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Ecclesiastes 3
A time for everything

Ecclesiastes 3 (mid)
I want you to consider two Hollywood movies that you will all have seen and consider how they react to time. The first movie I want us to think about, or in fact the first set of movies, is the Back to the future series. In those movies a teenager played by Michael J Fox and an eccentric scientist are able to travel through time. Back to the past to ensure the present is safe. On to the future to make sure that present mistakes are reversed. In this movie these two people can control time.

And in a way wouldn't it be great to be able to control time. To be able to make the right choice when the first time around we made the wrong choice. To warn someone of a danger or impending death. To be able to change our future, to be able to do something that really makes a difference. For we have been seeing in the first two chapters of Ecclesiastes how frustrating, how meaningless life is under the sun. 

For we can't seem to make a mark, we can’t seem to make a difference - chasing after pleasure or work or wisdom in the end doesn't get us anywhere. Making your mark in life is as one man has put it, “is like carving your name on a block of ice on a hot summer's day’. But imagine having a time machine. Wouldn't that mean that we could defeat time, and so make our mark on this world? Couldn't we then do something with real meaning?

Yet consider another recent, popular movie, Groundhog Day. That seems to be more of the reality for most of us. For in Groundhog Day, Bill Murray wakes up each morning and he is trapped in the same day. No matter what he does, whether he lives or dies, or helps or harms he is trapped in this one day. To many of us, this is closer to reality than Back to the Future. For most of us don’t feel we control time, it feels like time controls us. Some of us feel trapped, by our work, by our families, by our children, our bodies, by time itself. Life just seems to go in one big circle. Nothing in the end has any real meaning.
It is into this sort of the world, that the Teacher, now talks about time. And he says it is true, we are controlled by time. For in verse 1 he says “there is a time for everything, and every activity has its right season.” You see things happen to us and we have to react in an appropriate way. When the weather is right the farmer has to plant and when the weather tells him its harvest time he has to gather it in. There are difficulties in life that make us weep and there are joyous occasions that make us laugh. There is a cycle in life when we see the birth of a new baby and we see the death of an older relative.

There is a time for everything. Every emotion that we feel, every activity that there is, there is a right time to do it and to feel it and there is a wrong time to do it and to feel it. 

But all this just shows us is, that time controls us, because the times and the seasons present us with the opportunities to love and to hate, to speak and to be silent. We are not in control of our own destinies, you see what happens to us often forces us to make a response. It is part of the burden that God puts onto each of us. That we can't control what is going to happen to our lives, that we can't control time, that we can’t step out of time, press the rewind button of life and have another shot at yesterday or press the fast forward button when we are lonely, or annoyed or in danger or want to avoid today.

So part of the frustration of life is that we can't control time, we are not its master. But the Bible says that is the way God made us. God places that burden on each one of us. God makes a life of birth and death, or tearing and mending, of searching and giving up, because God is the God of time. He is the one that is outside of time. He is the one that is behind everything that happens.

So if our lives are represented by this line, (draw a line with ups and downs) then God is the room. We have a start and an end, we have ups and we have downs. But at any point, God is with us, he is surrounding us, he knows how it will end up, he is in control of our lives. God is the God of time.

So if we are creatures that are controlled by time, and if God is the one that ultimately controls time, why do we get frustrated? Because God has placed within our hearts eternity, yet we cannot fathom what he has done from the beginning to the end. The reason we are frustrated is that we are made for eternity and yet we live in a world that is not eternal. And that can be a crushing pressure or a complete liberation.

A couple of years ago, on New Year’s Eve when Australia was entering a new millennium, the word eternity was written for all to see across the Sydney Harbour Bridge. Eternity, it was like this was the summation of all our hopes and fears as we entered the new millennium. But that wasn’t the first time that word had been splashed across Sydney for all to see. 

Apparently around the time of WW2 in Sydney a guy called Arthur Stace started writing that word, Eternity, and he wrote it again and again in different places and on different occasions. You see at that time life was tough. At that time people were surrounded by death, by pain, by suffering, by poverty. And this man, this Christian man, wanted a city, to lift its eyes away from their current existence, to the truth that they were made for eternity. So at the same time that they were living through difficulties they should also trust their Creator and prepare for their eternity.

And many people did. And there are some wonderful stories of people, not just one or two people but hundreds of people becoming Christians because they were reminded that God had placed eternity into their hearts. You see if you feel crushed by time. If you wake up on a Monday morning and you can't face school, or work or life itself. If you feel that you are always rushing around like a madman and never getting anywhere. If you feel locked in by time, then you have to remember that God is the God of time. That he alone can fathom what is going on right now. That he is in charge of eternity.

And if you do that, then that is a very freeing principle. For it means you don’t have to worry about your past, what you have done and what you have failed to do. It also means that you don’t have to worry about your future, where will everything go. You can get on with enjoying life in the present. We can, in the words of the Teacher, be happy and do good, we can enjoy the gifts that God has given us right now, the gifts of food, and drink and our work. We can revere and worship this God. And we can do that because not only is God in control but what God does will endure, it will survive.

Its little bit like the bush fires that hit Victoria last year. The fire just swept through there and seemed to eat up everything in its path. There was incredible devastation. But somehow some things survived. Some trees remained standing, some animals found a way to escape.  In the midst of complete devastation, some things endured.

