
 
For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven…(Ecclesiastes 3:1-8) The whole 
of a human life is described in these first eight verses, from birth to death.  All the events, all the 
emotions, all the activities.  Planting and plucking up.  Killing and healing.  Breaking down and 
building up.  Weeping and laughing.  Mourning and dancing.  Getting rid of things and gathering 
things.  Embracing and being alone.  Seeking and losing.  Keeping and casting away.  Tearing and 
sewing.  Loving and hating.  Conflict and peace. The way Solomon pairs these up is called ‘merism' 
- where two polar opposites are used to describe everything in-between.  Like a shelf of books with 
two bookends holding them all there.  Solomon describes the whole of your life: the extremes, and 
everything in between.   Within that life, everything has its place and time.  Look at the breadth and 
richness of what’s described here!  God created a world to be lived in, and people to live that life; He 
created people able to feel things deeply, be intensely active, and above all able to choose.     !
These ‘times’ described here are all about our choice. They’re not God’s times, they’re our times. 
They’re not God’s choices; they’re our choices. In-between the two bookends of birth and death, 
two events over which we have no control, we choose.  Every day, every moment of every day,  
consciously or unconsciously we choose.  As these times come to me, I have the power to choose 
how I’ll use them.  I can either use or misuse the twenty four hours of each day; and the choices I 
make will open the door to joy or despair.   !
Is there a right time, an appropriate time for things?  An appropriate time to break down, another 
appropriate time to build up? A right time to speak, and a right time to keep quiet?  God gave us the 
power of choice; we can choose when to break down or build up, when to speak or keep silent.  
Since he’s given us that gift, that power, does that itself make all our choices right?  For example, A 
time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing. (3:5) How do we choose which it is to be?  Does it 
matter what we choose?   I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or the does of the field, 
that you not stir up or awaken love until it pleases (Song of Solomon 2:7).   In other words, you can stir 
up love before the right time; you can embrace when it would be much more advisable to refrain 
from embracing.  You have that freedom, that power of choice.  But Solomon here appeals to us to 
consider the does or gazelles of the field - in the animal kingdom everything’s done by instinct at its 
appropriate time.  Of course man is higher than the animals, not designed to act purely on instinct.   
So we can’t rely on pure instinct in deciding our times.  We’re rational beings, capable of thinking 
things through; we’re morally aware beings, capable of choosing the best course of action, not 
simply the one that immediately fulfils what we want.  We’re capable of much higher life 
experience than animals; but to enter fully into that abundant life, as God wants us to, we have to 
be responsible in our choices.  We have to discern and decide our times, and find the appropriate 
ones.   !!
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The world is such a broken place. Because the times are all out of balance.  Ever since man fell from 
relationship with God, we’ve made our choices based on selfish desire and instincts.  Where jealousy 
and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice (James 3:17).  Some people misuse 
their times and then others have to use their times to try to redress the balance.  For example, the 
greed and selfish ambition of a handful of men led to two World Wars in the last century; where 
millions of men, women and children ended up having to use their times to prevent the world 
tipping off into unimaginable darkness.  A time for war and a time for peace (3:8).  They went to war in 
the hope of bringing things back to peace.  The price they paid was indescribable.  There we have a 
picture of our fellow men, choosing their times.  War is not from God or from the devil.  It’s human; 
it’s a conflict of wills. Some chose to assert their wills to grab for themselves.  Others chose to assert 
their wills to put an end to the grabbing.   In-between birth and death, we continually choose. God 
doesn’t control us.    It’s not fore-ordained how we’ll use our times.  And of course, how we use our 
times directly affects the times that come to others.  Every single decision you make has some effect 
on others.  No-one is an island.   !
These are our times, not God’s.  How are we to discern and decide what we do with our times?  For 
example, A time to speak and a time to keep silent (3:7).  Sometimes it’s cowardly to keep silent.  
Sometimes it’s cowardly to speak.  How do we know the right times?  How do we get the right 
balance of the times, not necessarily a 50/50 split (where we speak half the time and keep quiet half 
the time), but where everything’s in its appropriate place?   !
