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THE TIME IS NEVER RIGHT – OR IS IT?
Ecclesiastes 10:16 – 11:6   Matthew 6:19-34

People of God, the time is never right, is it? The weather’s wrong or economic conditions are not optimistic enough or business confidence is down. The political situation is not stable. The outlook for the future is very uncertain. Look, that person is not in the right frame of mind at the moment to broach that subject with them. And of course, children, “The grass is too wet today Dad,” or; “Well, the car will get dirty again tomorrow anyway,” or; “I’ll do it when I’ve finished playing.” 

The time is never right, is it? Or is it the time that is the problem? All of these things can be true of course and we are to discern the times and the signs of the times. But perhaps there other things going on. 
#	Perhaps we are of a rather dark disposition; always fearful. As it is said, “The pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity.” Maybe we need to be optimists and see the opportunity in every difficulty. 
#	Or perhaps it is just that we do not want to do things and if we just do not want to do things then we’ll even find lions in the street, as one of the Proverbs has it. 

Yes, it’s true, we are to seek to understand our age so that we know how to live in it. But there is a limit to that. The Apostle Paul said to Timothy, “Preach the Word Timothy.” That was Timothy’s calling but the point that he’s making applies to us all in our own particular calling. “Preach the Word Timothy. Be ready in season and out of season,” because there’s really no particular season with God. 

It is something like that that our text is saying this morning. Put another way, we are to live by God’s Word; we are to live by what God commands us rather than our reading of providence, rather than what we think he’s doing in the world. Or put another way again, we are to live and we are to work by faith, more than by sight. The essence of our text is summed up in those commands we read in three of the verses in our chapter. “Cast your bread…; divide your portions...; sow your seed.” The Preacher had said something very similar back in chapter 9, verse 10: “Whatever your hand finds to do, verily do it with all your might.” 

We should see all of these things, these adversities, these things going against us, these dim outlooks as part of God’s disciplining us, part of God’s training us which, as Hebrews says, “seems not for the moment to be joyful but sorrowful, yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness. Therefore strengthen the hands that are weak and the knees that are feeble.”

Congregation, we are the Lord’s people. We are therefore to be people of the Book, people who live under his command to action and his promise of reward and victory, not people cowed by the circumstances of life. Do we not live in and by the perfect love of God? And love casts out fear. 

Let’s have a look at what the Preacher is saying about this: “Cast your bread…; divide your portions…; sow your seed.” Three things. First of all: 

1.	GO TO YOUR WORK DESPITE YOUR ESTIMATION OF THE PRESENT
“Woe to you, O land, whose king is a lad and whose princes feast in the morning. Blessed are you, O land, whose king is of nobility and whose princes eat at the appropriate time” (for strength and not for drunkenness) (chapter 10, vv.16-17). We’ve seen already that the Preacher sees that no particular form of government is necessarily divinely given. He is simply speaking about the world as he finds it and in his day it was kings. 
#	Furthermore, he’s also already told us that a wise lad willing to learn is better than an old experienced king who knows it all. So we read about Josiah, for example, who was only seven years old, yet while he was only a boy he sought the Lord and ruled well.    2 Chronicles 10:16-17. 
#	Nor is the Preacher, with that word noble, necessarily blowing a trumpet for the aristocracy. David, for instance, was only a shepherd boy. 

All that sort of thing is not his point. 
#	By lad he simply means one who is untrained. And because his princes feast in the morning I think we are also to understand that he’s unwilling to be trained in the skills of kingship. Perhaps Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, would be a good example of that. He listened to his classmates instead of the wise old men. He lost the ten tribes of the north. 
#	And by noble the Preacher simply means one who is trained for rule. He might also mean noble in the other sense that we take the word sometimes: noble in character, generous, a bit like what we mean when we tell someone, “That was a very noble thing to do.” So he and his princes, his advisors and his cabinet, eat at the proper time of day and more for strength than revelry or drunkenness; for they are servants of the kingdom. 

Now a land that has a king like that is blessed, says the Preacher. But at least as often as not, you’ll get the other sort; who seem to see their position in government for its personal perks; and, whatever form those perks take, here it is in the form of feasting and merriment, to the point of drunkenness.    Delitzsch. Granted Ps.104:15, but here the subject of discourse is duty – forgetting idlers, to whom, chiefly, wine must be brought (Isaiah 5:12) to cheer their life (this sluggard life spent in feasting and revelry). And perhaps they get their position for all sorts of reasons, quite unrelated to ability and worth. And of course, when you’re in government, you have access to money, and that can answer to every eventuality, can’t it? – confidentiality agreements included. 

And while these rulers are feathering their own nest in whatever way and, of course, that leaves little time for ruling, “through indolence,” verse 18, “the rafters sag and through slackness the house leaks.” The whole state of the nation goes down hill politically, educationally, economically, religiously; although very likely, if a nation’s in this state, it has gone down hill religiously in earlier times. 

