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THE SEASONS OF LIFE 
Becky Douglass (Ecclesiastes 3:1-15; Romans 11:33-12:1) 

I’ve been enjoying the tennis this week – there have been some good matches! I am always 
amazed at the level of skill these players show and the amount of hard work it has taken for them to 
reach this level of play. They are determined to be the best they can be so they can win their way to 
the top. With their support team, they plan ways to approach each match according to their 
opponent’s strengths and weakness. They plan their physical and emotional training to peak at just 
the right time. Everything is planned out, ready for victory. 

But it doesn’t always turn out as planned, does it? So many things can go wrong – things which are 
totally outside their control – the weather, distractions from the crowd, injury, bad umpiring, and 
sometimes the opponent is just better than they are on the day! If they didn’t work hard to hone their 
skills and plan their game, they definitely wouldn’t win, but even when they do all those things, the 
outcome isn’t guaranteed. Like the people we talked about last week who boasted about their 
business plans, they would do well to have a bit of humility and not boast too much beforehand. So 
much can happen which is outside anyone’s control – the outcome is never assured.  

We all live with uncertainties, and this is uncomfortable for us. Last week, we saw that some people 
respond to this reality by working hard to control their lives. They make plans and think that if they 
have the right skills and work hard enough, they will have control. But such arrogance is foolish 
because we simply cannot control everything in our lives. Instead, we need to acknowledge that 
only God controls the future. The uncertainties should cause us not to seek arrogant control but 
rather humble dependence on Him. We need to trust Him and hold our plans lightly, allowing God to 
have the final say. 

However, some people go to the other extreme – they believe that everything is beyond their 
control, that they are powerless, and so they just give up. They see no purpose to their lives. 
However, this isn’t the right attitude either. Instead, we need to see everything in our lives as part of 
God’s unfolding plan for us and choose to live life in line with His plans – not in defeat, but in trust 
and confidence in His control. 

Our main passage this week comes from Ecclesiastes which is a very interesting book! Whereas 
Proverbs is a collection of wise sayings, Ecclesiastes is the record of a journey to discover wisdom. 
The writer, known as the Teacher, starts out believing everything is meaningless and vanity, a 
chasing after the wind, because we can’t control anything. On the way, he explores everything 
under the sun, looking for answers, for meaning and purpose. It is only at the end of the last chapter 
that the Teacher comes to some more positive conclusions about life. The passage we have this 
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morning is in the middle of the journey. The Teacher is still struggling to work things out and has 
many questions and only some answers. Maybe he’s not too different to us! 

Observations 

For everything that happens in life—there is a season, a right time for everything under 

heaven: (v. 1) 

The Teacher has observed “everything that happens in life” - the good times and the difficult times – 
and everything in between. He wants us to see that although we can’t always control these things, 
they are not meaningless, random events. There is a sense of purpose and order – each thing is 
right for its time.  

The following poem is formed from contrasting statements which are arranged in pairs. As is 
common in Hebrew poetry, the pairs of contrasting statements restate the same basic idea in 
different ways. My orderly mind wants to find patterns in them and put them under headings, but this 
is poetry and that doesn’t always work!  

A time to be born, a time to die; 
        a time to plant, a time to collect the harvest (or uproot); (v. 2) 

This pair is talking about the beginning and ending of life, something we have little control over. I 

can’t control when I am born, and I have limited control over when I will die. A plant has no control 

over when it is planted or harvested (sometimes translated as ‘uprooted’ – many plants are 

uprooted when they are harvested!). These things are traditionally seen as being in God’s hands, 

but we don’t like this! We have spent much time and energy seeking ways to control the beginning 

and end of life. However, we cannot make cells fertilise or seed germinate. We can certainly end life 

and sometimes extend life; we cannot ultimately prevent death. This verse encourages us to accept 

both birth and death as part of the reality of this earth, and to value and make the most of the life we 

have between the two.  

I think the next two pairs have to do with different appropriate responses to things we encounter in 

life. 

A time to kill, a time to heal; 

        a time to tear down, a time to build up; 

A time to cry, a time to laugh; 

        a time to mourn, a time to dance; (v. 3,4) 

It would be easy to classify these as negative vs positive responses. How could anything good 

come out of killing, tearing down, crying, or mourning? We want our lives to be full of healing, 

building up, laughing, and dancing. However, with the entrance of sin into the world, both are 

necessary and appropriate at times. Sometimes sin becomes so entrenched in a situation that it 

must be torn down and eradicated. Sometimes the only response to another’s pain is tears and 

mourning.  

