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 Date:  May 14, 2017 
Title:  It’s About Time: The Gift of God 
Text:  Eccl. 3:1-15 
Theme: We live in an endless cycle and only God controls our moments.  
 
Introduction:  
 
“Twenty-eight times the word ‘time’ is used. Fourteen pairs of opposites are employed in an 
effort to cover the widest possible range and thus practically every aspect of human life.”1 
 
Inside of Ecclesiastes there are three clusters of “time” (Ecclesiastes 3:1-15; 8:2-17, and 9:1-12). 
 
The conclusion both passages come to is the song sung by the preacher.  
 

• “So I commended pleasure, for there is nothing good for a man under the sun except to eat and to drink 
and to be merry, and this will stand by him in his toils throughout the days of his life which God has 
given him under the sun” (Eccl. 8:15). 
 

• “Go then, eat your bread in happiness and drink your wine with a cheerful heart; for God has already 
approved your works” (Eccl. 9:7). 

 

“A brass ring is a small grabbable ring that a dispenser presents to a carousel rider during the 
course of a ride. Usually there are a large number of iron rings and one brass one, or just a few. 
It takes some dexterity to grab a ring from the dispenser as the carousel rotates. The iron rings 
can be tossed at a target as an amusement. Typically, getting the brass ring gets the rider some 
sort of prize when presented to the operator. The prize often is a free repeat ride. The phrase to 
grab the brass ring is derived from this device.”2 
 
The cyclical nature of life is much like the merry-go-round and grabbing the brass ring is much 
like our desire to make more of the ride than is necessary. One of the tensions I am encountering 
is the “dark” tone I seem to strike in my reading of this text. Many whom I read seem to take 
this book as something much more positive. I, however, cannot help but think life on the 
horizontal is empty apart from God. 
 
Yet, I can sense a resolve in the writer. By accepting life’s movements as coming from the hand 
of God, whether good or bad, is a gift from Him that can be enjoyed by resting in His wisdom 
and love. 
 
There is the weaver’s beam at play. We are strands within the tapestry and God is the weaver. 
From our vantage point, we fail to see how our frayed ends and single color makes any sense. 
Yet from God’s vantage point, the picture woven is one of beauty. This is the vantage point we 
must embrace if we are to find any rest in our moments. 
 
“Solomon is still busy questioning the purpose of man. Now he explores man’s impact on time 
[emphasis added].”3 
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“After working through his search for meaning and satisfaction through indulging in pleasure, 
clinging to wisdom and working tirelessly, the Teacher sums up his findings through poetry. 
He concludes that man’s life is controlled by the sovereignty of God and that He uses all things, 
whether good or bad to contribute to His plan. The ultimate proof of our frailty is found in verse 
20, “All go to one place . . . all are from the dust and to the dust, all return.”4 
 
“In Greek mythology Sisyphus was the king of Ephyra (now known as Corinth). He was 
punished for his self-aggrandizing craftiness and deceitfulness by being forced to roll an 
immense boulder up a hill, only to watch it come back to hit him, repeating this action for 
eternity. Through the classical influence on modern culture, tasks that are both laborious and 
futile are therefore described as Sisyphean.”5 
 
“This passage fits into the context of the whole book by calculating the contrasting events of life 
and man’s inability to change that. Man is best served by acknowledging God’s sovereignty and 
enjoying His blessings.”6 
 
Earlier (1:1-11) Solomon notes the cyclical nature of life and how nothing is new and nothing 
will change. This text speaks directly to that endless cycle. Here, Solomon assures his audience 
that the cycle itself has been appointed by God and is thus a beautiful thing. 
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
 
How is the meaning of your text informed by its context? Answer this question using 1) the 
immediate context (the closest passages on both sides of your text), 2) the context of the whole 
book, and 3) the historical context. 
 
1. He just finished stating how “eating and drinking” (v. 24a) comes “from the hand of 
God” (v. 24b). 

2. He ends this poem with “He has made everything appropriate in its time” (3:11). 
3. Both statements appear to form “bookends” to the poem. 