You can manage your life, your day,  based on you, grabbing what you think you need for yourself, 
and protecting what you’ve got.  Or you can manage it based on God.  Then you begin to be able to 
discern God’s times.  Then you can choose to line up your times with His times.  If you live like 
that, then the times Solomon lists, that whole human life described here, becomes an open book, the 
open book of your life, and in that book is being written a relationship between God and one of His 
children.  It’s a book in which heaven and earth meet. 

__________ !
God created this universe, this world, and all in it with a purpose.  That purpose has to do with 
relationship with Him.   !
He created the angelic Beings to worship Him and to serve Him and humanity:  Ascribe to the Lord, 
you heavenly beings, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength (Psalm 29:1). He created the Universe to 
bring Him glory:  The heavens declare the glory of God (Psalm 19:1).  He created the physical world to 
bring Him glory:  Let the rivers clap their hands,let the hills sing for joy before the Lord (Psalm 98:8). He 
created the animal kingdom to bring Him glory:  Let everything that has breath, praise the Lord (Psalm 
150:6)  And He created humanity not just to bring Him glory, but also to share His glory:  Bringing 
many sons to glory (Hebrews 2:10).   !
Everything He made serves a purpose in terms of relationship with Him.  All things were created 
through Him and for Him.  (Colossians 1:16)   And although the Creation is broken through man’s 
disobedience, that purpose of relationship still stands:  For the creation waits with eager longing for the 
revealing of the sons of God.  For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of Him who 
subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the 
freedom of the glory of the children of God.  And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first-
fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies 
(Romans 8:19-23). 
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The very heart and essence of the Creation is all about relationship.    Everything was created by 
God through Jesus:  All things were created through Him and for Him (Colossians 1:16) Jesus holds the 
Creation together:  In Him all things hold together. (Colossians 1:17)   Who does Jesus do this for?  For 
Himself? He holds it together for the Father.  Meanwhile the Spirit guides believers into all truth, 
and convicts the world of their need for God. In other words, the Son and the Spirit hold the whole 
creation in continuing relation to the Father.  Ultimately the Son will hand all things back to the 
Father (1 Corinthians 15:24, 28).   This whole creation, visible and invisible,  is all about relationship!   !
But we don’t really see that.  Our difficulty in seeing it has a long history; men who lived centuries 
ago have had a hand in reducing our vision.   !
Plato lived around 400 BC.  He, and influential thinkers after him, said that this Creation is inferior 
to a perfect world of the spirit, or a perfect world of perfect ideas.  They separated the material from 
the spiritual.    Why’s that a problem for us?  Because his thinking had subtle but powerful effects 
on mankind’s view of God’s relationship with His created world.  It leads to our sense that God is 
up there, removed, and we are down here. Spirit is good, matter is bad. Plato didn’t think much at 
all of things like art, music, poetry. Because according to him, spiritual is good, physical is bad.  
Matter doesn’t matter!  This thinking encourages us to feel that God isn’t really interested in 
everyday life down here.  !
That’s why this chapter in Ecclesiastes is one of the most hopeful! It describes a whole life being 
lived; and not lived on its own, but in the context of God’s dealings with man.  Matter is incredibly 
important to God.  Everyday life matters to Him.   Look at the Incarnation!  And right now,  Jesus is 
a flesh and bone man in heaven!  !
It’s common to think of heaven in this way:  “When I die, I’ll fly off to heaven.”  But ultimately 
that’s not our destination! The final chapters of the book of Revelation describe new heavens and a 
new earth.  It’s very clear that the New Jerusalem comes down to earth, and God comes to dwell on 
earth with His people. With His people who’ve been bodily resurrected. Heaven and earth meet.  
Matter matters. !
Later thinkers had an effect on us too.  Augustine (who lived around 400 AD) got a lot of things 
right.  However, he didn’t properly grasp God’s relational purpose in creation; that His purpose 
was relationship in and through every aspect of life.  When Augustine read Genesis 1, he saw God 
putting principles into place; these would then hold creation together.  What got somewhat lost here 
was the relationship aspect- that Christ holds the creation together, for the Father!   !
