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ECCLESIASTES 34-15

1 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 | 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 | 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 | 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.

STRUCTURE

l. God appoints every time and season (1)
. Man can respond to, but never choose, these seasons (2-8)
[l Man cannot produce lasting gain because he cannot master time—or sin’'s curse (9-10).
V. But there's purpose and pleasure even in our frustration:
a. God will make every season beautiful in His time, but we can't fathom His grand design (11)
b. This frustration drives us to fear God: embracing the seasons, trusting His master plan, and receiving
His blessings as a gift (12-14)
c. God's final reckoning will “make it make sense” (15)

GENERAL COMMENTARY:

In 1:13-2:26, Solomon conducted a “Happiness Experiment,” concluding that satisfaction doesn't come from chasing
ever more pleasures but from receiving them freely and gratefully as gifts from God. This next section follows a
similar pattern—frustration followed by contentment—but shifts the focus. Here, the issue is not the pursuit of
happiness, but the reality of our time-bound existence: that we live within divinely appointed seasons we cannot
control.

After an opening statement about God's appointment of times and seasons (3:1), Solomon writes a beautiful poem
that contains seven couplets. Seven is the number of completion and perfection; the structure highlights the theme:
God has made everything beautiful in its time (3:11). The problem is that parts of the poem feel dark. God appoints
not only seasons of healing, laughter, dancing, and peace, but also death, weeping, mourning, and war. When you're
living in the “dark side” of the poem, life feels ugly. Worse, we have no control. We can't “decide” not to mourn when
loved ones die any more than we can choose the date of our own funeral. Times and seasons are beyond our control.
We cannot manage them; we can only respond to the seasons God orders.

The frustration of our inability to master God's calendar reminds us, once again, that apart from God—we can
produce no lasting gain. If God ordains death, what can we do about it? If His plan includes a sweeping disaster, how
can we recover what was lost? Verses 9-10 remind us not only that we are creatures, subject to God's seasons, but
also cursed by our own sinful choices to live in a world where “the dark side of the poem"” is half the picture.

By God's grace, it is only half the picture though. Rather than writing our stories with unceasing chaos, God balances
our pain with pleasure. The person who fears God can receive these pleasures as gifts that make our frustrating lives
enjoyable (3:12-14). Moreover, even our frustrations serve a purpose: they drive us to “fear before him" (3:14). God has
put “eternity into our hearts”"—a desire to understand the end from the beginning; to perceive how God has made
“everything beautiful in its time" (3:11). Upon realizing that we lack God's eternal perspective—that it's impossible to
fathom His grand design—we learn to trust in His final reckoning, where everything will at last make sense (3:15).
When we arrive at this place of trust, we can embrace each season rather than warring against it like the man who



wears a bathing suit in a blizzard. True wisdom is not found in resisting the season, but in fearing the God who
appointed it—trusting that even the blizzard has a place in the beauty He is weaving in HIS time.

VERSE-BY-VERSE COMMENTARY:

1 For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:
—Having just completed his Happiness Experiment—showing how no earthly pleasure will meet our needs
apart from God—Solomon now enlightens us about another angle of our “creatureliness.” Not only do we feel
unsatisfied by earthly pleasures; we also feel frustrated by our inability to control the seasons of life.
—"everything... every matter™

The nature of created things is to be subject. Like citizens are subjects of the king, creation is subject
to the Sovereign Lord. One evidence for this is that times and seasons just “happen” to us. We cannot
control them. We are subject to them, and by extension, the One who controls them.

In contrast, God is not subject to times and seasons. The One who “put eternity into man’s heart” (Ecc.
3:15) is Himself eternal—standing outside of time and space. His very nature is “unrestricted” and
“free.” God is no more constrained by clocks and calendars than a composer by his orchestra: He
conducts each moment; He times every beat; yet he remains outside of it.

To elaborate on that analogy: individual instruments could miss beats and even go rogue, and this is
where the analogy breaks down. There is no creational parallel to our Creator. God's sovereignty
accounts even for rogue instruments. The poem that follows includes even sin in the divine rhythm.
God is good, and He never forces sin. But His plan accounts for all things, both good and evil. He
oversees all things, but without staining His hands. Far from it—we learn later—He makes everything
(even human rebellion) beautiful in its time. A good example of this is the Cross.