 
“There is an ebb and flow to life that includes joy and sorrow. All of life’s cycles are a part of 
God’s plan. “Everything has its inherent time.”7 [And} “God appoints a time for all things 
and outcomes [emphasis added].”8 
 
Outline: 
 
“What is providence? Here's a theological definition: Providence is the means by which God 
directs all things — both animate and inanimate, seen and unseen, good and evil — toward a 
worthy purpose, which means His will must finally prevail. Or as the psalmist said, ‘his 
kingdom ruleth over all’ (Psalm 103:19). In Ephesians 1:11 Paul tells us that God ‘worketh all 
things after the counsel of his own will.’ Our God is running the universe today, friends, even 
though there are some who think that it has slipped out from under Him.”9 
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Providence is the natural outworking of events under the control and watch care of God. From 
this idea, let us consider four points from our text.  
 
I. The Probabilities of Providence (vv. 1-8) 

 
This text speaks of the endless pieces making up the whole. “This passage is one of the most 
ingenious parts of the Old Testament. Its beauty lies in the absolute symmetry of the entire poem 
and the precise balance of every pronouncement.”10 
 

A. The proposition (v. 1) 
 
The author speaks of an appointed moment for everything. The word appointed occurs only 
four times in the Hebrew and it speaks of an event marked on the Calendar. In the NASB, the 
word event occurs in seven references. 
 
•  “To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven” (Eccl. 3:1). 
 

• “I said in mine heart, God shall judge the righteous and the wicked: for there is a time there for every purpose 
and for every work” (Eccl. 3:17). 
 

• “When thou vowest a vow unto God, defer not to pay it; for he hath no pleasure in fools: pay that which thou 
hast vowed” (Eccl. 5:4). 
 

• “If thou seest the oppression of the poor, and violent perverting of judgment and justice in a province, marvel 
not at the matter: for he that is higher than the highest regardeth; and there be higher than they” (Eccl. 5:8).  {at 
the... Heb. at the will, or, purpose} 
 

• “Because to every purpose there is time and judgment, therefore the misery of man is great upon him” (Eccl. 
8:6). 
 

• “Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days come not, nor the years draw nigh, 
when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them” (Eccl. 12:1). 
 

• “The preacher sought to find out acceptable words: and that which was written was upright, even words of 
truth” (Eccl. 12:10). {acceptable...: Heb. words of delight}  

 
What we see as random and accidental, God sees as intentional and assigned. This text pushes 
us to think we might be in control of our own lives, our own destinies. Much of what makes up 
our lives is controlled by the choices we make. Not all, but most. Our choices have consequences 
and some are unintended. Yet, in all of this God orchestrates.  
 
“Verses 1-8 refer to God’s appointed time-table for human activities or actions whose most 
appropriate time is determined by men. Verses 9-15 state that God is ultimately responsible for 
the time in which events in human history occur. This seems to provide a striking balance 
between the sovereignty of God and the responsibility of man. Man does what God has willed, 
but man also does what he “pleases” (see note on the word “matter” in 3:1).”11 
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“While the theme of the sovereignty of God permeates Eccl 3:1–4:3, the content of 3:1-8 refers to 
human activities that are planned and purposed by man.”12 
 
Theologically, when one speaks of freewill, it is primarily in the area of choosing God as if our 
natural inclination is toward Him. It is true we have a natural void that only God can fill, but it 
is equally true that our hearts are “bent” and “broken” because of idolatry. We will look to 
anything or anyone to meet our need other than God. 
 
In general, we are not free willed people. Our choices are limited. Within our options, we do 
choose but there are other internal and external pressures shaping the choices we make. Thus, 
it is more accurate to speak of the bondage of the will rather than the freedom of the will. 
 
“This poem is one of the very few parts of the book of Ecclesiastes that are generally known. But 
very often is it misunderstood. The preacher does not prescribe but only describes is readily 
apparent when we look at some of those pronouncements. How could he possibly command a 
woman to give birth to a child at a given time?”13 
 
In addition, it is true our present text (vv. 1-8) speaks of many human choices and our next text 
speaks of God’s sovereignty, we would be in error if we concluded that the two are equal. No 
matter how “free” one might think there will is, it pales and prostrates itself before a sovereign 
God. God only and only is king. You and I cannot figure the appropriate time; only God can. 
We can prepare the horse for the day of battle, but only God can give the victory. This is what 
our next section tells us. 
 

