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THE BURDEN AND THE BEAUTY OF THE TIMES AND THE SEASONS
Ecclesiastes 3:1-15;  Philippians 3:8 – 4:1

INTRODUCTION
Some years ago, the first part of our text this morning was put to music by Pete Seeger of the group, the Byrds. He had a refrain running through his version which concluded with the words, Turn, turn, turn, I swear it's not too late. 

But that is to miss the point. The Preacher is not exhorting us here to refrain from those negatives and do the positives, as if he were saying, Don't kill but rather heal, and so on. The Preacher has been looking at life and has seen all these negatives and positives and has seen that, like it or lump it, these things are going to be. There is an appointed time for each of these things, for every purpose under heaven. The Authorised Version and the NIV note the different Hebrew words in verse 1 and translate, there is a season for each of these things. Each thing, the Winter snow and the Summer sun, has its proper claim on the days of our lives. And when the Bible says something is appointed, in the passive voice, it means God has appointed it.

The Christian know what life is all about. It is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever. And, wonder of wonders, as we do so, which we do only by his grace and strength, we find he will glorify us! The day will come when we will be perfected in righteousness and peace; we shall be like Jesus. But, my oh my, the ways – and the byways! – God takes to get us there!

So, for the Christian, it is perhaps not so much the what, but the whys and the wherefores and how God leads us that is a conundrum and a riddle – still for us even, who know God. For those who don't know God, it is much more so. As the Preacher said, "so … man will not find out the work which God has done from the beginning even to the end" (verse 11); or as the NIV has it, "man cannot fathom what God has done."

Ecclesiastes looks at the question of life from many angles and in our text, from the angle of the mere passing of time and what that passing of time brings – and takes away. So we too, like the Preacher of Ecclesiastes, are driven this morning to ask: in all the ebbs and flows of life, what is gained, what profit is there?

But actually, they are not just ebbs and flows. If these positives and negatives were simply describing the ebb and flow of life, the tide coming in and then going out again, the round of the seasons, that would not be a problem for us. For I think we rather need that and enjoy it. We would become a bit stale if it were all Winter evenings in front of the fire with good books; and a bit over baked if it were all Summer holidays on the sands of Whananaki Beach.

The things that are spoken about here in this list are progress, advancement and building; then regress, turnarounds and reversals. 

#	There is a time to be born - "and a time to die; and time to plant, and a time to uproot what is planted. A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to tear down, and a time to build up" (verses 2-3). One could almost say of these verses that there is a time to be and a time to cease to be and destroy.

#	Verses four through seven speak about the boundaries within which we live our lives. "A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance. A time to throw stones, and a time to gather stones; a time to embrace, and a time to shun embracing. A time to search, and a time to give up as lost; a time to keep, and a time to throw away. A time to tear apart, and a time to sew together; a time to be silent, and a time to speak."

It is a little hard to know why one would want to throw stones or gather stones, at least in this bracket of positives and negatives. Perhaps it has in mind something like what we read in 2 Kings 3:19, when Jehoram and Jehoshaphat fought Moab. Elisha told them to cast stones on every good field to make it unproductive; and to make a field cultivable, it would usually have to be cleared of stones. 

Verse seven is again speaking of a time to mourn and a time to get on with life again; a time to be silent and a time to speak. When Job's three friends first came to comfort him, they sat for seven days and said nothing. Job wished they'd done that and no more and then left. 

#	Verse eight speaks about the relationships we bear to each other during our lives here on earth. "A time to love, and a time to hate; a time for wars, and a time for peace."

So that is the days of our lives – and that is the biblical phrase (compare 2:3) – living and dying, building and breaking, loving and hating, one step forward and one step back. 

Well then, we want to ask, if everything only has a time, what is the significance of our work? What does one gain from all this? This is the task, the burden God has given man. "He has made everything appropriate in its time. He has also set eternity in their heart, yet so that man will not find out the work which God has done from the beginning even to the end" (11). We are aware that we are simply part of this world of passing generations, of transience, of temporariness; here today and gone tomorrow. Yet God has set eternity in our hearts!