We need to add one other factor to the picture which the Preacher also adds. Rulers who are in it for themselves are very self-righteous, very self-protective of their dignity and position. Big men have thick hides and they can simply put their heads down and let the criticisms go over the top. Small men cannot afford to do that. So, “Do not revile the king even in your thoughts,” as the NIV has verse 20 and which I think is better, “or curse a rich man in your bedroom, for a bird of the heavens will carry the sound and the winged-creature will make the matter known.” As we said long before we had tape-recorders, “Even the walls have ears.” Put all that together you see and the present time in our world does not look good, does it? 

So we might think that survival and simply preserving one’s assets is the order of the day. It’s not a time to take risks. It’s not a time to lay out one’s capital in new ventures. But imagine if Bill Gates had noticed all that anti-trust legislation on the US Statute books twenty years ago and it said, “The time is not right, I might lose half of it”? I’m not making any comments on the rights and wrongs of the case but still, the half he’s left with is a good deal more than he had in the beginning and well worth having!    At the time, 2000, Bill Gates, founder of Microsoft, was facing an anti-trust suit in the American courts brought by the developer of an internet software program. 

It’s true, Isaiah does say in one place that there is a time to go into your room and shut your door until the storm passes over. Survival is important but that can never be all; and mere survival must not rule the Christian. “He who loves his life,” said Jesus, “shall lose it. He who hates his life in this world shall keep it to life eternal” (John 12:25). “Cast – send out – your bread, divide your portion, sow your seed” despite your estimation of present conditions. Secondly: 

2.	GO TO YOUR WORK DESPITE YOUR ESTIMATION OF THE FUTURE
“Cast your bread on the surface of the waters,” verse 1 of chapter 11, “for you will find it after many days.” 

What is the Preacher talking about here? Is he talking about being generous or is he talking about being adventurous in business? It’s a little bit hard to know. Both ways of looking at it have their merits and their advocates. 
#	If he’s talking about being adventurous in business the Preacher is saying something like this: “Even be prepared to trade with distant nations when the return may take a little while to come.” Some people think this is a fanciful interpretation but there are connections with other Scriptures. Solomon, we read, traded with Tarshish and Ophir. Mind you, be sensible about it, he says, don’t put all your eggs in one basket. “Divide your portion to seven or even to eight for you do not what misfortune will occur upon the earth” (verse 2). 
#	But if the idea is that we should be generous then this is what the Preacher is saying, “Cast your bread on the surface of the waters for you will find it after many days.” Cast your bread on the waters and let them take it where they may. Be generous, for in the end the most important thing is not how wisely we gave but that at heart we gave it to the Lord, and to the poor for his sake, for his glory, and in his name. And the Lord is no man’s debtor. “If we water others we ourselves will be watered in our time of need,” says the Proverb. The Lord will see to that even if it does take a long time coming.    See 2 Corinthians 8:12; Proverbs 19:17; Proverbs 11:25. “And spread it around,” he says, verse 2. “Divide your portion to seven and even to eight for you do not know what misfortune will come upon the earth.”  

But surely, if we do not know what misfortune will come upon the earth, we should be careful shouldn’t we, rather than generous? Should we not save it up again against the time when need comes upon us? Well, it’s like a lot of these things. There’s a balance. You can read Proverbs that say the one thing and you can read the Proverbs that say the other but at present the Preacher is telling us to be generous, just because when the next misfortune falls upon the earth, maybe it will destroy our little stock or thieves will come in and steal our treasures laid up on earth and then we will not be able to be generous or even have it to eat ourselves! And so, because we did not give when we could, want is come upon us, Proverbs 11:24. 

What did Jesus say? “Work while it is day for night is coming when no man can work.” And that applies to every work our hand finds to do, business or charity. And we are to do that because, while it is true that we are to read the signs, “red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning,” and so on, these signs are not infallible. They are general rules only and we do not even know how the things that they describe work. 
  If the clouds are full, they pour out rain upon the earth; and whether a tree falls toward the south or toward the north, wherever the tree falls, there it lies. He who watches the wind will not sow and he who looks at the clouds will never reap. Just as you do not know the path of the wind and how bones are formed in the womb of the pregnant woman … (11:3-5). 

The clouds and the rain, the path of the wind – they work according to their own laws which we do not know too much about. Even as Jesus said to Nicodemus, “The wind blows where it wants to and from where and to where you do not know.” And even though we in our day may understand a lot more about the weather than the Preacher did in his, it can still catch us off balance often enough. So the right moment that we were waiting for and looking for has been lost. And even though we know a lot more about conception and pregnancy than the Preacher did, there is still a lot we don’t know and cannot predict. Even with ultra-sound and this test and another, a lot of diagnoses are proved to be wrong and how many whole and healthy children are aborted? Even if it were right to abort the others, which it is not. 

“The tree falls and there it lies.” Things happen and that’s that. But if we live by What if? or But this is going to happen, then all of life is going to be a whole lot of maybes and might-have-beens.    Kidner.  

