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WHY DOES GOD STAND ALOOF?
Psalm 49;  Ecclesiastes 3:16 – 4:3 (text)

INTRODUCTION
That is a pretty gloomy estimation of life – the dead are better off than the living (4:2)! But better off still is a miscarriage or an abortion – those who have never seen the light of day for a moment (4:3)! How does the Preacher of this book get to that point?!

We saw last week that the task God has given man under the sun is to discover that he is transient – he is here today and gone tomorrow. And everything he does is transient, passing away. Therefore life is futile. For something inside us cries out against this. Within the heart is a longing for eternity, for permanence. There is a desire to arrive and settle down. Yet, all the time we can only know incompleteness and therefore frustration. There is a time for everything, but only a time, so nothing has the chance to come to full fruition and remain. What was so laboriously built yesterday is tomorrow torn down.

This is the burden God has placed on man – living with the yearning for eternity in our hearts under a regime of the passingness of time (3:11). But our Preacher takes this matter further. He says (3:16), "Furthermore, I have seen under the sun that in the place of justice there is wickedness, and in the place of righteousness there is wickedness." To speak about the cycle of the seasons and everything having its moment under the sun does not say everything that needs to be said about life in the world. For justice does not seem to have its moment.

The Preacher thinks this through a little more and says, "I said to myself, 'God will judge both the righteous man and the wicked man,' for a time for every matter and for every deed is there" (3:17). It is as if he is saying: we need to be patient. If it is true that there is a time for everything, then, since there is injustice, justice also must have its day sometime.

#	But it will have to come from God directly, seems to be his meaning. For I have seen no time of justice yet as I have seen a time for everything else. At least, not sufficient justice so as to be able to add to that list and say; there is a time for justice and a time for injustice.

But when you put it like that, you see immediately that this injustice that he has seen cannot be added to that list; it doesn't fit the category. For there was nothing in that list that, in itself, was wrong. That is why he says it must come from God for it is a wrong that must be righted. Injustice is not just part of the ebb and flow of life; it is something that cuts across both the ebb and flow from another direction.

#	So we can also say that justice will have to come from outside of or from above the ordinary flow of seasons for things in this world.
The Preacher will come back to this subject, but musing along these lines has brought him to another important observation about life in the world. Another little flash of right thinking shines through his cynicism and despair. Most of what he says in the text is just looking at life "under the sun," forgetting that there is a God in heaven above. But in the next two verses, 3:17-18, some light shines through. 

If it is true that there is a time for everything, and there is injustice, then there must come a time for justice to be done: "God will judge… for a time for every matter and for every deed is there" (3:17). But why does God take so long? Because we are such slow learners and it takes a long time for the message to get through to us that we are, in ourselves, without God, mere beasts, no different from the animals (3:18).

That is the Preacher's message this morning – in ourselves, we're no different from the animals!

Now perhaps you say; thanks, that's a very uplifting thought! I really needed that in Church this morning after the week I've had in the world! Well, I haven't finished yet, but I'm inclined to answer, if I may, as Jesus once did, "Oh ye foolish men and slow of heart; do you still not understand?" Don't you see? That is exactly the Preacher's point and you've missed it already! Listen to verse 18 again; "I said to myself concerning the sons of men, 'God has surely tested them in order for them to see that they are but beasts'." God is surely testing us, sifting us. That's why there is the injustice and that's why it goes on – for we take so long to learn the truth about ourselves.

When you go to the doctor with a very bad cough and emphysema is lurking in the wings and you smoke, he's not nice and gentle with you; he will probably read the Riot Act! The prodigal son never saw home so good until God had rubbed his nose pretty long and vigorously in the big wide world's pig trough.

So the Preacher's message in our text this morning is: "I said to myself concerning the sons of men, 'God has surely tested them in order for them to see that they are but beasts'."

God is well aware of all the injustice – more aware of it than any of us. He knows better than you or me or anyone else in our human indignation what is going on in the world and who is suffering what and who else is getting away with blue murder. But while our blood is boiling at what we know or suspect, God does not rend the heavens and come down right now as we would have him do. And that is for our benefit; that God may sift us.

God never breaks in before the appointed time.
#	God allows man's character to develop fully before he acts – both for good and evil.
#	It was not until the Canaanites had filled up the measure of their sins that God destroyed them under Joshua and gave their land to Israel.
#	It was only when Israel had filled up the measure of its sins that God destroyed the Temple and took the kingdom away from Israel as a nation and gave it to the Church of the whole world,
#	Christ did not come and he would not die before his time, his hour, had come.
#	"God is not slack as men count slackness," Peter tells us, "he is patient not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance."