And that is the picture of the Christian life. That much of what we busy ourselves with, much of what we think is important in life, is not going to survive past death. We won’t be able to take it with us. Our homes, our money, our jobs, our great achievements are just going to be burnt up. So will anything endure? Will anything at all survive? 

I love the story of what happen to Charlemagne, the great French king when he died. For when Charlemagne died he asked that he be placed in his tomb in his royal robes. He asked that his royal crown would be put on his head, his royal staff in his hand, his riches all around him and his favourite book open on his lap. Apparently a couple of centuries later, some investigators opened up Charlemagne's tomb to see if his requests were carried out.

The scene they saw was quite revolting. Charlemagne skin had rotted away and there were just the bare bones left. The clothes were moth eaten, the royal crown had lost its lustre and had fallen off the king's head, the staff was lying flat on the ground. But the book was still on the king’s lap and his finger was pointing to an open page. The book was the Bible, and the finger was pointing to a verse that Jesus said when he was still alive. “What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?"

Our soul will keep on going beyond death, but what else will survive? You see the teacher tries to dig out an answer in chapter 3. What is going to make it in life? What will survive? What has real meaning in life? He thinks about our bodies, and he says “won’t they end up like the animals“? Won’t they both go into the ground and rot? So how do we know whether our spirits are going to rot away as well, for the animals spirits will not make it anywhere, will they? And then he thinks about injustice, where someone doesn't treat us fairly or equally. That is happening in both good courts and bad courts right now, so will injustice continue when God comes to judge? No fear that is going to wiped off the face of the earth.

What about our history, our great achievements in the past and our great failings are they going to last? What is going to happen to those who slaughtered the Aboriginals in the 18th & 19th Centuries because they were sub human in the evolutionary tree? What is going to happen to the memories of those who have lost loved one in Northern Ireland because one political group wants to keep on fighting and killing innocent victims. What will happen to the good things that we do and the bad things that we do - will these things last? Will these remain? Will these things endure?

Well the teacher thinks through these questions and says two important things. The first is that God will bring the past to account. You might not be able to take these things with you. Your actions both good and bad might be forgotten by those who live after us, but God’s will is that in his eternity they won’t be forgotten. 

But in verse 17 he goes even further and says. Not only will they not be forgotten, they will be judged. "God will bring to judgment both the righteous and the wicked, for there will be a time for every activity, a time for every deed.”

Just as there is a time for every activity, there is a time for judgement. And that will be brought about in God's time. So if you are patient, the injustice that others bring upon you will be judged. The times when you say "It’s just not fair" will have a hearing. But the flip side to that is that the times when we acted unfairly, when we did things that weren't just, when we wronged people, these things too will be judged. In fact both good and bad will be judged. So the things that we do won’t last. But what we do in this life, how we react to God's seasons, our response to the things that happen in their time, are in the Teacher's words a test - to see whether we will react like the animals or whether we will react like a son and daughters of the living God.

That is why the apostle Paul takes up this question at the end of the book of 1 Corinthians in chapter 15, and verse 58. There he says, “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain”

All other things may not survive, all other things may be meaningless or done in vain, but what we do for the Lord, what work we do for God and for our Lord Jesus, will never be in vain. In short this is the one thing that will survive.

So let's think about that for a second, does that mean that only my work because I work full time for God will survive? No it doesn't mean that at all. It means that when we give up something for God, when we have a choice to go God's way or our own way and we choose God's way, when we love our neighbour the way Jesus has loved us, these things will survive.

You see when you give yourself fully to the work of the Lord then you are doing something that will last for eternity. Which means we can redeem the things of this world, the things we do under the sun for eternity if we do them for God. Our care for the family can be done as a response of faith to God. Our school work, our jobs, our careers if done not to be successful or to make money or to make us happy but are daily given over to God for his glory and to achieve his purposes, will be something that lasts. 

And if we have some spare time, don’t forget we can selfishly just chill out watching a DVD, or we can use that time to encourage a friend in the faith, we can pray for a missionary, we can visit a neighbour and use that time to get to know them so that maybe there will be an opportunity to tell them about Jesus.

The movie Dead Poet's Society talked about Seizing the Day, but the Teacher here is talking about Redeeming your time and using it for something that will last for eternity.

In the 1970's Gough Whitlam ran a strong campaign to become the Prime Minister of Australia and his campaign revolved around a slogan, "It's time." Well this evening the preacher is telling us about time and he says it’s time to live, really live, as we enjoy what God has given us and revere and worship our Creator. 

But the rest of the Bible speaks to us about the theme, its time, as well. So let me end with a passage which talks about the right use of time. For from the book of Hosea, we hear, "Sow for yourselves righteousness, reap the fruit of unfailing love, and break up your unploughed ground; for it is time to seek the LORD, until he comes and showers righteousness on you." 
What is it time for us to do now? It’s time to seek the Lord. For when we think about the question of time, we have a choice. We can be controlled by time or we can redeem time. If we live for ourselves then time will control us, and we will find that what we have achieved with our life's work will be meaningless. But if we seek the Lord, if we revere him, if we enjoy the gifts he has given us then we will not be controlled by time we will redeem our time. And we will break up the meaninglessness of our lives and find a purpose, a vitality, a reason to live and a motivation to make the most of the time that God has given us on this earth.

Which will mean we will heed the words of the apostle Paul “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain“.
.


