Time is Meaningless

Ecclesiastes 3

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 10-11 November 2001.

1 There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven:

2 a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot,

3 a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build,

4 a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance,

5 a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, a time to embrace and a time to refrain,

6 a time to search and a time to give up, a time to keep and a time to throw away,

7 a time to tear and a time to mend, a time to be silent and a time to speak,

8 a time to love and a time to hate, a time for war and a time for peace.

9 What does the worker gain from his toil?

10 I have seen the burden God has laid on men.

11 He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.

12 I know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live.

13 That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil--this is the gift of God.

14 I know that everything God does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. God does it so that men will revere him.

15 Whatever is has already been, and what will be has been before; and God will call the past to account.

16 And I saw something else under the sun: In the place of judgment--wickedness was there, in the place of justice--wickedness was there.

17 I thought in my heart, "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."

18 I also thought, "As for men, God tests them so that they may see that they are like the animals.

19 Man's fate is like that of the animals; the same fate awaits them both: As one dies, so dies the other. All have the same breath ; man has no advantage over the animal. Everything is meaningless.

20 All go to the same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return.

21 Who knows if the spirit of man rises upward and if the spirit of the animal goes down into the earth?"

22 So I saw that there is nothing better for a man than to enjoy his work, because that is his lot. For who can bring him to see what will happen after him?

1.    What time is telling us:

a.    Ecclesiastes 1&2: Life is a circle

The writer of this book is called the Teacher or Preacher (Hebrew word – “Qoheleth”). The Teacher is giving his opinion about life. Indeed he has come to the grand conclusion about the meaning of life. And the grand conclusion is chapter 1:2 - “Meaningless! Meaningless! Utterly meaningless!” He has gone about observing life “under the sun”. What he is claiming is both empirical and scientific. Why? Because what he is claiming is BOTH testable and repeatable. When you test his investigation you’ll find that his conclusion is true of every civilization, culture, country. It is true of every peoples and every person. What is true? That life is a circle, that life is repetitive. It is a repetition of two things: human activities and of mother nature. There is no “gain” or “profit” to all our activities. 1:9 says: “What has been will be again … there is nothing new under the sun.” If that is true, the implication for us is devastatingly depressing: life is boring! Why so? All our activity is to fill time and to kill boredom. The truth of the matter is: you and I are just filling time and killing boredom on earth. Whether you’re studying – you’re simply filling time and killing boredom; you work – filling time, killing boredom; you stay single – filling time and killing boredom; you get married – still filling time and killing boredom except you got someone to do that with and sometimes you feel like killing one another.

b.    Ecclesiastes 3: Life is a swing!

Now, as if that’s not depressing enough, the Teacher/Preacher tells us that life is a swing, life is like the pendulum of an old fashion clock. We find ourselves swinging, oscillating, being transported from one season to another. Notice that these swings or changes in life are recorded for us as pairs of human activity which totally reverse the other. Like momentum, to every time and its activity, there is an equal and opposite time and its activity which totally reverses it. So, the first pair of time and activity summarises life: birth and death. So “there is a time to be born, a time to die” (3:2). Death totally reverses birth. Which means there is a time to visit Mothercraft, to buy baby clothes, to receive toys. But there is also an equal and opposite time to visit funeral parlours, buy mourning clothes, receive condolences.

The next three pairs in verses Ecclesiastes 3:2b-3 are of human activities. We swing from creative to destructive activities - “a time to plant, a time to uproot, a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build”. Which means there is a time to settle down, to start a home, to take a mortgage, do the renovations, buy furniture, upgrade. But there is also an equal and opposite time to uproot, sell the home, settle the mortgage, to have a garage sale, to downgrade. So our tearing down reverses our building up.

The next two pairs in 3:4 are of human emotions “a time to weep, a time to laugh; a time to mourn, a time to dance”. There is a time to cry together. But there is a time to stand with fellow Singaporeans and “Swing Singapore”. So our crying reverses our celebrations and vice-versa.

The next eight pairs in 3:5-8 are about human relationships – “a time to scatter stones, a time to gather them; a time to embrace and a time to refrain; a time to search and a time to give up; a time for love and a time for hate; a time for war and a time for peace”. So our enmities reverses our friendships, and vice-versa. So, what is time telling us?

2.    Life is a straight line!

a.     Good timing: Everything is beautiful in its time!

It’s a very hopeful and optimistic lesson. From God’s perspective, life is a straight line. Why is life a straight line? Read Ecclesiastes 3:11 – “He (God) has set eternity in the hearts of man yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.” From God’s perspective there is “a beginning and an end”. Life is not going round in confusing circles. Life is also not swinging wildly on a pendulum. But you say: “Oh, for me life IS a confounding circle. Life IS a wild pendulum”. That’s true from the human point of view. But because there is a Creator God who is moving all our times and our activities to a purposeful end, life is actually a straight line. If that is the case, far from saying that time is meaningless, he is saying the exact opposite – that time is meaningful! This is what we call good timing.