God gives man time to see himself as he really is – no different, no better than the animals. That is what God is doing in the world, congregation. Don't pull the curtain on the show before time: would you be less patient than God?

But why does the Preacher come to that conclusion about man – that they are no better than the animals? He gives us two reasons and the first is perfectly obvious to anyone with eyes in their head.

1.	AS DIE THE BEASTS, SO DIES MAN
Looking at the matter as a man under the sun, not taking God into account, "the fate of the sons of men and the fate of beasts is the same. As one dies, so dies the other; indeed, they all have the same breath and there is no advantage for man over beast, for all is vanity" (3:19).

You could almost translate that: men are accidents; beasts are accidents and the same accident happens to both of them in the end. "All go to the same place. All come from the dust and all return to the dust" (3:20). And you know when God first said that – after we first sinned, desiring to be as God, knowing good and evil. It's a joke really: fancying ourselves as the eternal God, we end up dying like beasts!

Why, even the very breath that keeps us alive is the same as animals' breath. And who knows (verse 21) whether our breath, our spirit, returns to God and doesn't just descend into the earth as does the animals'? With no further information than what we can see, looking at things from our perspective under the sun, it would seem that we and the steer at the freezing works end up the same. "I have seen that nothing is better than that man should be happy in his activities, for that is his lot. For who will bring him to see what will occur after him?" (3:22) Pretty much "eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die" and nobody knows whether there's anything after it. You only live once, so you had better enjoy it while it lasts. Happiness at least keeps us busy and passes the time pleasurably.

About the only thing in which you could say that man is superior to the beasts is that we may know our condition. "God has surely tested them in order for them to see that they are but beasts." But that's a bit of a joke as well, for what do we know? We have a place, that's true. We have a goal, that is true too; but look at it – to die like the animals and lie with them in the dust! Maybe the animals are better off. They eat and drink and die like we do, but at least they don't have the burden of knowing their life is futile, of absolutely no purpose at all.

Well, there you have it, people of God. With God out of the picture, with no light from heaven, if there is one, we're no better than the animals we kill and dress and eat for our Sunday roast. And that's obvious from the simple fact that they and we both end up six feet under. Period.

2.	EVEN THE OPPRESSOR HAS NO ADVANTAGE OVER HIS VICTIM
In the first three verses of chapter four, our writer returns to what brought him to this observation about man in the first place – the whole problem of injustice. "Furthermore, I have seen under the sun that in the place of justice there is wickedness, and in the place of righteousness there is wickedness" (3:16). And the problem is not just that people don't get their just desserts. Right in the place where justice ought to have been done, right there was the injustice and unrighteousness done!

How foolish we are, aren't we? We devise our systems of government and law to prevent this sort of thing. It seems to be something almost universally acknowledged, even by such a lover of England and the Empire as Winston Churchill, that no finer political system has been devised by man than that of the USA; with its division of powers between those who make the law, those who administer the law and those who interpret the law. Each are prevented from encroaching upon the other and gaining total power. But the reality is that within 100 years it hadn't worked and you had the outbreak of the Civil War. And many Americans today are very concerned about the increasing power of central government. We have the same concerns about MMP which was supposed to have given a greater voice to the people. And why is all this? Because any system is only as good as the people who operate it.

You will notice that when verse 17 speaks about a remedy for injustice being done in the very place where justice ought to have been done, it does not suggest a change in system. The remedy is that God will judge both the righteous man and the wicked man. I am not saying that the system is of no consequence, but the real problem is with us, congregation. As Jeremiah says, "The heart of man is desperately wicked and deceitful above all things." Under the cloak of justice, we oppress the innocent.

Well, we have seen enough of it in this country where perhaps, in God's goodness, it happens less than in many others. Arthur Alan Thomas was jailed for a decade on planted evidence. That chap in Pakuranga recently released after serving three or four years for rape. There are the many people who complain bitterly about the IRD – its merciless hounding responsible, so it is claimed, for at least one suicide. And what about that Wine Box? So there was no illegality! But is that justice? And so it is not till Justice McMahon, who conducted the enquiry into the Mt Erebus plane disaster, is dead that he is exonerated and his findings publicly acknowledged as right.

If you want to read about it on a grand scale, read Alexander Solzhenitsyn's Gulag Archipelago. The story has been repeated many times this century. We want power to do good and of course, we'll be even handed and just. But once we've got it, we just want power – however we justify it to ourselves. 

