
I Intro. (Ecc. 5:1-7) 

 Under the OT Law system there was a 

house of God, first the tabernacle and then the 

temple in which God was seen to dwell in person 

(Ex. 40:34-38; 1Kg. 8:10-11). One could only 

approach God’s dwelling place in the integrity of 

his heart in compliance with the Law. To approach 

it rashly was to risk judgment. Solomon 

mentioned “the sacrifice of fools” in this regard, 

which was to make a thoughtless commitment 

(Ecc. 5:1-3). It follows that all vows should be 

kept (5:4-5). To do otherwise was to risk judgment 

(5:6-7). 

  

II  “Be Careful with Your Words, Fear God.” 

Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 

 A. Rash conduct was risky conduct (5:1-3). 

  1. (vs. 1) Solomon exhorted “Guard 

your steps as you go to the house of God.” The 

term “guard” has the sense, “keep, watch, 

preserve…keep within bounds, restrain,”
1
 so that 

one does not step out of line, all of which is 

figurative for keeping oneself under control and in 

compliance with the Law of God under which 

ancient Israel then lived. When one arrived at the 

location of the house of God, he was to “draw near 

to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools,” 

that is, to be ready to obey God’s revealed word as 

opposed to making all kinds of commitments, 

perhaps even “vows”
2
, though “prayer”

3
 might 

primarily be in view here, that they would be 

unlikely to keep. 

 Characteristic of such careless, thoughtless, 

and yet busily talking people is that “they do not 

know they are doing evil.” They also are 

completely unaware of the utter futility of such 

actions, something that did not escape the 

preacher. 

 Though Solomon’s primary focus is the 

emptiness and folly of making rash vows and 

commitments that one had no serious intention of 

keeping, there is no question that he does “give 

advice on proper worship,” contr. BK.”
4
 

2. (vs. 2) Such advice continues 

here: “Do not be hasty in word or impulsive in 
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thought to bring up a matter in the presence of 

God.” Prov. 20:25 says, “It is a snare for a man to 

say rashly, ‘It is holy!’ And after the vows to make 

inquiry.” “Making a vow rashly and then 

considering what he did can get a person in as 

much trouble as if he stepped into an animal trap. 

It is better to think before acting.”
5
  

“Worshipers should avoid recklessness in 

prayers, promises, or in professions of devotion to 

God.”
6
 In the Law it says, “When you make a vow 

to the LORD your God, you shall not delay to pay 

it, for it would be sin in you, and the LORD your 

God will surely require it of you. However, if you 

refrain from vowing, it would not be sin in you. 

You shall be careful to perform what goes out 

from your lips, just as you have voluntarily vowed 

to the LORD your God, what you have promised” 

(Deut. 23:21-23). 

 Solomon then gave his reason for that 

counsel, “For God is in heaven and you are on the 

earth; therefore let your words be few.” You are a 

mere man, God is God who stands ready to judge. 

Do not challenge Him with your mouth of 

carelessness. You will not prevail, nor will you 

escape. Vanity will ensue instead, indeed “sin can 

ultimately lead to the loss of all a person worked 

for (v. 6).”
7
 

  3. (vs. 3) This verse is difficult. 

Solomon seems to be saying that “Worries and 

anxieties…in business or personal life can 

preoccupy a man’s mind and disturb his sleep by 

producing fanciful imaginations instead of 

peaceful sleep.”
8
 “Just as multiple pressures of 

business produce restlessness and dreams, so an 

excess of words, especially in prayer, obscures the 

message.”
9
 Or perhaps, “As much ‘business,’ 

engrossing the mind, gives birth to incoherent 

‘dreams,’ so many words, uttered inconsiderately 

in prayer, give birth to and betray ‘a fool’s 

speech.’”
10

 

On vs. 7 regarding the same matter, Glenn 

says, “Solomon compared rash vows to futile or 

meaningless dreams. This is the thought in verse 

7a, which may be translated somewhat literally, 
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‘Through many dreams there is futility and also 

through many words.’”
11

 

B. It follows that all vows should be kept 

(5:4-5). 