Augustine did believe in the importance of relationship, but largely vertically (God-man) rather 
than horizontally (man-man), which he saw as quite irrelevant. Do you see how that reflects Plato?  
That idea that spirit is valuable and matter is not?  By this way of thinking, all that matters is our 
connection with the world of the spirit, (or in Plato’s terminology, with the Perfect Idea); but the 
highs and lows and quirks of real relationship with people and with life don’t mean anything.   
How he failed to really grasp that in love for one another we love God!  According to this tradition of 
thought, I really am when I’m related to God, not quite really so when I’m related to other human beings and 
the earth…(Colin Gunton)  By this way of thinking, that open book of your life, in which is being 
written that relationship between God and one of His children, is narrowed down and restricted.  
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Heaven and earth can’t really meet there the way they’re supposed to! Because in reality, to be 
yourself in God, you need your neighbour, and he needs you.  !
And then we have William of Ockham,who lived around 1300AD.  He was a Franciscan friar, so 
again, he believed God created the universe.  To him, God created the world just because He 
wanted to, and put in it a way to be saved, but we could never uncover the principles and laws 
behind God’s creation through human logic or thinking. To Ockham, God’s mind and the human 
mind operate separately and independently of each other. The only chance you had of knowing 
God’s ways was through personal spiritual revelation and faith.    Now that may sound good - but 
only because we’re influenced by Plato!  Jesus said we were to love God with our whole heart, mind 
soul and strength.  Paul said whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God (1 
Corinthians 10:31).  To Ockham, as with Augustine, God created it all, but not with the purpose of 
relating it all to Himself.   On the one hand you have God, on the other hand you have the things 
He’s created, but the bridge between the two is very limited.   He’s up there,and we’re down here. 
God is separated from His creation; effectively excluded from ordinary, everyday life and 
relationships.  He’s only to be found through spiritual revelation.    !
Later thinkers took this further, into the idea that  God put these things in place, but you just can’t 
know Him.  That’s what we call agnosticism.  Others went even further, to say that there’s no need 
for a God to have put these things in place; all you have are the things themselves.  That’s atheism.  
You’re left alone with a universe and a life that doesn’t correspond to anything greater, anything 
absolute.  You just have ‘our times’ and no ‘God’s times’ to relate them to.  You reduce everything 
down to what we can make of it. God is off the throne and we’re on it. !
And these men’s thought (along with those in-between them) are what provided the groundwork 
for the atheism and the agnosticism of our modern culture.  It doesn’t go back fifty years, a 
hundred, even five hundred.  The belief that there’s nothing out there, or that there is something, 
but He’s uninterested and unknowable, is a stronghold in modern society. Like all strongholds, it  
hasn’t been built overnight.  It’s taken a long, long time to establish.  But now we’ve removed God 
from relationship with His creation, man sits contentedly in his stronghold, on the throne.  !
No wonder it’s such a challenge to address!  But it can be addressed, because the Living God is not 
uninterested, non uninvolved.  His Word is living and active and divides between what’s real and 
what’s an illusion.  The reality is God in relationship to creation and to man, through Jesus Christ.  
And man in relationship to man and to creation, through Jesus Christ.  I pray you grasp quite how 
your daily life itself is the living book in which heaven and earth can meet.  

__________ 
  
So in these first eight verses of Ecclesiastes 3, we have a picture of the whole of your life lived out.  
And if you will, if you choose, the Kingdom of God is lived out in that.    !
I have seen the business that God has given the children of man to be busy with… (Ecclesiastes 3:9-10)  God 
has given us this business, this opportunity between birth and death to live an abundant life in 
Him.  To live it all in relationship with Him.  As we saw earlier, we’re above the animals.  They’re 
creatures of instinct.  We’re rational, able to think things through.  We’re morally aware, able to 
choose the best course of action.  But to live life, we can’t stop there.  Those things aren’t enough.  
To really live, we need to live in living relationship with the Living God.  And that’s what He’s 
given us to be busy with!   
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He has made everything beautiful in its time (3:11)  The first verses described what we do.  Now we’re 
into what God does.  Not what we can do, but what God does.  In God’s time everything’s beautiful.  