B.  The illustration (vv. 2-8) 
 
Life consists of opposites, of extremes. None of it is avoidable; all of it must be embraced.  
 
Life is like a field of wild flowers. In the heat of the day they bloom and then close with the 
encroaching cold. In the winter, they die, and in the summer, they revive. The cycle is endless, 
predictable, but one of beauty. We can plant, we can water, but only God can give the increase. 
 
II. The Mystery of Providence (vv. 9-11) 
 
It appears verse 9 begins as a conclusion. All of the aforementioned elements make up the 
endless cycles of life and nothing you do will impact the outcome. 
 
“A major point of Ecclesiastes is that you are not the writer of your own destiny, so when you 
see the number of ways that yours could be written, it should result in holy fear and also an 
unsettled concern about how you should life, which is exactly what the author will discuss 
next.”14  
 
Although we long to control the elements of our lives in order to shape our destiny, it is all 
meaningless and a striving after wind. Only God orders our existence. 
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Verse 10 reflects the similar thought of 1:13b.  
 

• 13 And I set my mind to seek and explore by wisdom concerning all that has been done under heaven. It is 
a grievous task which God has given to the sons of men to be afflicted with” (Eccl. 1:13). 

 
The word “appropriate” in verse 11 is translated “beautiful” elsewhere. “The Hebrew adjective 
translated beautifully functions as a metonymy of effect (i.e., to appear beautiful) for cause (i.e., 
to make it fit): “to fit beautifully.” It is used in parallelism with Qoheleth’s term for evaluation: 
 in 5:17.”15 (”tov, “good) טֹוב
 
It occurs twice in Ecclesiastes. 
 

• “He hath made everything beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man 
can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end” (Eccl. 3:11). 
 

• “Behold that which I have seen: it is good and comely for one to eat and to drink, and to enjoy the good of 
all his labour that he taketh under the sun all the days of his life, which God giveth him: for it is his portion 
(Eccl. 5:18). 

 
However, King Solomon uses it extensively in the Song of Solomon [11x]. The KJV translates the 
word with “fair one.” The NASB translates it with “beautiful” and “handsome.” 
 
Let us consider this verse in another translation that might help us grasp its significance. 
 

• New Living Translation 
Yet God has made everything beautiful for its own time. He has planted eternity in the human heart, but 
even so, people cannot see the whole scope of God's work from beginning to end. 

 
We yearn to know, but such things are hidden from us. 
 

• NET Bible 
God has made everything fit beautifully in its appropriate time, but he has also placed ignorance in the 
human heart so that people cannot discover what God has ordained, from the beginning to the end of 
their lives. 

 
I do not desire to be trivial or insensitive in my comments. When I look at life, I cannot make 
sense of it. At times in the passing of loved ones, I see no beauty. Yet God who governs 
providence assures me that in His plan such events fit beautifully in their appropriate time. This 
is part of Romans 8:28.  These BIG truths weigh on us. For us to answer this mystery is above 
our “paid grade.” We are to trust “the one whose grasp, unlike ours, reaches from first to last, 
and of whose work nothing is lost.”16 What are we to do with such things? This is our next 
thought. 
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III. The Acceptance of Providence (vv. 12, 13) 
 
The song is reversed. 
 

A. Keep His commandments (vv. 12, 13a) 
 
Do your job. Carry out your responsibilities. See where you are as an appointment from God. 
 

B. Fear God (v. 13b) 
 
The ability to embrace your moments is a gift from God. This same idea and word occurs in 5:19. 
It is also reflected in 2:24. 
 
Somehow, we are to embrace the movements of life (vv. 1-8) because their moments are gifts 
from God. How we understand God will shape how we accept this.  
 
When we consider the story of the prodigal in Luke 15:11ff, we make an assumption concerning 
the father toward the prodigal son. We assume the father will be coarse toward the returning 
son, but just the opposite is true. The father runs toward the son and hugs him deeply.  
 