Our tendency, I think, is to shrink from getting actively involved with life like this, but that is not what 

Jesus did. He wept at the death of a friend and tore down the tables of the money changers in the 

temple. He healed the sick and celebrated at a wedding. Jesus accepted that all these things were 

a valid part of life in this world. 



30/01/2022                                                                                                                           P a g e | 3  
 

The next two pairs have to do with our relationships with people and things. 

A time to scatter stones, a time to pile them up; 

        a time for a warm embrace, a time for keeping your distance; 

A time to search, a time to give up as lost; 

        a time to keep, a time to throw out; (v. 5,6) 

There are quite a few different interpretations of the first line here. If you are looking for it to relate to 

the second line according to the pattern we expect in Hebrew poetry, it is very difficult! And yet, I 

can’t believe that every other pair are related and just this one is not. Therefore, I am drawn to an 

explanation which fits the pattern. This explanation says that scattering stones refers to breaking 

down walls between people – so that you can bring people together to embrace - and piling up 

stones refers to building walls between people – so that you keep people apart. As we might say it 

today – there is a time to put on a mask and social distance and there is a time to take off the mask 

and snuggle up! Again, this reflects the reality of our sinful world where not all relationships are 

good for us. 

The second pair deals with our relationship with our possessions. God gives us good things to 

enjoy, but nothing here on earth is permanent and we need to accept that we also need to let go of 

things at times. This is something that several of you have experienced as you have left houses you 

have lived in for many years and moved into retirement villages. It is not easy!  

The final two verses in the poem are a little harder to label. It seems to me that these contrasting 

statements have to do with different ways to bring God’s righteousness into a sinful world. 

A time to tear apart, a time to bind together; 

        a time to be quiet, a time to speak up; 

A time to love, a time to hate; 

        a time to go to war, a time to make peace. (v. 7,8) 

Again, as I look at how Jesus acted in this world, I see him doing all these things. He spoke out 

about the destruction of sin and quietly forgave people of their sins. He tore apart the assumptions 

of the Pharisees and bound up the broken-hearted. He loved sinners and hated sinful actions and 

attitudes.  His death and resurrection made war against Satan and peace between God and 

humanity. As God’s people, today we may find ourselves doing all these things at different times. It 

is only as we walk in fellowship God that we will be able to know what He wants us to do in each 

situation. There is no one response which fits every situation. 

Musings 

The Teacher has observed that many different things about life. It seems that these only increase 

his questions! In the next few verses, he goes back in forth between looking at his life, and looking 

at God, trying to find answers to those questions. 

What good comes to anyone who works so hard? I have seen the kinds of tasks God has given 
each of us to do to keep one busy, and I know God has made everything beautiful (or 
appropriate) for its time. (v9-11a) 
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This is the question of those who want to give up on life. What’s the point of anything if we can’t 
control our lives? And yet, the Teacher affirms that God has a hand in everything. He can make our 
lives worthwhile. If we walk with Him, He can make all things work together for good. He can show 
us what is appropriate in each situation so that our lives reflect his goodness. The goal is not to 
make everything conform to our idea of a perfect life, but rather to have our lives reflect His 
goodness in this sinful world.  

When I was in primary school, birthstones were very popular. The stone for January, my birth 
month, is garnet which is a dark, dense red stone. I was 
always very disappointed by this as I didn’t like garnets. 
Other girls had beautiful necklaces with emeralds and 
diamonds and rubies. I didn’t want one with my birth stone 
because garnets always seemed dull in comparison. After 
talking with Ross, I now know that garnets can be all 
different colours depending on their mineral composition, 
but the majority are this dark red. My antipathy towards 
garnets was changed, however, a couple of weeks ago 
when we watched a documentary about an archaeological 
find in Sutton Hoo in the UK. There they unearthed an 
Anglo-Saxon burial site which contained some amazing 
garnet jewellery. The picture hardly does it justice – it just glowed. The garnets were transformed by 
the setting in which they were placed. You see, behind the garnets, is a layer of gold foil. The light 
shines through the stone, bounces off the gold behind it and around it and makes the dark red of the 
garnet glow. Any lighter coloured stone might be washed out, but the deep red of the garnet comes 
alive. Without the gold behind it, the stone is dull and almost looks black. The setting makes all the 
difference. 