—"season... time":

“Season":

o The NASB translates it, “appointed time". This is how the Theological Wordbook of the OT
defines it, citing Neh. 2:6 ("I gave him a definite time") and Est. 9:27 (“according to their
appointed time annually”).

o The ESV simplifies it by “season”, which implies God's foreordination in a Hebrew mindset,
where God created lights in the sky to mark seasons (Gen. 1:14).

o | think the NASB more precisely captures God's sovereignty. In our secular world, even atheists
admit the reality of “seasons”, but these are not just periods of time; they are periods marked
by the Creator.

“time": This Hebrew word is far more common and often conveys a divinely appropriate moment, one
that is fit for what is happening—theological, situational timing.

The usage of two different “time” words creates poetic parallelism, emphasizing the ordained rhythm
of life. We can't read the poem that follows without sensing the weight of divine governance.

The divine hand is further emphasized by “under heaven”. Solomon usually says “under the sun” to
highlight earthly reality. But these earthly realities are subject to the times and seasons ordained by
Him who lives in heaven.

Kelley (qtd. by Kaiser): “The precise quality of man's rebellion lies in his supreme aspiration to make
nature and history serve and glorify man. To accomplish that goal he must have the absolute lordship
of time and its content.”

Ps. 31:15: “My times are in your hand..."

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.

—"time":

This is the primary theme of the passage, appearing 29x in eleven verses.

The poem of 3:1-8 includes 28 usages, appearing in seven poetic couplets—the number of completion.
“Time" is beyond our comprehension, for we live inside of it. But the Alpha and Omega holds time in
His hands. He orders the times and seasons in such a way that everything—Ilike these artistic lyrics—
is beautiful in its time. Time and beauty are thus twin themes in the poem.

—"born... die":

God has appointed our birthday AND our funeral.



But His providence is not limited to these. Solomon composes in paired opposites to show how God is
sovereign over the “in between” too. God writes our whole story, from beginning to end.

We have no more control over the day of our death than we do over the day of our birth. While there's
growing interest in extending life—through not just improved diet and exercise but even experimental
efforts to slow telomere shortening, those tiny caps on our chromosomes linked to cellular aging—our
ultimate fate remains out of our hands. We all know people who've hacked their bodies for peak health,
only to be struck down by a sudden accident or unforeseen illness. No amount of bioengineering can
outmaneuver the sovereignty of God.

—Some of the events are pleasant: “born... heal... build up... laugh... dance... embrace... keep... love... peace.”
God ordains the heart-warming seasons of life.

—Some events are unpleasant: “die... kill... break down... weep... mourn... refrain from embracing... lose... cast
away... tear... hate... war."

God ordains the difficult seasons of life too. This does not mean that He forces bad actors to sin
against us. It means that He works with the material we gave Him: a sinful world; a world of pain. This
wasn't God's original design. But once we rebelled against Him, we opened the door to unintended
houseguests. For now, we must live with them.

The good news is two-fold: First and foremost, we won't live with the unwelcome houseguests of sin
and pain forever—God will kick them out in the end. Second, those who “fear” Him (3:14) can embrace
hard seasons—finding joy in the midst of pain (3:12) and trusting that God will make even these
"beautiful in their time" (3:11).

—Some events are neutral: “plant... pluck up... keep silence... speak.”

Planting flowers is therapeutic for many, and planting crops can be a joyful occupation. But who wants
to plant without also harvesting? Planting and plucking can both be positive, but they can also be
negative. Sometimes an enemy plants tares among wheat. Sometimes farmers must pluck up a
diseased crop.

Likewise keeping silent or speaking can be wise—or foolish—depending on the circumstance.

These neutral circumstances show that God is sovereign not just over good and evil but also every
situation. Farmers can't plant or harvest whenever they please. Nor can friends sovereignly choose
which situations call for silence or speaking up. Situations present themselves; we just respond. So it
is with all the seasons of life. We control nothing. Wisdom understands what each season—and every
situation—calls for.

