What To and What Not To Study 

12:9 Not only was the Teacher wise, but he also taught knowledge to the people; he carefully evaluated and arranged many proverbs. 12:10 The Teacher sought to find delightful words, and to write accurately truthful sayings. 12:11 The words of the sages are like prods, and the collected sayings are like firmly fixed nails; they are given by one shepherd. 12:12 Be warned, my son, of anything in addition to them. There is no end to the making of many books, and much study is exhausting to the body. (Ecclesiastes 12:9-12, NET).

Students love to memorize Ecclesiastes 12:12 because they find it funny. And sometimes they think it means that studying is a waste of time. Let’s take a closer look:

	Ecclesiastes 12:9-12
	

	Not only was the Teacher wise
	He had a lot of insight into life – probably enough that he could have coasted on it and done okay.

	he taught knowledge to the people
	But he had a desire to teach well, and so he refused to coast on his knack for observation.

	he carefully evaluated and arranged many proverbs
	As a result of his desire to serve others with his knowledge, he researched carefully. He didn’t accept every idea that crossed his desk. Then he found cross-references among them and set them down in the order he thought would make the most sense.

	he sought to find delightful words
	He evidently found joy in learning, and he sought to inspire that same joy in others.

	he sought to write accurately truthful sayings
	He wanted to be as accurate as possible in his understanding of the world and in the content of his teaching. That means that he had broad intellectual interests and cared about truth more than “preachability.”

	the words of the sages are like prods and the collected sayings are like firmly fixed nails
	This worked because truth motivates change much as a prod motivates cattle. It is solid and reliable, like nails that don’t wiggle. Note that this refers both to lectures (the words) and to books (collected sayings).

	they are given by one shepherd
	Note that this is non-scriptural wisdom. “The sages” are probably Egyptian and other middle-Eastern leaders who spoke truth. But that’s okay because all truth is God’s truth.

	beware of anything in addition to them
	But not all that purports to contain truth actually does. Stuff written and sermons preached and lectures delivered by non-sages should be regarded suspiciously.

	there is no end to the making of many books
	This was already true thousands of years ago, and is more true now than ever. Many people write books to increase their bank account – not to spread truth. These books will not serve you as well.

	much study wearies the body
	You have a limited amount of time to devote to study. You cannot read everything – the choice to read the most trendy ministry book is the choice not to read G. K. Chesterton. The choice to read a magazine is the choice not to read a few chapters of Blaise Pascal.


Reflection Questions
Can you think of any external wisdom that made its way into the Bible via “the sages”?

What is the difference between a sage and a non-sage?

How can you tell which category a given author falls into? Create a short list of guidelines for yourself.

Why is there no end to the making of books?
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