So it is with the ups and downs of our lives. Even the darkest circumstance can become beautiful if 
we are filled with the light of God’s presence and surrounded by His love. This beauty isn’t the 
cheap prettiness of surface happiness, but the deep, rich beauty of the joy of walking with God and 
knowing Him. It is a beauty which can shine in laughter and tears, finding and losing, war and 
peace.  

But this doesn’t mean that we always understand what God is doing in our lives. 

God has also placed in our minds a sense of eternity; we look back on the past and ponder over 
the future, yet we cannot understand the doings of God. (v. 11b) 

I sense a frustration in the Teacher’s words here. Unlike the animals, God has made us in such a 
way that we ask questions about why things happen, but He hasn’t given us the ability to always 
understand! Animals don’t ask philosophical questions; they don’t wonder why something happened 
in the past or what might happen in the future. We do – all the time! It is part of what makes us 
human. And we can learn much, but we are not God, and we can’t see everything. This produces 
tension in our minds which is frustrating. However, it also gives us an opportunity to choose to trust 
God. We can appreciate how great God is because we appreciate our limitations. 

Paul echoes these thoughts in our Romans reading. After talking about the wonders of salvation in 
Jesus, Paul admits that what we can understand is just a tip of the iceberg. “Oh, the depth of the 
riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths 
beyond tracing out!” (Romans 11:33) Yes, at times it is frustrating that we can’t understand 
everything, but God does know everything, and we can rest in that knowledge. 
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If we can’t understand everything that is happening, does that mean there is no enjoyment in this 
life? No purpose? No reason to work hard? The Teacher doesn’t think so. There are two things 
which He knows and which give him hope. 

I know there is nothing better for us than to be joyful and to do good throughout our lives; to eat 
and drink and see the good in all of our hard work is a gift from God. I know everything God 
does endures for all time. Nothing can be added to it; nothing can be taken away from it. We 
humans can only stand in awe of all God has done. What has been and what is to be—already 
is. And God holds accountable all the pursuits of humanity. (v. 12-15) 

God gives us good in this life – the good of food and drink and joy from a job well done. He also 
gives us a job – to do what is right in each situation and thus reflect His righteousness. Along the 
way, we are encouraged by glimpses of Himself and how we can be a part of His eternal, 
unchanging plans. There is a sense in which our lives are mere passing mists, but it is also true that 
as we become a part of God’s plans, our lives gain purpose beyond ourselves. What we do does 
make a difference otherwise He would not hold us accountable for it.  

We can see that the Teacher is beginning to understand that our lives are not meaningless. He has 
many more questions to ask in the following chapters, but at the very end, He comes to this 
conclusion: 

When all is said and done, here is the last word: worship in reverence the one True God, and 

keep His commands, for this is what God expects of every person. For God will judge every 

action—including everything done in secret—whether it be good or evil. (Ecclesiastes 12:13,14 

The Voice) 

And Paul, after proclaiming the unknowable greatness of God’s merciful plans, says something 

similar: 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. (Romans 12:1 
NIV) 

Conclusion 

It is true that we cannot control all that affects our lives. We cannot plan out our lives with certainty. 

As we think of what has happened in our lives and what may be around the corner, it is not 

surprising that some become discouraged, give up hope and begin to see life as meaningless.  

But this is not God’s perfect plan for us. He has given us a job to do – to reflect Him in all of life as 

we respond in obedience to Him and trust Him when we can’t understand. But honestly, which of us 

up to that job? This is a piece of the picture that the Teacher didn’t know, but that we, through the 

words of Paul, do know. Paul tells us that we are not alone in this process, “It is no longer I who live, 

but Christ lives in me. So I live in this earthly body by trusting in the Son of God, who loved me and 

gave himself for me.” (Galatians 2:20 NLT) We may not understand everything that God is doing, 

but we can know that He is within us, enabling us every step of the way to be and do what He has 

planned. This is our hope and our purpose. This makes our lives beautiful. 