—On the whole, these 28 “times" include situations that are (at least, generally):

Joyful and sorrowful
o Weep... laugh; mourn... dance (v. 4)
o Love... hate; peace... war (v. 8)
Constructive and destructive
o Plant... pluck up what is planted (v.2)
Kill... heal (v.3)
Break down... build up (v.3)
Cast away stones... gather stones together (v.5)
Lose... seek (v.6)
Throw away... keep (v.6)
o Tear... sew (v.7)
Active and passive
o Embrace... refrain from embracing (v.5)
o Keep... throw away (v.6)
o Seek... lose (v.6)
o Speak... keep silence (v.7)
o War... peace (v.8)
Chosen and imposed
o Be born... die (v.2) — imposed
Kill... heal (v.3) — chosen
Break down... build up (v.3) — chosen
Weep... laugh; mourn... dance (v.4) — imposed
Cast away stones... gather stones (v.5) — chosen
Embrace... refrain (v.5) — chosen
Seek... lose (v.6) — both
Keep... throw away (v.6) — chosen

O O O O O

O O O 0O O O O



o Tear... sew (v.7) — imposed (probably relates to tearing a garment due to grief)
o Keep silence... speak (v.7) — chosen
o War... peace (v.8) — imposed
—When is it ever “a time to kill"? In times of war; when issuing a death sentence.
—What is “a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together"?
e Some interpretations:
o Cultural: Farmers clear stones out of fields to plant; they gather them to build things.
o Military: Enemies scatter stones in fields to render them useless (2 Kgs. 3:19, 25); afterwards,
stones were removed.
o Relational: Some rabbis interpreted “stones” as a euphemism for reproductive capacity.
Casting away stones = abstaining from intimacy; gathering stones = engaging. It is argued that
this aligns with the rest of verse 5: “a time to embrace... to refrain from embracing”

e Solomon's purpose is not to pigeon-hole one meaning or another. Rather, he aims to show that diverse
actions have their God-appointed seasons. We cannot ESCAPE these rhythms; we must learn to
EMBRACE them.

—How can he say, “There is a time to hate,” when the greatest commandment is to love? Solomon does not
say, “There is a time to hate your grandmother,” or your best friend. Surely, we should love these—and, in
fact, even our enemies (Matt. 5). By leaving it open, Solomon allows for multiple interpretations: (1) There is a
time to act in such a way that it looks like you “hate"” your most beloved relatives because you choose Jesus
over them (Matt. 10:34-36); (2) There is a time to "hate" your enemies in wartime—not in the sense that you
despise their human essence, but in the sense that you are literally trying to kill them; (3) There is a time to
hate certain places, things, events, or activities. For instance, you might “hate” a house you were severely hurt
in. I'm reminded of how Jack Deere moved out of his house in Montana the very day after his son took his own
life in it. He loved that house. Until he hated it. You can't control the seasons. You can only respond to them.
—How can he say, “There is a time for war"? Doesn’t God want peace? Of course He does—ultimately. He
created a world of only peace, and one day He'll re-create it. In the meantime, He works with the material we
give him. There is indeed a “time for war.” Neville Chamberlain famously missed that on the eve of WWII. In
1938 he signed the Munich Agreement, giving Hitler part of Czechoslovakia and declaring “peace in our time"
when in fact it was a time for war. His refusal to recognize the season allowed Hitler to rearm, seize more
territory, and grow stronger—emboldening the enemy and ultimately costing millions of lives. To misread the
season is to cooperate with a lie. Wisdom sees the season for what it is and responds accordingly—trusting
that even the dark seasons are under the hand of a good God who is moving history toward His final peace.
—Gibson: “When we are dancing, most of us do not realize we are creating memories with people whom we
will one day mourn. When we are weeping, we rarely think that in a few weeks' time we could be laughing
again.”

—Kaiser: “from the perspective of God, it is He who orders all aspects of a person's life and actions. Even
when there is sickness, death, war, and the like, God is in charge of the seasons and times of life. This does
not mean God is willing to let a person’s life fall into chaos, for He also makes sure there are times for giving
birth, healing, and peace as well.”

—Kidner: the “movement to and fro... has disturbing implications of its own. One of them is that we dance to a
tune, or many tunes, not of our own making; a second is that nothing we pursue has any permanence. We
throw ourselves into some absorbing activity which offers as fulfillment, but how freely did we choose it? How
soon shall we be doing the exact opposite? Perhaps our choices are no freer than our responses to winter and
summer, childhood and old age, dictated by the march of time and of unbidden change. Looked at this way,
the repetition of ‘a time..., and a time..." begins to be oppressive. Whatever may be our skill and initiative, our
real masters seem to be these inexorable seasons: not only those of the calendar, but that tide of events
which moves us now to one kind of action which seems fitting, now to another which puts it all into reverse...
Nothing that we do, it seems, is free from this relativity and this pressure—almost dictation—from outside.”