So we are not content with this; we feel it is a bondage, a kind of slavery. And we have within us an impulse to break out beyond the boundaries of this world and this life. That is obvious. For a while – a couple of hundred years – with rationalism and mere hard science, we tried to ignore that hankering after eternity, after something more than this life. But it couldn't and it hasn't lasted. So the press and the air waves are now full of all sorts of ways you can go beyond your mere time and world-bound self. There is something out there, or maybe for you it will be the god within. Or maybe it will be extra-terrestrial creatures, hence the search for life on other planets. But we must break out of the bounds of mere earthly and time-bound existence. What is the old eastern belief in reincarnation but a testimony to the achings of eternity in our hearts?

And yet, the things of this life are not just transient, they are not just passing. Often they are beautiful and the heart would like, at times, at least often when those passing things are good, to make them eternal. As the film advert says, we want to capture the moment. We want to keep it forever. 

"Lord," says Peter, "let us make three tabernacles, one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah." There on the Mount of Transfiguration that day when Moses and Elijah talked with Jesus – whose face at that moment shone like the sun and his clothes became as white as the light – there was something beautiful in its time. "It is good for us to be here," says Peter, "let's capture the moment, let's not lose this good thing, let's not pass on from here, let's just keep it for it is too good to lose."

This is the burden with which God has afflicted us. He has made everything beautiful in its time and we long to eternalize it, to make it permanent. In the words of Paul, we long, with the beauty we already have, to have already obtained what can actually only be obtained in the beauty that will come at the resurrection.

But congregation, even if God has to impose it upon us by bringing about a change of events against our will, and or against our liking, we must press on. For God has set eternity in our hearts and the beauty of the things of time even, let alone the afflictions, the negatives of that list, are not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall at the resurrection be revealed in us. So we must "press on – toward the mark of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus." Only that will satisfy. Only then shall we fathom the work which God has done from the beginning to the end.

For everything is beautiful in its time, but God has set eternity in the heart. And the only way we can stand firm in the Lord in time is to see it passing and actually to rejoice in its passing as we press on and eagerly look "for a Saviour from heaven" where our real citizenship is.

So Peter wasn't allowed to build his three tabernacles on the Mount of Transfiguration. Nor was Mary allowed to hold on to Jesus after the resurrection. "It is better for you that I go away," said Jesus; and so to the disciples in John 16. 

For even these bodies which, at least when they are younger, are beautiful – or handsome as the case may be. Although these days I hear girls call guys cute! – at least hunk has a note of masculinity about it! But even these beautiful bodies are only tents – temporary dwellings. One of my brothers had my parents' old family tent and pulled it out a few years ago to use – but it was shot. Time and moths and dampness had done their work. So older people long to be clothed upon with their heavenly dwellings, their new bodies.

Time is passing brothers and sisters – and it must pass – and the beautiful must pass. For it is all only intended to be a deposit on eternity at most, the foretaste of better things to come. 

"There is a time for everything and a season for every activity under heaven." You don't plant tomatoes in October and expect them to last into July. That would be pushing one's luck – one can almost use that word with Ecclesiastes which tells us that "time and chance happen to all." There is a time for tomatoes and they won't grow outside it. So we also in all of life must be prepared to take it as it comes and let it go when it is time also. Or rather, as Job said, take it as God gives it and let it go when God takes it away.

But our translation doesn't quite speak as I have been. "He has made everything appropriate in its time" (verse 11). Is that a better translation? In a way it is: God makes everything to serve a beautiful purpose. He makes the light and he makes the darkness. But, praise God, "the darkness is not dark to him" (Psalm 139); he even makes the wicked for the day of calamity. 

"God makes everything appropriate in its time." I can look around this Church this morning and see many in whom I know of some hurt, some pain. And that is not to mention all the many hurts I don't know about. The heart knows its own sorrows and sometimes that is just where they should stay. To some extent, we are all to bear our own burden. 

Some of those hurts will be as a result of heart-breaking and life-shattering events and as such, many of us will know about them. And regarding them, we have to bear one another's burdens, to "weep with those that weep and so fulfil the law of Christ." Others will be just some of the knocks or sufferings of life that come to us all pretty similarly, and so they will be known only to a few others. But, as the saying goes, there is a crook in every lot.

Now if "God makes the wrath of man to praise him," which he does, will he not much more make his own wrath to praise him? For that is what they are, all these sicknesses and sufferings and hurts – "the wrath of God revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of man" (Romans 1) – and we're involved in that.