 1. (vs. 4) It should come as no 

surprise that when one made “a vow to God” that 

he was “not” to “be late in paying it, for He takes 

no delight in fools. Pay what you vow!” This 

would be one way to add at least some meaning to 

life, avoiding at least one level of futility, that loss 

incurred through the discipline for failing to keep 

one’s vow. “God has no use for the dolt who talks 

up a storm, then fails to deliver.”
12

 

 2. (vs. 5) This is the only 

reasonable alternative to vs. 4. “It is better that you 

should not vow than that you should vow and not 

pay.” That makes it evident as before that vows 

were voluntary. One was under no obligation to 

make one. So it was pointless to do so and not to 

follow through. 

“How well the Preacher knew man’s 

propensity to strike a bargain with God when 

caught in a tight, desperate situation: ‘Lord, if you 

get me out of this, I’ll serve you forever.’ But then 

the tendency is to forget quickly when the crisis is 

past. 

Even in moments of spiritual exhilaration, 

it is easy to make a vow of dedication, or celibacy, 

or poverty, or the like.”
13

 

There is no question that such things go on 

today. People who are desperate or ecstatic on the 

other hand, make all kinds of foolish vows, which 

they are highly unlikely to keep. I had it happen 

just recently, and the commitment has already 

been broken. 

C. To do otherwise was to risk judgment 

(5:6-7). 

 1. (vs. 6) It was just basic sound 

counsel for Solomon to write, “Do not let your 

speech cause you to sin.” It was worse to try to 

back out of a vow once it was made; “do not say in 

the presence of the messenger of God that it was a 

mistake.” One could not escape by saying, 

“Whoops! I didn’t mean it.” The messenger 
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“probably refers to the priest as in Malachi 2:7,”
14

 

especially “since broken vows were to be 

confessed before him (Lev. 5:4–6).”
15

 Lev. 5:4-6 

reads, “Or if a person swears thoughtlessly with 

his lips to do evil or to do good, in whatever 

matter a man may speak thoughtlessly with an 

oath, and it is hidden from him, and then he comes 

to know it, he will be guilty in one of these. So it 

shall be when he becomes guilty in one of these, 

that he shall confess that in which he has sinned. 

He shall also bring his guilt offering to the LORD 

for his sin which he has committed, a female from 

the flock, a lamb or a goat as a sin offering. So the 

priest shall make atonement on his behalf for his 

sin.” 

The final question here is intended to 

divert a person from that bad decision of making a 

vow and not following through with it: “Why 

should God be angry on account of your voice and 

destroy the work of your hands?” There was 

obviously a very serious price to pay for failing to 

follow through with a vow, which with the 

destruction of the work of one’s hands could leave 

one destitute. 

 2. (vs. 7) The explanation follows 

which remains consistent with Solomon’s theme 

in Ecclesiastes, “For in many dreams and in many 

words there is emptiness,” or rather literally, 

“vanity.” So one ought “rather” to “fear God” and 

to do the things that are pleasing in His sight. If so, 

one will experience less of empty vanity. 

 

III Conc. 

 These verses “are an important part of 

Solomon’s argument, warning against the folly of 

rash vows which could cause a person to lose the 

fruits of his labor through God’s destroying the 

work of his hands (v. 6).”
16

 Moreover, “since a 

rash vow might result in the destruction of the 

fruits of one’s labor (and his labor might thus 

prove futile), Solomon compared rash vows to 

futile or meaningless dreams.”
17

 

 We should note that this section has some 

limitations insofar as the NT is concerned. It is 
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simple. The NT believer is not to make vows at 

all, but to let his yes be yes, and his no, no. That 

the English words vow, swearing, and oaths are 

used synonymously is clear from Mt. 5:33-37 and 

James 5:12. Paul lived by this standard (2Cor. 

1:15-22). 


