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LEARNING FROM COVID-19
Ecclesiastes 3:1-15
INTRODUCTION
Last year, Pastor Tim brought a book to my attention called Living Life Backward, written by a Scottish pastor named David Gibson. It’s about the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes. Ecclesiastes is not a very popular book in Christian circles today. If I asked you what it’s about, most of you probably wouldn’t know. To be honest, I didn’t really know what it’s about until I started reading this book and studying Ecclesiastes for myself. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As I’ve studied Ecclesiastes, I’ve come to realize that this might be one of the most important books for us to understand and apply in this era of COVID-19, because if we dig down to the root of Ecclesiastes, it’s about how fleeting and temporary everything in this life is. It says that in the opening words of chapter 1: 
“Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities! All is vanity.” 
This word “vanity” means “mist” or “vapour”, and it’s used 29 times in Ecclesiastes. The Preacher is telling us that life is like the smoke from a candle, or your breath on a cold winter’s day. It’s here today and gone tomorrow, and it’s just a matter of time before we’re forgotten, and everything that we’ve done is forgotten as well. 
That would be depressing if that were the only point, but it’s not. Ecclesiastes isn’t just telling us that everything’s going to burn, and we’re all going to die. Ecclesiastes is a book of wisdom, and wisdom is about life, about how life should be lived if we are to glorify God and grow in joy. 
What Ecclesiastes does is it takes the inevitable fact of our death and shows us how that shapes the way that we live each day. It shows us how death can actually make life more beautiful. It teaches us how living life backward is the key to living life to the full. 
David Gibson writes,
Left to our own devices, we tend to live life forward. One day follows another, and weeks turn into months and months into years. We do not know the future, but we plan and hope and dream of where we will be, and what we would like to be doing, and whom we might be with. We live forward. 
Ecclesiastes teaches us to live life backward. It encourages us to take the one thing in the future that is certain—our death—and work backward from that point into all the details and decisions and heartaches of our lives, and to think about them from the perspective of the end. It is the destination that makes sense of the journey. 
If we know for sure where we are heading, then we can know for sure what we need to do before we get there. Ecclesiastes invites us to let the end sculpt our priorities and goals, our greatest ambitions and our strongest desires. I want to persuade you that only if you prepare to die can you really learn how to live.
That’s the kind of wisdom that we need in these days, because if COVID-19 has taught us anything, it’s that death is much closer than any of us were ever willing to admit. By the end of April, it’s estimated that 80,000 people will be infected with COVID-19 in Ontario alone. That’s how many known infections China has today. Death is staring at us, and we can either try to run away from it in fear, or we can stare at it right back and see what lessons the Lord has for us about what life is really all about.
The title of this sermon is Learning from COVID-19. 
We will have three points today:
(1) God’s Time
(2) God’s Gift
(3) God’s Work 

(1) GOD’S TIME
Verses 1-8 have been described as “the world’s most famous poem on the subject of time” (Philip Ryken), and when you read it slowly and meditatively, it’s not surprising why. The poem is made up of fourteen pairs, and each pair represents two ends of a spectrum of human experience: life and death, love and hate, war and peace. By including each end of the spectrum, the writer is using a figure of speech found in the Old Testament that includes not only the two ends, but everything in between. The most famous example of this is Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” God didn’t just create the heavens and the earth. He also created everything in between. 
The same is true here. There isn’t just a time to be born, and a time to die. There’s a time to live as well. There’s a time to plant and to pluck up what is planted, but there’s also a time to water and to wait. By emphasizing the extremes, the writer is making the point that everything in life, not just the good, but also the bad, has its own, appropriate time. 
We see that in verse 1: “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven.” This verse tells us that the poem doesn’t just describe life as it happens to be. If you just say, “People live and die”, you’re just making an observation. But if you say, “There’s a time to live, and there’s a time to die”, you’re making a conclusion and saying that both life and death have a purpose. 
On one level, you can read these verses as telling us that we need to develop the discernment to determine when it’s time to do one thing, when it’s time to do the opposite thing, and when it’s time to do something in the middle. Verse 7 is a great example of this. There’s “a time to keep silence, and a time to speak”. If we could master this one, we would save ourselves from a lot of conflict. But instead, we speak when we should be silent. We’re silent when we should speak. When we speak when we should, we say the wrong things. When we should be silent, we’re silent for the wrong amount of time. Speech and silence and everything in between takes wisdom. 
The same is true of so many other pairs within this poem. Verse 3 says that we need wisdom to know when to break down and when to build up. That’s true when it comes to our businesses and projects. If you’re a business owner, you may assume that God just wants you to keep building and building, but that may not be the case. There’s a time to build up, but there’s also a time to break down. 
Verse 6 says that we need wisdom to know when to keep and when to cast away. We can apply this to our material possessions and wealth. As more and more people lose their jobs, do we invest, or do we not? Do we accumulate, or do we give some of our money away? Do we hoard, or do we share? There’s a time for both, and wisdom is what will enable us to determine whether to pursue one or the other or something in between. 