I know we are repentant and I know we are saved by grace – but by grace, because by nature, at least that given us from our mothers' wombs, we are godlessness and wickedness. And because of that God has subjected the whole creation to frustration, even the natural world – earthquakes in Turkey and Athens and Taiwan and Mexico; typhoons in the eastern United States; socio-politico-military turmoil in East Timor or South Africa; social breakdown in NZ; accidents and sickness; old age and recalcitrant children and unfair parents – they are all the result of our sin congregation.

But "God has subjected it all to frustration in hope," Paul tells us in Romans 8 – the hope of the liberation and the glorious freedom of the children of God. But that hope is still ahead of us; it is not to be found on this earth. Our real citizenship is in heaven and we eagerly await a Saviour from there, the Lord Jesus Christ who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body (Philippians 3). And to that end we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him who have been called according to his purpose (Romans 8) And his purpose is to conform us to the likeness of his glorious and only begotten Son.

People of God, there is a time for everything and a season for every activity under heaven and although we cannot fathom what God has done from the beginning to the end, we can know this: He has set eternity and, for those who love him, a glorious eternity, in our heart. And to make us glorious for eternity, he has made everything beautiful in its time. The dying as well as being born; the uprooting as well as the planting; the weeping as well as the laughing; the mourning as well as the dancing; the refraining (empty arms, the broken family circle because of black sheep, when we would like them to be full) as well as the embracing.

God has a beautiful purpose in it all – that you who love him should attain to the mark of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus; and the joy and the glory of being like Christ. Let the suffering even then, says James, do its good work, perfecting and completing you that, when you stand before him, you will lack nothing.

But it is a burden having to wait, not being able to have now what we were, in fact, made for. Congregation, we cannot, and the great mistake so many make is to think that they can, fathom the unfathomable with a limited sounding rope; try and find joy and satisfaction and completeness and salvation in earthly things. It can't be done. "Here," says Hebrews, "we have no lasting city;" no permanence. It can only be found in God through Jesus Christ. Nor will we in this life have all our questions answered. Job never did.

The burden of life is to have eternity in our heart but to be bound by the limitations of time and space. How do we carry this burden? "I know that there is nothing better for them than to rejoice and to do good in one's lifetime, moreover, that every man who eats and drinks sees good in all his labour – it is the gift of God" (verses 12-13). 

First of all, receive life as a gift from God. All things of this world are to be enjoyed with thankfulness, Paul told us. Yet we are to hold them loosely – Paul again, in 1 Corinthians 7; the married as if they were not married; those who weep as those who did not; those who rejoice as though they did not; those who buy as if they did not possess; those who make use of the world as those not given to it, for this world is passing away. And so be ready with Job to say, "The Lord gives and the Lord takes away; blessed be the name of the Lord."

Secondly, we are therefore, in all things to give thanks because even though all this seems passing, the work God is doing with it is eternal. The Preacher says (verse 14); "I know that everything God does will remain forever; there is nothing to add to it and there is nothing to take from it, for God has so worked that men should fear him." You thought God was hardly giving you a chance to do anything worthwhile in the days of your life. God says, Not so, "there is nothing to add to it."

We think, God, do you have to send so many disasters, one on another, and such unending and unutterable misery as we see just today (forget the rest of history)? Surely it is all enough for man to get the point and see God's wrath? But while we think God is overdoing it, he says, "there is nothing to take from it." It is not too much. It is all necessary and all perfect to make men fear him.

And finally, expect more of the same. Verse 15; "That which is has been already, and that which will be has already been, for God seeks what has passed by." For God probably has more generations coming after ours and every generation is more or less the same as all the others and have to learn the same lessons and God uses more or less the same methods to teach us all. So yes, history, time, does go in circles, in ebbs and flows. But it is not meaningless.

But do not only expect it brothers and sisters; accept it. Life, with all what we call its vicissitudes, is a gift of God. What we think is meaningless is not so, not even our work that succeeds today and tomorrow is pulled to the ground. It is God's way of bringing man to fear him and it is therefore beautiful in its time.

Do it; bear it; suffer it; rejoice in it. For you live under his eye, working out his plan, showing forth his glory, and the day will come when Christ will be glorified in us, when our present humble state, and the body of our present humble state will be transformed and made like his glorious resurrection body.					 Amen.
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