This means the activities which we engage in have no meaning in and of themselves. It is the TIME that gives meaning and value to each activity. There are different times to be doing different things. There is a timeliness for each activity. There is seasonality to what we do. There are fitting moments and unfitting moments. One day is an absolutely fitting time to hug my church members, another day is a totally unsuitable time be doing the very same activity of hugging my church members. There is a “beautiful” time for this and a “beautiful” time for that activity.

Illustration: When you read of a woman being raped, of children being preyed upon by paedophiles, of boatloads of people giving their life savings to migrate to a new country only to be smuggled and transacted as human cargo – it is only right that we should hate. Indeed, we would be immoral not to hate. It is in that sense, the right time to “hate”. “Hating” is not right or wrong in itself. But it is the right time for it. There is a timeliness, a fitting moment, a seasonality to love and to hate (3:7), for war and for peace (3:8). When the Nazis exterminated 6 million Jews, when the Japanese marched in, bayoneted our babies, made our wives and daughters comfort women in World War II – it was a right, indeed a “beautiful”, time for war. War is not “beautiful” in itself but each activity is beautiful/fitting in ITS right time. That’s what “God has made everything beautiful in ITS time” means. So often we often assume and sing “in His time”, as but it actually says “in ITS time”.

After the World Trade Centre tragedy of Sep 11 (2001) – baseball games, basketball games – all the American icons and idols came to a grinding halt. They also postponed the Emmy Awards twice. Even the irreverent David Letterman who usually joked about everything and everyone stopped being funny. Why? There is nothing wrong with the activity of cheering a game, nothing wrong with celebrating an achievement, nothing wrong with laughing at life. Same activities, same venues. But it was just the wrong time for Americans and the world to embark on them. It would not be beautiful to cheer, to celebrate and to laugh when 3,000-4,000 had died so insensibly.

There is a right and wrong time for things. Things are only right if they are done in the right time. This is the “good timing” as we swing on the pendulum of life. It is not the rightness or wrongness of the actions but the timeliness of them that matters. It is this time that gives value to what we do, that gives meaning to my days, that gives purpose to all our myriad activities.

b. God’s time: Everything He does endures!

We have a sense of this. An insight of this. An inkling of this. A window of understanding this. Understanding what? Read 3:11b. Understanding “eternity” which God has set in the hearts of men. That time is outside us and outside our control. That time – the commodity that gives value, purpose and meaning to our activities and life - is NOT from me. It comes from outside - from someone greater and wiser than us.

In that way, as we swing on this pendulum with its beautiful times, we realize we are not self-defined, not self-determined, not self-ruling. God built in this oscillation for a reason. Read 3:14b - “God does this so that man will revere him”. God put each of us on this perpetual swing of the pendulum with its beautiful times to make us realize that we are part of a bigger, more beautiful, more purposeful reality called eternity. God built in this oscillation for us to acknowledge that we are one fabric of His tapestry, that we are an impermanent part of his permanent purposes, that we are a piece of His jigsaw puzzle of life. It is to make us realize this - read 3:13a. Everything God does endures, lasts and has meaning. Everything I do vaporizes. Everything I build atrophies. It is God and his purpose worked out in time that is moving in a straight line to a sure ending.

3.    When we are telling time

a. Life is a burden: tyranny of time (3:9-10)

That is the positive and liberating part of being on this pendulum. But there is the negative/frustrating part. Read 3:9-10. The best thing about being on this pendulum of time is that we have a sense of eternity. But the worst thing about being on this pendulum is that we cannot fully make sense of it all. That’s God’s right, role, privilege, prerogative. We cannot back off far enough to take it all in. That is the burden he has laid on us. That is the tyranny of time. It’s as if God has given us a limited zoom lens camera. It can take in much of the picture of life but it cannot take it all.

Illustration: Went to the UK recently. Went to this area called the Cotswold. It is a string of quaint, old villages. Little streams of water flowing through them. All very pretty, all very romantic. Almost picture perfect. While there, we stumbled upon a maze. Had to buy tickets to get in. So we did, excitedly for the kids. A maze is like a garden puzzle. The bushes are deliberately taller than you so that you cannot locate where you are in relation to anything else. A maze is full of turns and twists as you try frantically to find your way out. We walked up and down for a good 30 to 40 minutes. We walked seemed-to-be kilometres. Frankly, I was getting quite tired, frustrated and feeling rather silly for paying to get frustrated! For me, a maze is the one of the most disorderly, most irrational, most frustrating things ever conceived. Only mad dogs and Englishmen have time to do this, and are cunning enough to get silly Chinamen like me to pay for them. I ask: “Why can’t we just draw a straight line/straight forward gardens?” BUT to the person who designed a maze – it’s pretty straight forward, it’s like a straight line, it’s not frustrating, it’s fun. God “built-in” this maze for a double purpose. The good side is for us to have sense of eternity (3:11). That we are plugged into something bigger, more beautiful, more permanent.