9 What gain has the worker from his toil? 10 | 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.
—"What gain has the worker from his toil?":
e This is the third time Solomon has asked the same question thus far:
o Eccl. 1:3: "What does man gain by all the toil at which he toils under the sun?"
o Eccl. 2:22: "What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart with which he toils beneath
the sun?"
o Eccl. 3:9: "What gain has the worker from his toil?"



In Eccl. 1:3, Solomon introduces the general concept of “lasting gain”, which Solomon then explores
from various angles.

In 2:22, he completes his exploration of “lasting gain” in light of his Happiness Experiment, concluding
that earthly pleasures don't satisfy.

In 3:9, Solomon asks the question in light of divinely ordered times and seasons. Having just listed the
28 "seasons” (vv. 1-8)—times to weep, laugh, plant, uproot, speak, be silent—he reflects on how little
we actually control. If all of life moves according to rhythms we didn’t choose and can't predict, what
are we even working for?

The deeper frustration is this: our labor can't master the seasons. We don't determine when to gain or
lose, speak or be silent, live or die. That belongs to God. So if our toil doesn't direct the outcomes,
what gain is there in our toil?

The prologue of Ecclesiastes 1 shows that—apart from God—there is no gain in our toil because we
end up where we began in a cycle to nowhere. Ecclesiastes 2 shows that—apart from God—there is
no gain in our toil because the fruit of our toil (earthly pleasures) won't satisfy. Ecclesiastes 3 shows
that—apart from God—there is no gain in our toil because we can't master the outcome and are
ultimately subject to seasons we never chose.

—"I have seen the business that God has given the children of man to be busy with":

This almost repeats verbatim 1:13: “It is an unhappy business that God has given to the children of
man to be busy with."

In 1:13, we saw how “children of man” uses the Hebrew word “Adam” for “man,” reflecting the curse of
sin: man's rebellion earned him this “unhappy business” of working himself into the grave.

As we saw in Eccl. 2, the curse of sin catapulted us on a ceaseless quest to find happiness—to find
our way back to Eden. Now, in Eccl. 3, we observe the same ceaseless quest, but this time: to master
outcomes through hard work. As long as we consider ourselves “lord” over time—we will be subject to
its tyranny. For the young, this looks like constant toil. For the old, it looks like a fretful sprint from the
Grim Reaper.

It is also worth noting the repetition: "business” and “busy”. As in English, the Hebrew words behind
them derive from the same root (‘nh). Times and seasons are ordered by God, but mankind is busy
with business: a flurry of ceaseless activity, which fills our days, but not our hearts. We aim for lasting
“gain"—but we can't control outcomes. In the end, like all the children of Adam, we will encounter our
“time to die." Apart from God, there is no gain.

—"He has made everything beautiful in its time."”

If we only had the poem of the first eight verses, even atheists could nod their head in agreement. Of
course, life comes to us with seasonality beyond our control. But the atheist stumbles on this: God
manages these seasons; He governs them in such a way that the final outcome is beautiful.

Death, tears, and war are not beautiful by themselves—this is where we encounter trouble. When
you're living in the dark side of the poem, it's hard to see any light. Dark seasons will drive you to
despair—or, to the Divine Poet. You can't know the beauty of the poem till it's finished, but you can
get to know... Him. And the more you walk in friendship with Him, the more you learn to trust that
everything will be beautiful in its time.

We see this most perfectly in Christ's crucifixion, which God predestined (Acts 2; 4). God did not force
Judas to betray Him or the soldiers to pierce Him—they did this by themselves. Yet, God oversaw it.
For three long days, between Friday and Sunday, it seemed like the hand of the Divine Poet had
stopped writing. But morning dawned on the third day, darkness gave way to light, and death turned to
resurrection. By itself, crucifixion was terribly ugly. But resurrection makes even an unjust torture and
execution beautiful in its time. Once you see what God can do with something terribly ugly, it gives you
hope that God will redeem the terrible parts of your own story.

—"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.”