Depending on how we view God will depend on how we understand FEAR. If you think God 
is going to judge you and scold you, then you will translate FEAR as something formidable, 
stately, and unapproachable. But if you see Him as ABBA, then you can leap to Him believing 
He is too loving to be unkind and too wise to make a mistake. 
 
We look at life and we rage against God. We believe Him to be unloving or foolish in His choices, 
yet what we do not see is God running toward us and embracing us and holding us even while 
we fail. This is the God we are called to trust. 
 
We would be amiss if we did not draw our attention to Ecclesiastes 9:1-12. Listen to 9:11, 12. 
 

• 11 “I again saw under the sun that the race is not to the swift and the battle is not to the warriors, and neither 
is bread to the wise nor wealth to the discerning nor favor to men of ability; for time and chance overtake 
them all. 12 Moreover, man does not know his time: like fish caught in a treacherous net and birds trapped 
in a snare, so the sons of men are ensnared at an evil time when it suddenly falls on them” (Eccl. 9:11, 12). 

 
We do what we can in the faithful execution of our responsibilities, but God controls it all. 
 
IV. The Permanence of Providence (vv. 14, 15) 
 
Everything has a time.17 There is nothing you can do to change the outcome. We must remember 
the idea of FEAR GOD is TRUST GOD, LOVE GOD.  
 
“The fear of God is one of the key themes in Ecclesiastes and throughout the Bible. The phrases 
“fear God” or “fear of the Lord” appear over one hundred times in the Bible. The concept does 
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not refer to paralyzing terror, but rather a commitment of the total being to trust and believing 
the living God. I have been to Niagara Falls, the Grand Canyon, and the Swiss Alps. On each of 
these occasions when I have gazed on God’s majestic handiwork, I felt small, fearful, and 
awestruck. God wants us to stand in awe of who He is and all that He is. When we do so, we 
will understand just how temporary this life is in contrast with an eternal God.”18 
 

• English Standard Version 
That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been; and God seeks what has been 
driven away. 

• Holman Christian Standard Bible 
Whatever is, has already been, and whatever will be, already is. God repeats what has passed.  

• International Standard Version 
That which was, now is; and that which will be, already is; and God examines what has already taken 
place. 

• NET Bible 
Whatever exists now has already been, and whatever will be has already been; for God will seek to do 
again what has occurred in the past. 

 
This text like so many throughout Ecclesiastes simply states how nothing is new under the sun. 
It is all the same and the cycle is endless. The last part of the verse translates “hard.” The idea is 
God weighs everything and nothing escapes His attention. 
 
We might throw our arms in the air and say, “Why bother, why even try.” Life consists of a 
series of events. Each of those moments are interconnected and have significance in the larger 
outworking of God’s eternal purpose. I rest knowing I have a place in His story. When I hear 
my song, I hear His. There are no accidents and nothing is random. I might not like the hand I 
am dealt and I am kick against the goads, but God is ultimately in charge of it all. 
 
As a parent, we cannot always explain to our children why we ask certain things of them. In 
fact, often we ask them simply to trust us. God is infinitely wiser and immeasurably more loving 
and He asks us to trust Him.  
 
When I find myself at a loss and I rage against my circumstances, Kirsten reminds me that 
ultimately I am mad at God for ordering the situation in the way He has. You might find such 
thinking unacceptable, but I know of no other conclusion that can come from this text. 
 
Often He might explain why something happened, but equally often, we are left numb and 
distant. In those moments, He asks us to trust Him.  
 
What is the main idea and/or aim that the author is communicating to his audience? Answer 
this question with one simple sentence. 
 
Learn to see the movement within life as coming from the hand of God. 
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Shepherding the Sheep: (What is the NEXT STEP?) 
 
1. This passage, like all passages in Ecclesiastes, “Shows the infinite hole in our hearts that 
only [an infinite] God can fill through Christ.”19 

2. “God’s impact on time is full, permanent and perfect.”20 
3. “[We must] acknowledge man’s inability to control the outcome of their lives. Nothing 
can thwart the sovereignty of God.”21 

4. “This world continuously bombards us with this lie that we can have what we want if we 
just work hard enough, pay enough and never give up. [Such thinking] completely 
disregards the fact that we live in a fallen world and there is a sovereign God who 
ultimately controls it all.”22 

5. “Where you are is where God would have you to be; therefore, accept your lot in life as 
from the hand of God and enjoy it.”23 “This is wisdom, not the ability to shape your 
destiny, but the ability to accept it.”24 

 
We will have two responses to this text. 
 