But, on the other hand, the worst thing about being in a maze - or being on this pendulum of time - is that we cannot fully make full sense of it all. No matter how much we stand back with limited zoom lenses or circle around with our satellites, we cannot get the big picture. That’s God’s right, role, privilege, prerogative. We cannot back off far enough to take it all in. That is the burden. That is the tyranny of time. So what we experience is a circle, is a pendulum, is a maze. To God and God alone, belongs eternity, belongs the big picture, belongs the permanence.

b.     Life is unjust and wicked

The writer sees this burden in 3:10. But then he sees another thing in 3:16. This is the picture of humanity unwilling to accept God, his rightful control of us as seen in his masterful control of time. This is when we take things into our hands. This is when we do not revere God, when we protest God’s control of time and of us. This is when we aspire to tell time, to make the most out of our time, our life and ourselves - all without God, all without a fear of Him and his ways. This is the creature unwilling to acknowledge their Creator and accept their creatureliness. We want so much to make this a better world. But what we actually make and find is this: “wickedness”, injustice, violence. We find man’s inhumanity to man. All around our homeplaces, workplaces, playplaces. We want so much to find this utopia, create our national icons, uphold our human idols. But we find wickedness.

I think the Nobel Prize for literature went to V.S Naipaul this year. Did you read his own confession? After his marriage failed, he frequented prostitutes and considers them a convenience and alternative to having a relationship which took too much time. He did not have time for that while he was writing great literature. Here is one of the leading literary minds, helping us think and make this a better, more cultured, civilised world. You see, the very place you look for human hope, for justice, for progress – we find hopelessness, sin, wickedness. Same with Sir Elton John. They were debating in British papers: Should we knight him as Sir Elton for his contributions to music. Does it matter that he is a gay? Some say “yes”, some say “no”. Here again is one of the leading music minds, helping us think and make this a better, kinder, gentler, cultured, compassionate world to live in. But his life takes no account of God. The very place you look for some human hope – we find hopelessness.

c.    Who is better: man or animal?

The truth is when we protest against God, against his eternity, against his design, against his purposes – we are no more than animals. Read 3:18-21. We think we are better, we do better in life and we end up better in death than animals. But the writer says “no, no” – we have the same fate (3:19), same breath (3:19b), we all go the same place (3:20). And we protest and say: “Surely not I!” You mean after all the thinking I have done, working, saving, investing – I’m no better than an animal. “Yes!” – is God’s answer. In fact, he taunts us with a real brain teaser: who knows where we are going after we die – are we going up and are the animals going down? Who knows that after all I’ve done - I may be going DOWN. Yes! I could be headed down to maggot land, to worm world. And the maggots and worms – who knows - they may be going up to heaven. Who knows?!

4.    What God is telling us

a.     Time: Beauty or beast – “eat, drink and find satisfaction” (2:24, 3:11, 3:22, 5:18)

Whether time is a beauty or beast, whether time is a terrible tyrant or beautiful tapestry – depends on us. Either we humbly accept our creatureliness or we proudly assert our creatureliness. Either we submit to God, his time and purpose or we subvert God, his time and purpose. Each of us must choose. And he suggests we choose this – 3:22. The message? To the one who accepts his lot, humbly accepts God, God’s control of time and of us – life is a gift. Only those who fear him can truly eat, drink, find satisfaction not as reckless hedonist or proud atheist but as humble believer. 

But to the one who rejects God, life will be a burden, futile, repetitive, without gain. And death will make a mockery of our life which is a stage and much ado about nothing.

b.     Judgement: The man from outside

Finally, the writer introduces us to God as a Judge in 3:17. Because God will judge, far from saying that nothing matters, this book is saying the exact opposite! That everything matters because God is going to call us to account for our days. What calls out to be reversed is not God’s masterful control of time and His rightful control of us. What calls out to be reversed is our unrightful control of ourselves and unwise use of our time without God which results in wickedness and oppression all around us.

And God has given us notice that final judgement and the time for it is a sure thing. That the day for reversing injustice with justice, of reversing wickedness with righteousness is here. Why? He has sent his son Jesus to die for our sin and save us from our death. Jesus comes to put the world on notice that there is a God and he will do something about our sin and our death. Beyond him there is no other hope to face God and judgement. The only reason God has not ended our time and life is that he is patient with us. He wants to hear about his Son and to repent (which means to stop ruling myself) and give my life and time to him now. You can do that by praying to receive Jesus now.
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