You could say that wisdom helps us determine what time it is, not just in terms of hours and minutes, but in terms of what we should do. We need to be able to tell the time, so that we would know how to live with wisdom. 
But this poem isn’t just about what we do. It’s about what God does, because some of these pairs aren’t in our control. We may be able to control when we keep silence and when we speak, but we can’t control when we’re born and when we die. We can’t control when we weep and when we laugh. None of us can sit down with our calendars and say that we’re only going to have so much weeping in the next two weeks, because life happens whether we like it or not. 
We must learn to tell the time, but we also must learn to submit to the time when it’s outside of our control. We must recognize that sometimes God is the one who decides when it’s time to pluck up or break down or cast away, not us. 
Time belongs to God, and in the mystery of his providence, he has ordained that we live in a time of sickness, a time of economic downturn, a time of social distancing. There’s a time for that too. Verse 5 says that there’s “a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing”. Yes, there’s a time to embrace, but there’s also a time to refrain from embracing and to find new ways to enjoy our relationships with one another from a distance. 
As Christians, we don’t just look around the world and see it as it is. We look around the world and see it as God has intended it to be, and that includes a world that’s infected by COVID-19. That includes our daily realities of social distancing. For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven. 
When we truly understand this, we won’t just accept the times. We’ll see the beauty of the times as well. Verse 11 says, “He has made everything beautiful in its time.” He has made everything beautiful in its time, not just life, but death; not just laughter, but weeping; not just embracing, but refraining from embracing. There is a peculiar beauty that we wouldn’t find without these peculiar times.  
It could be the beauty of being grateful for the things we take for granted. It could be the beauty of acts of generosity towards those who are in need. It could be the beauty that comes from what we do to serve and bless others, because when life gets hard, God’s beauty doesn’t just show itself through what we see. It’s shown by what we do. 
Often God chooses to manifest his beauty through his people, and that’s especially true in times of need. The easiest thing to do right now is to try to “ride it out”, to just see COVID-19 as an interruption to “normal life” that someone else is going to solve. But if we do, we’ll miss the beauty of this sovereignly ordained season. 
Christians have never chosen to ride it out as the rest of the world suffers. Christians have always seen the suffering of the world as an opportunity to show the world the beauty of the gospel. There is beauty to be seen, and beauty to be shown, by the way that we respond to this crisis with love. 

(2) GOD’S GIFT
All of time belongs to God, and he has given us these times to reveal more of his beauty and glory. But he has also given us something else. He’s given us a gift that opens up the key to true joy in this lifetime. This leads to our second point: God’s Gift. 
After the poem concludes, the writer resumes by writing in prose, and he asks a rhetorical question in verse 9: “What gain has the worker from his toil?” If you’ve read Ecclesiastes, you’ll know that this is a familiar question, and one that the writer has already gone to great lengths to answer in the first two Chapters. He’s asking, “At the end of the day, when my life is over, what will I take away? What will the net profit be from my life?” 
As Christians, we know that what we do for Christ will last. We can store up treasures in heaven where moth and rust do not destroy, but Ecclesiastes isn’t written from that perspective. It’s written from the perspective of seeing life through the world’s eyes, and if we ask what gain the worker has from his toil from that perspective, the answer is nothing. There’s nothing to be gained under the sun. 
The writer says in verse 10 that “he has seen the business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with.” He’s seen them work. He’s seen them learn. He’s seen them build. He’s seen them multiply. But even after seeing it all, he concludes that everything is vanity and a striving after wind, because nothing lasts. Nothing that we do will be remembered. Everything will be forgotten, even our children, and our children’s children, and every generation that comes after. With time, every single person who has lived, is living, or will live, will die and be forgotten. 
David Gibson writes, 
There is a time for everything; life is a lyrical arrangement of good and bad, of relational complexity and nuanced subtleties, and at the end of it all, you go in a box in the cold, hard ground. What have you gained after living all the seasons of life? Nothing. You’re dead. You experienced it all, you came and went, and look: you have no lasting gain.
That’s a hard truth to accept, and verse 11 explains why. God has made everything beautiful in its time, so if it’s beautiful, why shouldn’t it last? The other factor in verse 11 is that God “has put eternity into man’s heart”. We were not only made to last forever, but to do things that would last forever, because the eternal God has put eternity in the hearts of those who are made in his image. 
We were made to last forever. That’s why we struggle when we’re confronted with the truth that nothing we do will last forever. But the honest truth is that all that we do – the degrees we earn, the businesses we build, the careers we advance, the titles we possess, the money we save, even the families we raise – all of it is vanity. It’s all a vapour in the wind, a morning mist, a breath that appears for a second before it disappears. 