He makes it so.  It may not seem so.  In this world you’ll have affliction (John 16:33).  But that affliction 
is working in you an eternal weight of glory that’s beyond all comparison (2 Corinthians 4:17). He 
makes it beautiful.  Can we see that?  To see it, we have to look not at what’s seen but what’s 
unseen.  We have to bring our times to the Father.  Then He makes it all beautiful.   !
Also, He has put eternity into man’s heart… (3:11) This is something else God does.  Another gift from 
God.  We know - everyone knows deep down - that this life is not all there is.  And the second part 
of this gift is that he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.  Yes, God limits 
what we can grasp.  He limits what we can get our heads and hearts around.  And that limitation is 
a gift!  We can’t fully grasp the breadth and depth and height and length of all that He is and all that 
He’s done.  That limitation is a gift, because it keeps us on the ground of relationship: living, 
dynamic, growing, wondrous relationship with the living God, and with one another.  As my co-
worker Harry said to a young agnostic on the street this week, “I can’t take Jesus out of my pocket 
and give Him to you!  You must get to know Him for yourself!”  And there’s always more.   !
Because you can’t grasp it all, because you can’t take in all there is to be taken in, then LIVE!  Be 
joyful, do good, eat, drink, take pleasure in your work, as long as you live!  This is God’s gift to man 
(3:12-13).  A life, to be lived, on earth, with Him and in Him!  In all the joy and sorrow, pain and 
pleasure, gathering and releasing, seeking and losing, silence and speech, conflict and peace of 
everyday and not-so-everyday life.  Life is a gift from Him.  To be lived in Him and with Him.  This 
puts a nail in the coffin of Plato’s degrading of the material world that God has created. It puts a 
nail in the coffin of Augustine’s degrading of the value of human relationships.  And it puts a nail in 
the coffin of Ockham’s degrading of everyday life when it comes to knowing the Lord.  God wants 
heaven and earth to meet in us. !
What God does remains forever, nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken away from it.  God has done it 
so that people fear before Him (3:14). As we saw in the first eight verses, God has given us tremendous 
power of choice.  In between birth and death, everything comes down to what we choose to do with 
our times.  But that gift, tremendous gift, of free-will, of the power to choose, is potentially a deadly, 
deadly curse.  If I begin to think that because I can choose, I’m ultimately in charge.  If we begin to 
think that this power of choice makes us the ultimate authority, that it gives us the last word.  And 
so in His love, God sends us reminders that in fact, He has the final word - to which nothing can be 
added or taken away.   !
The thinking of men like Plato, Augustine and Ockham has led our generation to believe that 
because God doesn’t blanket our world and our souls with His commanding Presence, then either 
He doesn’t exist or He’s irrelevant.   But God created this world for relationship with Him, and 
relationship doesn’t work that way.  It involves movement on both sides.   !
God gives us this life to lead.  And in that, He gives reminders, pointers to His authority.  
Reminders that He has the final word.  When we’re talking with non-believers, Harry and I might 
go this way and that, discussing, sometimes for hours, the questions and objections that come up.  
That’s all good.  But there are moments and times where, in simplicity, we bring things to a head.  
“Look at the Universe, Simon.  Look at your moral awareness, Hannah.  Look at Jesus of Nazareth, 
Tim.  Look at modern day testimonies, Rachel.  If you seek Him you will find Him, Ian.”  
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God is pointing them to that final, authoritative word, which is His.  We know that whatever the law 
says it speaks… so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to 
God.”  (Romans 3:19)   !
My office looks out onto the town Square.  As I studied for this message, about 50 people were in 
Square on spin bikes for several hours, raising money for charity.  It was a party atmosphere, with  
loud music, charismatic trainers calling out instructions and people gathered around watching.  
