A Study of Ecclesiastes 3:1–15b
For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: 2 a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted; 3 a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; 4 a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; 5 a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; 6 a time to seek, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away; 7 a time to tear, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; 8 a time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace. 
9 What gain has the worker from his toil? 10 I have seen the business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with. 11 He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also, he has put eternity into man’s heart, yet so that he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end. 12 I perceived that there is nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good as long as they live; 13 also that everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil—this is God’s gift to man. 14 I perceived that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before him. 15 That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been; and God seeks what has been driven away.

These verses were made famous in the West when The Byrds released the song “Turn! Turn! Turn!”, which topped the Billboard Hot 100 in December 1965. Whatever composer Pete Seeger meant, it was far from what the verses meant in Ecclesiastes. As always, we need to understand Bible verses in context of Ecclesiastes. What have we learned so far from Ecclesiastes?
· There is nothing new.
· Nothing we do will last.
· The author has come to this conclusion after examining pursuit of wisdom, acquisition of knowledge, hard work, pleasure, and wealth.
· Even when we are satisfied with God’s gift of food and drink and the joy that comes from working, it is better than any alternative but still ultimately empty and temporary.


Before we begin to look at what these Bible verses mean, we should exclude what they do not mean:
· This is not saying that everything is temporary or cyclical.
· It is not simply saying that these are the ups and downs of life.
· This is not fatalism. It is not saying that all of this is inevitable.

So what is this all about?

In verse 1, what seems to be in control according to this verse? How is that reinforced in the next seven verses?


Many scholars have looked for patterns in these verses. While they help us see the structure, they do not help much with the overall message.

In verse 2, what seems to be the relationship between being born and dying? How does that change if we translate the first part to “a time to give birth,” which is what the Hebrew says?


What relationship does plant have to pluck? What relationship do give birth-die have to plant-pluck?


We could go through the others and look for relationships and patterns.
· Kill and heal
· Break down and build up
· Weep and laugh
· Mourn and dance
· Cast stones and gather stones
· Embrace and not embrace
· Seek and to lose
· Keep and throw away
· Tear and sew
· Be silent and speak
· Love and hate
· War and peace

Some are opposites, but not all. It does not help much to know that what verse 5 is referencing is unclear. Here are some possibilities:
· Casting stones in an enemy’s field so that crops cannot grow and gathering stones from your own field to get it ready to plant.
· Using stones to keep track of business transactions.
· According to some Hebrew interpreters, it refers to sex.

Looking at all of the pairs, what do some or all of them have in common?


If we do not find any meaning in the relationship between the individual parts, what seems to be the message if we look at all eight verses?
Verse 9 appears to be a return to what the preacher was writing about in chapter 2. What is different in verse 10 (review 1:13)?


In verse 11, the author gives us some reason to hope. Remember what verses 1-8 seemed to say was in control. How does verse 11 change that? The word translated “beautiful” is better translated “appropriate.”



In the second half of verse 11, there is some discussion regarding what the word translated “eternity” should mean. If the traditional translation is correct, what is the problem that human beings face as described by the preacher in verses 11 and 12?



If this situation remains unchanged, what is the best way for human beings to live according to verse 13?


Verse 14 is not written to give hope, but we do see find hope in it. Why does this verse give us hope?


Verse 15 begins with a restatement of one of the first messages of Ecclesiastes. What is it?


It ends with another difficult to understand reference “what has been driven away.” The importance is not in identifying the “what” but that God seeks it. Why was it important for the preacher to add this?



The overall message of this section of Scripture is:

· The totality of the human experience is subject to t___________.
· T_____________ continues relentlessly.
· But t_______________ is under the sovereignty of G_________.
· We wish to be f__________ from t__________, but we cannot and we cannot u_______________ God or His ways.
· The best we can do is to be j_____________ and to do g____________.
· We can know that God is has a p_____________ and is u___________________.

How does the gospel free us from this predicament? How does it connect us to God’s purpose for creation?