Leaving God out of the picture, man is only as good as the beasts and perhaps actually worse. Animals are not unjust. Vicious, red in tooth and claw indeed, but there is no vindictiveness, no torture, no wrong where there ought to be right. 

But then the Preacher goes on in 4:1 to observe not just the injustice that makes us angry, but how futile that all is even for those on top! "Then I looked again at all the acts of oppression which were being done under the sun. And behold I saw the tears of the oppressed and that they had no one to comfort them; and on the side of their oppressors was power, but they had no one to comfort them"!

They are on top, and they stay on top by any means that will do the trick. But it brings them no joy. Just as their underlings languish with no one to comfort them, neither is there anyone to comfort those who are on top as they live in fear that those, whom by smart moves they manage to keep down, might rise up and do them in yet!

CONCLUSION
Well, as I said at the beginning, it's a pretty gloomy picture. And perhaps we ought to congratulate the dead – they at least don't have to live with all this now. And better off still are those who never saw the light of day (4:2f.). Should we say, like, Job, "Curse the day I was born and may the night I was conceived be covered with perpetual darkness"?

So long as the present life is all there is; so long as we don't see this life as preparation for eternity, then there is no comfort. "I have seen that nothing is better than that man should be happy in his activities, for that is his lot" (3:22). And this is right where we are in our world today, congregation. Only, it's not just a sceptical observation with us. We actually believe and teach our children that we are just another breed of animal. We evolved from them; we are only one of them; there is nothing special or different about us at all. The reason why so many think death is better than life, and when they find they can't "be happy" they commit suicide, is right there in the teaching of evolution.

But let us think some more about this. For even in the Preacher's own observations, there is a hint that man is not just one of the animals. For with this continual round of injustice and futility, we can know that, in ourselves, we are just animals; animals can know nothing like that. And the Preacher knew also that God would bring a time for judgment. We all know that. In Romans 1:32, Paul says that men, even without the written word of God, "know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things (certain gross sins) are worthy of death."

And that is what we must remember, congregation. Man has come directly from the hand of God, he has not evolved from any animal. He was specially created in God's image. When we remember this, then we know that the spirit of man returns to his Maker while the animals just die and that is the end of the matter. The Preacher actually spells this out in 12:7 but he knew it from Psalm 49 already;

"Man in his pomp," man in his own wisdom, leaving out God, "thinks his house is forever and will last for generations; they call their lands after their own names. But man in his pomp, yet without understanding, is like the beasts that perish, like sheep they are appointed for Sheol," mere death. "But God will redeem my soul from the power of Sheol," said the Psalmist, "He will receive me" for I have come to see that I am his special creature, yet I have sinned. But I have also confessed my sin, the Psalmist implies, for there is a time for judgment. 

The time will come when God will right the wrongs of life in this world. So let us be patient; but let us also prepare. "God has fixed a day in which he will judge the world in righteousness through the man he has appointed," says Paul. That is our Lord Jesus Christ and before his judgment seat we will all present ourselves on that day. Are you prepared for it congregation – you older people, you young people, children; members, visitors? Are you prepared?

God is gracious. That is hinted at in our text too. He sifts us with this awareness of constant injustice. He wants us to see that without him we are only beasts, so that we look for him and find meaning to life; find real life, in fact, in him. 

So there is a day in which Jesus Christ is coming to judge the world. But he has also come once before – 2,000 years ago. That time he did not come to judge; he came to save. So now this present age is not a time for us to despair and become cynical. It is "the day of salvation." For there is a time for that too! God graciously holds back the time for judgment while it is still the time for salvation, time to find acceptance with God.

Congregation, do you know that? "He came at just the right time" (Romans 5) to die for our sins so that when he comes at the time for judgment, we might go free even though we also are guilty of injustices to others. He bore the penalty for those sins and all our other sins so that we might be released from it; so that we too might be able to say with Psalm 49, "God will redeem my soul from the power of death; He will receive me." Do you know that God has received you?

Well then, come now. Lay out your sins to him – fully and openly, holding nothing back – as if we could! "If the Lord should mark iniquities" – and the Lord does mark iniquities – "who could stand?" None. None of us congregation. "But with the Lord," Psalm 130 continues, "is lovingkindness and abundant forgiveness."

May the Lord give us all grace to come clean with him, to confess it all and escape this meaninglessness that life without God is, and find eternal salvation as children of the living God.
		 Amen.
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