There was lots of ‘life’ going on.  And then there was one policeman quietly stood to the side for a 
while, in his black uniform, his helmet, his bullet-proof jacket, with his truncheon and taser by his 
side.  The authority of the law, quietly present.  The place wasn’t blanketed with policemen - there 
was no need.  Just one man.  Not interfering.  Just there, as a presence, a quiet reminder, to remind 
any potential mischief makers that the law would have the final word.   And similarly there’s no 
need for God to blanket this world with evidence of His commanding Presence.  Instead He gives 
what’s necessary for relationship.  In the midst of the freedom of life, He’s there, giving us the gift 
of reminders that He is the Final Word.   !
What God does remains forever… We choose what we do with our times; but God also is active.  What 
He does, what He establishes is permanent.  Has God done something in your heart?  That’s 
permanent.  Your feelings may come and go, your awareness of it may come and go, you may be 
shaken by circumstances and by doubt trying to press in. But what God does is done, and that’s the 
end of the matter. There’s great rest and strength for you when you fear before Him, recognising 
Him as the Final Word. !
God seeks what has been driven away (3:15).  The beauty of the Hebrew here is it yields various shades 
of meaning.  Each of them tells us something about God.  They’re reflected in the various English 
translations:  God restores what would otherwise be displaced (NAB): God is a God of healing and 
restoration.  Our choices may have led to our times being out of balance.  But if we walk with Him, 
God can restore us to that rich relationship with Him which would otherwise have been lost.  He 
can put everything in its place.    God seeks out what has passed by (MLB)  God is ever bringing back what 
disappears (Moffatt):  God is a pro-active God.  Along with all I’ve said about man’s choice, I cannot 
leave this unsaid:  God takes the initiative in seeking out that which is lost, in bringing back that 
which has disappeared.  And He’s relentless in doing so, because He’s Love.   God will call the past to 
account (NIV): This mirrors the final verse in Ecclesiastes, God will bring every deed into judgement, 
with every secret thing, whether good or evil. (12:14) In the final analysis, for the believer, no good deed 
is wasted.  For the unbeliever, no evil deed goes unpunished.   !
I saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness… (3:16) Under the sun the times 
are out of balance.  Jealousy and selfish ambition bring corruption where there should be 
righteousness and justice.  It’s a simple, unchanging fact that this world is unjust.  If you demand 
that others treat you justly in this life, you’ll only end up feeling sorry for yourself.    Never demand 
that others treat you properly.  But always, always treat others properly.  Leave the rest to God.   !
I said in my heart, God will judge the righteous and the wicked (3:17) Solomon has a gift from God of 
unparalleled wisdom.  As he turns these things over in his heart, he can see reality, he can see truth.  
He can see how heaven is related to earth.  And he sees that God will judge.  So often it seems to us 
that God isn’t interested in judging.  That’s because He’s patient.  But judgement is coming.  The 
Judge is at the door (James 5:9).   !
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For there is a time for every matter and for every work (3:17). Solomon sees that there is indeed an 
appropriate time for every matter and every work.  Does that mean that it’s all fore-ordained, all 
planned in advance by God to the last detail?  No. We’re not puppets.  In that sense nothing is fore-
ordained.  But He has prepared good works in advance for us to do (Ephesians 2:10).  So it means 
that to the extent we walk in relationship with God, there’s an interplay between our times and His 
times, and what we end up with is the appropriate, right times.  Heaven meets earth in us. !
In the final verses of the chapter (3:18-22), we’re reminded that we do have a limited time on this 
earth.  In that sense we’re like the beasts and have no advantage over them.  And there’s no way to 
observe what comes afterwards.  But Solomon isn’t seeing from a purely earthly perspective.  He 
knows God exists.  He knows God.  Heaven and earth meet in his soul.  So he invites us to 
recognise that this life, lived down here, in all its to-ing and fro-ing, is all about relationship with 
God.  We are active, and God is active.  Relationship is the purpose of the Creation.  Everything God 
created is good, and He made us for living relationship with Him, and with each other.  Let’s leave 
Plato and his cohorts in the dust.  That’s what the early Church did when they devoted themselves 
to prayer, to the apostles’  teaching, to fellowship with one another, and to the breaking of bread 
(Acts 2:42).  Heaven and earth met in their hearts, homes and lives, in purity, in strength, and in the 
glory of God.   !!!
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