Our task is not to speculate and think that we know the future. Our task is to receive life as God gives it and get on with it. Otherwise in the end we’ll have produced nothing and achieved nothing. “He who watches the wind will never sow. He who watches the clouds will never reap.” “Cast your bread, divide your portions…. Sow your seed in the morning, and do not be idle in the evening, for you do not know whether morning or evening sowing will succeed, or whether both of them alike will be good” (verse 6). 

And it applies to us all. I don’t know if ever it happens with you young people at University or Tech or school? You think you know what will be in the exam and you think you just don’t know it so maybe you don’t bother to sit it. Or perhaps you think of a friend or someone in the Church whom you had thought to speak to but you never got to it and then something happens and maybe they got into that difficulty that you wanted to warn them against. How many times do we say, “I wish I’d spoken?” Brothers, we in our pastoral work; sometimes maybe we think it’s no use, they’re not listening to us; someone else would be better; it’s not really a good time.” Well, let us be as wise as possible, let’s pick the best person and the best time, within reason. But let us not be negligent. Let us not be so arrogant as to think we can predict the future, the outcome and especially think that God won’t work through us who have been commanded to bring his Word. Our job is not to determine the results. Our job is to do our job and leave the results to God. 

And that, people of God, is why we can all cast our bread, divide our portions, sow our seed. Thirdly: 

3.	GO TO YOUR WORK BECAUSE OF YOUR ESTIMATION OF YOUR GOD
Verse 5; “Just as you do not know the path of the wind or how bones are formed in the womb of the pregnant woman, so you do not know the activity of God who makes all things” – or; “does all things.” 

He first of all made us and commanded us to go into the world and cultivate the world and multiply and fill the world. He commanded us to be productive. Now, because of sin, that is by the sweat of our brow, struggling with thorns, and in pain giving birth. But with those things we will still be productive. We will still produce the children and the food to feed them with and so God’s kingdom grows. 

And in the New Testament it still applies. We “do not know what a day may bring forth” nor can we tell whether our working in the morning or in the evening will succeed or whether both of them alike will be good but we should expect sufficient success to “supply our needs and also have a surplus to give to those in want,” says Paul in Ephesians 4:28. 

And the same applies in the spiritual realm. “By this is my Father glorified,” said Jesus, “that you bear much fruit” (John 15:8). And it applies in the struggle against sin, “for this is God’s will for you, your sanctification,” your growth in holiness (1 Thessalonians 4:3). And the first fruit that we are to bear is the fruit of the Spirit. 

We think we’ve got it all worked out. We’ve listened to our spies and they tell us that we can’t take the land because it’s full of giants. So we read Providence but that is often living by sight, not by faith and the just shall always live by faith. And thus it is often as true of us as it is of the unbeliever, “You do not understand the work of your God” (v.6). But it is God who makes all things and yet he tells us to work. Now that’s interesting, isn’t it? He makes all things, yet he tells us to work! But we know about that too. “You work out your own salvation,” says Paul in Philippians 2:12f., “for it is God who works in you to will and to do his good pleasure.” 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, let’s go about our work despite our estimate of the times. Actually, they appear to me to be pretty similar to the times in which God planted the New Testament Church at the very beginning – not encouraging circumstances, granted. And let’s go to our work despite our estimate of the future; despite how we might estimate the success of our efforts, because, by the same analogy, in less than 300 years Christianity had won the day. 

And let’s go to our work because of our estimation of our God. He is great. He does everything. The king on the throne or the king of commerce, they mean nothing to him. Even whole nations are as a drop in the bucket to him, Isaiah 40; they do not have any effect upon his scales. Did not the great Nebuchadnezzar finally have to admit that, “He is God in heaven above and on earth below and he does whatever he wills and no man, not even I, the great Nebuchadnezzar can stay his hand”? 

And the future? It is his every bit as much as the cattle on a thousand hills and the wealth in every mine are. We may not know it but he does. Has he not determined the end from before the beginning? Are our days not numbered in his Book, every one of them, before one of them comes to be? Is not Jesus Christ, right now, just quietly on the throne unrolling the scroll of history? Does he not work out everything according to the purpose of his will? 

Sure the world’s been thrown out of kilt a bit because of sin. But will you let sin have the last word and make that disorder an excuse for disobedience which is ultimately distrust? A whole generation of the Israelites were left to die in the wilderness because of that. God calls that sort of thing treason. With that sort of thinking we might as well join forces with the devil again and rejoin the kingdom of darkness because “sloth,” says the Proverb, “is as good as wrecking” (18:9). 

No, no, congregation we will not be like that. We are going to be diligent because our God is great and he will give us success even though we may not see a lot of it in this life. But not only is he great. He is gracious. He does everything and yet we are commanded to work. In grace he takes us up and he works through us so that Jesus even says, “You’ve seen my works, you will do even greater.” The great God who rules the whole universe has chosen to work through you and me. 

Let’s go to it, congregation, always abounding in it, whatever it is, for this act or that act or maybe both will all be successful. “For you know,” says the apostle Paul, “that your labour in the Lord is not in vain,” and you will hear him say, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your Lord.”					 Amen.
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