“Also": What Solomon says about eternity in our hearts relates to God making everything beautiful in
its time. How do these relate?

o To "put eternity into man’'s heart” means that he naturally strives to comprehend his own story
“from the beginning to the end”"—yet “he cannot find out” God's handwriting.

o In other words, we desperately want to understand the whole poem. We desperately want to
see how the pieces fit together. But no matter how hard we try, we can't see the finished
project. We are like a child sitting in a warehouse full of airplane parts. We can make out some
of the pieces, but we have no idea how to assemble them. We can’t even see the final product.
All we see are parts.



o In the same way, we see parts of our story—some of them grievous. Because God placed
“eternity” in our hearts, we long to see the final product, but no matter how hard we try, we
can't see the big picture.

e “from beginning to end™

o This ties back with "eternity” in our hearts. Only the Eternal One can see how the beginning,
middle, and end make a beautiful story. We long for the eternal—to see the whole story—but
we can't.

o Kidner: “We see enough to recognize something of its quality, but the grand design escapes us,
for we can never stand back far enough to view it as its Creator does, whole and entire, ‘from
the beginning to the end.”

e Message Bible: “True, God made everything beautiful in itself and in its time — but he's left us in the
dark, so we can't figure out what God is doing, whether he's coming or going."

e Why in the world would God put eternity in our hearts—why would He frustrate us with ignorance
regarding His eternal plans?!

o Verse 14 provides the answer. Verses 12-13 tell us how to cope in the meantime.

o Our frustration with God's times and seasons parallels our frustration with the quest for
happiness. Apart from God, we are doomed to a life of total frustration. Seeking happiness in
created things, we fill our stomachs with vanity. Seeking mastery over life's seasons, the
eternal hole in our heart remains empty.

o But this emptiness is not cruel. God uses frustration to drive us to Him. Our frustrations
preach: “You are not God.” As created beings, we cannot manufacture our own satisfaction, not
can we control the seasons of life. Solomon’s goal is not to crush us but to dismantle the
illusion of deity that keeps us from embracing the God who is.

12 | 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.
—These verses repeat the conclusion of 2:24-26. There we learned that happiness comes not by chasing
horizons but rather by receiving God's blessings as a gift. Only after we accepted the frustration of our cursed
condition could we stop trying to liberate ourselves with human effort—and receive God's bounty.
—In 3:12-13, Solomon's conclusion results from a similar frustration: not of a failed happiness experiment but
of a failed attempt to control outcomes—to master time.
—Only after we accept the frustration of our cursed condition—one that includes dark realities like death,
war, and loss—can we begin to enjoy the life we've been given. Not by seizing control, but by embracing
humility. Not by rewriting the seasons, but by receiving each day as a gift from Him who holds time in His
hands.
—The one major difference between this section and 2:24-26 is that Solomon adds that we must “do good as
long as"” we live. In chapter 2, he emphasized pleasing God, which implies moral living. But here, Solomon
explicitly states that we should live ethical, righteous lives. We can’t control times and seasons, but we can
manage our own choices. We can embrace God's seasons and live to please Him.
—As long as we're warring against our season, we'll never know the joy of 3:12-13. Part of submitting to God is
embracing His seasons—many of which feel unpleasant. Embracing the season does not mean that we enjoy
the pain we suffer in it. Rather, it means that we discern the kind of season God has placed us in and
cooperate with it. To resist a time of planting by refusing to sow, or to resist a time of war by pretending it is
peace, is to live out of step with reality. But when we align ourselves with the season God has appointed—
whether it calls for courage, endurance, or even waiting—we discover His grace within it.
—Another aspect of embracing the season is receiving from His hand—not just the sometimes painful
seasons—but the blessings He offers to mitigate the pain.
—Gibson: “Satisfaction comes when you know you are a time-bound creature and God is the eternal Creator.
Satisfaction lodges in my heart when | accept the boundaries of my creaturely existence and accept the
seasons of my life as coming from his good and wise hands. Accepting these things is the gift of God, for, left
to our own devices, we accept neither. | often refuse to accept that | am a creature by never expecting to walk
through deep valleys but only experience the mountaintops. Am | in a season of sorrow and despair? | often
refuse to accept that this has come to me from his fatherly hand. It is easy to stop believing that God will
bring every single one of my moments into his eternal present and put right what has gone wrong.”
—Heidelberg Confession: Question 27: “What do you understand by the providence of God? Answer: That the
almighty and everywhere present power of God, whereby, as it were by His hand, He still upholds heaven and
earth with all creatures,
and so governs them that leaf and blade, rain and drought, fruitful and barren years,



meat and drink, health and sickness, riches and poverty, indeed, all things come not by chance, but by His
fatherly hand.”