The English poet, William Ernest Henley (1849–1903), is remembered mainly for a single poem, 
“Invictus” (Latin for “unconquered”): 
 

Out of the night that covers me, 
Black as the pit from pole to pole, 
I thank whatever gods may be 
For my unconquerable soul. 

In the fell clutch of circumstance 
I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance 
My head is bloody, but unbowed. 
Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
Looms but the horror of the shade, 
And yet the menace of the years 
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid. 
It matters not how strait the gate, 

How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate, 
I am the captain of my soul. 

 
This poem has inspired millions. Famous and infamous alike have drawn courage from it. 
Nelson Mandela recited it on his darker days in prison. Timothy McVeigh invoked it as he 
received lethal injection for murdering 167 people in the Oklahoma City bombing.  
A Delusional Fantasy 
Henley wrote “Invictus” when he was 27 years old, having battled Tuberculosis of the bone for 
years, to which he had lost a leg and which eventually killed him at age 53. He was an avowed 
atheist, so the only place he could look for strength was himself. He didn’t believe there was 
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any larger purpose to his pain. It was just “the bludgeonings of chance.” His only hope was to 
take his bludgeonings like a man, which to him meant a stoic resolve never to surrender.25 
 
“Invictus” Redeemed 
In the early part of the 20th Century, Dorothy Day responded to Henley’s manifesto with this 
poem that she titled, “Conquered”: 
 

Out of the light that dazzles me, 
Bright as the sun from pole to pole, 
I thank the God I know to be, 

For Christ - the Conqueror of my soul. 
Since His the sway of circumstance, 
I would not wince nor cry aloud. 

Under the rule which men call chance, 
My head, with joy, is humbly bowed. 
Beyond this place of sin and tears, 
That Life with Him and His the Aid, 
That, spite the menace of the years, 
Keeps, and will keep me unafraid. 

I have no fear though straight the gate: 
He cleared from punishment the scroll. 

Christ is the Master of my fate! 
Christ is the Captain of my soul! 

 
The greatest need of our souls is to be conquered by the self-sacrificing, sinner-serving Christ 
and direct our invictus manifesto against evil — especially the evil within us. Supernatural 
and natural evil will beat us bloody at times (literally and metaphorically). Against such evil, 
by all righteous means, stand firm (Ephesians 6:13). 
The incredibly good news is that in Christ who loved us and gave himself for us (Ephesians 
5:2) we are more than conquerors (Romans 8:37)! Ours is not a stoic resolve against mindless 
evil. Ours is a hope-infused courageous resolve because, come what may, the end will be 
glorious beyond all comparison (Romans 8:18). 
If Christ is the master of our fates, the captain of our souls, we have nothing to fear (1 John 
4:18), we will be sustained to the end with our scroll reading guiltless (1 Corinthians 1:8), all 
will work together for our good (Romans 8:28), and though we die, yet shall we live (John 
11:25).  
To have an invictus soul is not heroic. It is unbounded foolishness. But to have a soul 
conquered by the greatest love that exists (John 15:13), that then by God’s grace can withstand 
the worst that evil can throw at us and be more than conquerors, and then know eternal joy, 
that is a life worth living.26 
 
If your take away is, “I must try harder to do better,” you have missed the point.”  
If your take away is, “In my struggle, I can rest knowing God is in control,” you have heard the 
Spirit’s voice. 
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What are a few ways that your text relates to or anticipates the gospel (i.e., the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ)? How would you incorporate one of these connections into your 
sermon? 
 
The coming, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ are parts of God’s Story. 
 
“Jesus will come in the fullness of time (Gal. 3:3) and at the right time, Jesus died (Rom. 5:6).”27 
 
What is your primary argument in your sermon? Answer this question by showing the 
implications and/or applications for both the unbeliever and the believer? 
 

• God has placed in humanity a longing that their daily pursuits cannot address.   

• Only Jesus can answer the longing. 
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