LESSON 4

GOD DETERMINES THE TIMES


Ecclesiastes 3:1-15
I. Text and Context
In this passage the style changes from prose to poetry and the topic changes from God giving wisdom and joy to God setting the time for everything. This passage is connected to earlier portions of Ecclesiastes as the author emphasizes time and the need to enjoy the good gifts that God gives. 

II. Theme and Goal
The key word “time” is used no less than 29 times in the first 8 verses which gives us a clue to the meaning of the passage. The key theme here is that God sets the times for everything (vs. 11). A simple summary theme statement could be stated as “The sovereign God set the times forever so that people will stand in awe before him”. The author is trying to convince Israel to stand before God as they reflect on the time before them. 
III. Ways to preach and teach Christ from this passage

A. Redemptive-Historical/Longitudinal theme:
The fact that God sets and governs the times is a fundamental conviction of all of Scripture. All of Scripture points to the God who is active and governs rather than history being shaped by social and political forces. Scripture “portrays the past, rather, as an entity shaped by God, who acts in grace and judgment, in the midst of all the actions of its human and other participants.” 1  Paul speaks of Jesus Christ coming “at the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4-5) and Jesus often spoke about “his time” not arriving or arriving. Today we wait for the return of Jesus Christ who will come “at the right time” (1 Tim 6:13-15). 

Westminster Confession of Faith   Chapter 5

God the great Creator of all things doth uphold, direct, dispose, and govern all creatures, actions, and things, from the greatest even to the least, by his most wise and holy providence, according to his infallible foreknowledge, and the free and immutable counsel of his own will, to the praise of the glory of his wisdom, power, justice, goodness, and mercy. 
B. Analogy:
Jesus also taught about being ready for the “time” set by God for the Son of Man to return (Matt 24:36, 42,44). 

C. NT references:
Matthew 16:1-4 speaks of the “signs of the times” and how Jesus proclaimed the coming kingdom of God. 
IV. Meaning and Application
    We can consider several contemporary examples of how we do not live in awe of God and, therefore, do not understand how to live in these times. 
*atheist denying the existence of God


*modern scientist explaining away the formation of the world without God



*televangelist seeking to manipulate God or use God’s name to enrich self




*Christian speaking to God as a “mere pal” or approaching God in worship without 



reverence and awe





*Living life in such a busy manner that day to day we have no reference to God

    The first people to receive this message was Israel during a time when they were so busy with commercial pursuits they began to think they alone were in charge. Israel was not standing before God in awe…..rather, God was becoming distant to them. 

Psalm 50:21    These things you have done, and I have been silent; you thought that I was one like yourself. 

     The poem that is written here compares and contrasts the times that God has set. One of the features of the poem is how one time cancels out another (e.g. a time to be born, a time to die). The Teacher does not deal with the HOW or the WHY of the times but simply states that in the end ultimately nothing changes. There is a time for everything and that these times cancel out each other. 

     Who sets these times and why?  Verses 10-11 says “God has made everything suitable for its time”. Since human beings cannot understand the times that God has set or control them it is best for humans to concentrate on the present: to enjoy God’s gifts of food, drink, and toil. Yet, there is more. Look at verse 14. 


“I know that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from


it; God has done this  so that all should stand in awe before him”

Here we find the answer to the “why”’ God has set the times. The times God has set are permanent and unchangeable. We cannot add to it or take from it. We cannot add to the past nor can we add to the future. “What God wants to do will invariably be done and we cannot alter the course of things by sheer effort” 2.  Why does the Teacher want to impress this upon Israel and upon us?
What difference should it make to us to know God sets the times and controls the times?

1. We should be aware of our helplessness. We are not in control. 

2. We should be aware of our dependence. We do not even know the times. 

3. Knowing our helplessness and dependence should move us to live in awe of God. 

You can look at providence through the lens of human autonomy and our idolatrous notions of freedom and see a mean God moving tsunamis and kings like chess pieces in some kind of perverse divine playtime. Or you can look at providence through the lens of Scripture and see a loving God counting the hairs on our head and directing the sparrows in the sky so that we might live unafraid. “What else can we wish for ourselves,” Calvin wrote, “if not even one hair can fall from our head without his will? Whether it means the end of suffering or the extension of suffering God in His providence is for us and not against us (De Young, The Good News we almost forgot)
4. Knowing our helplessness and dependence should quiet our fears and still our anxious hearts. 
Luke 12:25-26….”And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? If then you are not able to do as small a thing as that, why are you anxious about the rest?

5. Knowing our helplessness and dependence should move us to find comfort in God alone. 

Lords Day 1   Heidelberg Catechism     What is your only comfort in life and death?

That I, with body and soul, both in life and death, am not my own, but belong unto my faithful Savior Jesus Christ; who with His precious blood has fully satisfied for all my sins, and delivered me from all the power of the devil; and so preserves me that without the will of my heavenly Father not a hair can fall from my head; yea, that all things must be subservient to my salvation, wherefore by His Holy Spirit He also assures me of eternal life, and makes me heartily willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto Him. 
Read chapter 3:11. What do you think it means? Read the following verses to help gain understanding:


*Job 5:9           *Ecclesiastes 8:17


*Romans 11:33
Consider how these truths all hold together:


*man cannot understand the ways and works of God


*God does marvelous things that are unsearchable


*God’s ways are inscrutable

God has put eternity in our hearts…….yet man cannot find out what God has done. What is the end goal of this? Vs. 14…so that people fear before Him. 
APPLICATION QUESTIONS

1. As you read through the poem about the times, what are some truths that you think are easy to forget because of the times we live in today?  
2. In what ways do you think we have forgotten our helplessness before God and our dependence on God? What would our lives look like if we celebrated our helplessness and dependence on God?
3. Consider your family’s spiritual life (e.g. family devotions, approach to the Sabbath, corporate and private worship). In what ways have you sought to grow in awe and reverence before God?
1 Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Ecclesiastes, 77.

2 Seow, Ecclesiastes, 174.