—What | love about the Heidelberg Confession's definition of providence is that last phrase: “fatherly hand".
God orders all things—good, bad, and neutral—not by His evil, dark side, but by his “fatherly hand.” Like a
wise Father, He uses the rotten material we handed Him to weave a pattern that is “beautiful in its time": for
His glory and our good.

14 | 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.
—"whatever God does endures forever": This ties neatly into the theme of times, seasons, and eternity in our
hearts. Seasons change, but God's work remains. Our work expires with our lives, but His work, like His “life,"
endures forever.
—"nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it":

e This qualifies what Solomon means by God's enduring work. It can’t be contributed to—as if He needs
human help. No one can take from it—as if created things could disrupt His plans or progress.

e This verse emphasizes the unchangeable sovereignty of God. He is not reacting to time—He is
orchestrating it.

—"so that people fear before Him":

e God keeps us guessing to remind us of our status: we are creatures. Only the Creator can govern the
seasons of life. Therefore, we must fear Him.

e Those who fear God trust that He will make “everything beautiful in its time.” This helps us endure the
painful parts of the poem. We trust that when it's all said and done, God's final judgment will “make it
make sense.”

o ‘“fear before Him": This is similar, but not exactly the same as, “fear Him.” The preposition “before”
seems to further highlight a relational posture. Instead of fearing God in the abstract (as an idea),
“fearing before Him" suggests living with active awareness that you are in His presence—under His
gaze, within His domain, part of His story.

15 That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been; and God seeks what has been driven
away.
—"That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been":

e In light of God's enduring work (v. 14), this means God's action in history—as well as in our future—is
not subject to revision or innovation. It complements the theme that “there is nothing new under the
sun.”

e The poem of 3:2-8 has already shown that history moves through cycles. Rather than a linear ascent
toward permanence, our lives reflect a pattern that oscillates between extremes. The ebb and flow of
life, like an ocean'’s tide, is just there. We can't add to God's work any more than we can fill the ocean.
Our job is not to master the tide, but to fear the One who governs it.

—"God seeks what has been driven away":

e Possible interpretations:

o God restores what has been lost. God actively brings back or recovers what has been "driven
away" by time—whether events, people, justice, or meaning. Nothing is truly lost in God's
eternal plan. He governs the cycles of history and ensures nothing falls through the cracks.
God gathers the pieces that history scatters. This interpretation aligns well with 1:14-15: God's
sovereignty over time.

o God brings justice to the oppressed. God seeks out victims of injustice, righting every wrong.
He calls back what time has buried—every deed will be brought to account. The word “driven
away" can mean “persecuted,” and this fits well with the section on oppression in 3:16ff.

o God brings back what recurs in time. In line with the cyclical theme, “what has been driven
away" refers to events or seasons that come and go. God causes what was to return in its
time. God brings back what seems gone—every season has its return.

e The first two seem essentially the same to me: that God will judge. On one hand, this means He
restore; on the other, He will execute vengeance. Given the flow into 3:16ff, this makes a lot of sense.
These both seem right.

e But it seems like the third interpretation aligns well with the context too. To be “driven away”
harmonizes well with the poem of 3:2-8. | tend toward a harmonizing view: in the end, God will judge;
for now, the cycles of life reveal God's mastery over times and seasons—and these are not as



meaningless as they seem. They point toward a final reckoning when at last we will see: He has made

everything beautiful in its time.
—This theme of this final reckoning helps us understand the central message of the section, articulated by
David Gibson: “Knowing that God is outside of time and sees it all and will, in the end, bring to judgment both
the righteous and the wicked, stops me needing to be in control of everything that happens to me. The
message of Ecclesiastes is not that life is full of good times and bad times and so you just have to roll with
the punches. Rather, the message is that life is full of good times and bad times that we cannot control, but
the patterning of our lives in this way is part of a bigger pattern that God controls. It's not just that good
follows bad, follows good again, and that's the end of it. The point is that | can live within this rhythmic
pattern and accept not having all the answers to my times of pain yet. Yet. This is the key. Every time of mine
will have its day in court.”



