and love.  The sense of awe before the Lord creates a conscience that wants to do what He tells us to do and is pained when we don’t. 


To Henry’s way of thinking attitude and actions go together. What you are and what you do are related as cause and effect.  He says

“To fear God is to worship Him and give Him the honor due His name and to be truly devoted to Him”.  


God-fearing people are not perfect, of course, but Henry says they are obedient—and not to their own lights, but to the Word of God,

“The rule of religion is the law of God revealed in the Scriptures.  Our fear towards God is to be taught by His commandments and those we must keep and carefully observe.  Wherever the fear of God is uppermost in the heart, there will be a respect for all His commandments and care to keep them.  In vain to we pretend to fear God if we do not make conscience of our duty to Him”.


The verse gives a short and excellent summary of the Christian’s way of life: “Fear God and keep His commandment”.  That’s the second point of Henry’s teaching.  Next, we have…

THE IMPORTANCE 

“The vast importance of it: this is the whole of man; it is all his business and all his blessedness.  Our whole duty is summed up in this and our whole comfort is bound up in this.  It is the concern of every man and ought to be chief and continual care.  It is the common concern of all men, of their whole time.  It is nothing to a man whether he be rich or poor, high or low, but it is the main matter, it is all in all to a man, to fear God and do as He bids him”.  

I’m not sure what I can add to this!  Most people don’t think fearing God and keeping His commandments are at all important.  Christians know better, but how many of us make them our chief and continual concern?  We care very much about other things—health, jobs, vacations, investments, schooling, and so on.  We ought to spend some time thinking about these things.  But our main concern has to be fearing and obeying the Lord!  It’s better to be a poor man who fears the Lord than a rich man who doesn’t!  It’s better to be a stupid man who obeys the Bible than a brilliant man who disobeys it!  


Every word in the paragraph ought to be underlined!  “Vast importance…whole duty…chief care…continual concern…main matter…all in all”.  


Matthew Henry was not a sinless man, but if you read his life, you’ll find that he lived this way!  Despite poverty and persecution and many children and hard work and not enough hours in the day, he lived as though fearing God and obeying His Word mattered more than anything else.  Now in glory, do you think he regrets the priority he gave to them?  

THE INDUCEMENT

Henry’s last point is also the most solemn.  It’s one we’d like to wish away—maybe—but we cannot.  I’ve heard pastors try to explain it away, but when their sermons were over, the Word was still there.  Henry says we have

“A powerful inducement of this.  We shall see how important fearing God and keeping His commandments are if we remember that everyone of us must shortly give account of himself to God.  Solomon argued against a wicked life and for a religious one by saying, `For God shall bring every work into judgment’”.  


Kids, if you don’t know the word, an inducement is a motive or a reason to do something.  Some inducements are negative: your mom says, “If you don’t clean up your room in the next hour, I’m going to spank you”.  Others are positive: your dad says, “If you clean up your room in the next hour, I’ll take you out for ice cream”.  


The Judgment of God is both negative and positive.  Those who live without fearing or obeying God will get in trouble—big trouble.  Those who fear and obey the Lord will be rewarded.  


Henry doesn’t add much here, but he summarizes the main points implied in the verse:

“There is a judgment to come…God Himself will be the Judge…Every work will be brought into judgment…even secret things (both good and bad) will be brought to light…and because of the strictness of this judgment it behooves us to be very strict in our walking with God, that we may give up our account with joy”. 


Every person in this room—man, woman, boy, girl, angel or demon will one day stand before God and have his whole life laid open to the All-Seeing Eye.  On that day, fearing the Lord and keeping His commandments will seem like very good things to do.  And they are—not just then, but now.  


So get to it.  And the love of God be with you.  Amen.   