God has put eternity into our hearts, but he hasn’t given us the ability do eternal things or even comprehend eternal truths. That’s the rest of verse 11: “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.” 
We have a longing for eternity, but not the capacity to understand eternity. If we had the capacity to understand eternity, we would be God, because only God can understand and ordain all that he has done from beginning to end. The fact is that only God is God. We are not, and as those who are not God, we must leave the mysteries of life to him. 
In light of all this, the writer comes to this stunning conclusion in verse 12. In light of the vanity of life, in light of the reality that the worker has no gain from his toil, in light of the limitation of the human mind to not understand what God has done from the beginning to the end, he says, “I perceived that there is nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good as long as they live; also that everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil—this is God’s gift to man.” 
This is the amazing blessing of living life backward. Death teaches us that everything in this world is vanity. It will pass away, burn up, and disappear. And if that’s true, then why would we ever try to find our significance in this world? None of it will last. If we find our significance in the vanities of this world, then when the world vanishes, our significance will as well. 
That doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t enjoy the good things in this world. It actually means the exact opposite. It’s only when we stop finding our significance in this world that we can truly enjoy it.
Again, David Gibson so helpfully writes,
Death can radically enable us to enjoy life. By relativizing all that we do in our days under the sun, death can change us from people who want to control life for gain into people who find deep joy in receiving life as a gift. This is the main message of Ecclesiastes in a nutshell: life in God’s world is gift, not gain.
This is God’s gift to man. God’s gift is the ability to see the world as God’s gift to man, because it’s only when we see the world as God’s gift to man that we will truly enjoy it. 
This is a lesson that we desperately need to learn. We need to learn that this world is a gift to be enjoyed for God’s glory, not a gain to be exploited for ours. And it’s a lesson that can only be taught by death. Death alone reveals that this world will not last. Death alone reveals that all that we do and accomplish and accumulate in this life will blow away like a vapour in the wind. 
It’s only when we learn this lesson that we stop using this world and start enjoying it instead. We stop living like the little kingdoms that we build here in this world mean anything. They don’t. They’re just little sand castles that will be washed away by the oceans of time. Some of us may build bigger sand castles, sand castles with deep moats and tall turrets and little seashell decorations, but in the end, none of it will matter. It’s all going to wash away. It’s just a matter of time. 

(3) GOD’S WORK
Death puts life into perspective so that we can labour and toil and do good to others without feeling that we have to find our significance in any of those things. We don’t find our significance in what we do. We find our significance in what God has done for us in Christ, and that leads to our final point: God’s Work. 
We’ve spent a lot of time focusing on the vanity of our work, about how nothing we do will last, and about how all of us will be forgotten, but now all of that fades into the background of this glorious truth in verse 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.” 
With man, all is vanity. With God, nothing is vanity. Everything God does endures forever. There is no wasted effort with God. There are no meaningless projects with God. Everything he does endures forever, and there’s nothing anyone or anything can do about it. Not kings, not demons, not death, not time. 
Verse 15 says this plainly. The world as we experience it is described in the first half of the verse: “That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been”. It’s an endless, repetitive cycle of life and death, building and tearing down, laughing and weeping, war and peace, and all of it is driven away by the inevitable force of time. But then verse 15 ends by saying “and God seeks what has been driven away”. It’s a picture of God reaching into that endless, repetitive cycle that is being blown away by time and redeeming it for his own purposes. Nothing escapes his providence. Nothing is wasted in his divine, omnipotent rule. Even what is driven away and lost in the sands of history is sought out and found and folded into his sovereign plan. 
God’s work alone will stand the test of time, and nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. He stands alone as the sovereign of all history and the one who has appointed every matter under heaven for the fulfillment of his will. What gain has the worker from his toil? Nothing. What gain does God have from his toil? Everything. Our God is the master of time and has made everything beautiful in his perfect timing, and nothing reveals that more fully than the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
Philip Ryken puts it beautifully when he writes, 
When we witness the work of Jesus in the Gospels, we see a Savior who always knew what time it was. There was a time for him to be born: “when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman” (Galatians 4:4). There was also a day appointed for Jesus to die. He died on that day, and not a day before or a day later. 
The religious leaders were plotting against him, trying to put him to death as soon as they could. But they were not able to crucify him until the day that God had appointed. Before that time, “his hour had not yet come” (e.g., John 7:30). But when the hour did come, Jesus died on the cross. So the Scripture says, “at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6). 
Jesus rose again at the right time too—on the third day, as the Scriptures had promised (Hosea 6:2; cf. Luke 24:45–46; 1 Corinthians 15:4). From his birth to his death and then on to his resurrection, Jesus did everything timely in his saving work.
Jesus lived, Jesus died, and Jesus rose again, and it was all at the right time, and not a millisecond sooner or later, because if anyone knew what time it was, it was Jesus. We may be able to acquire wisdom, but Christ is wisdom itself, for all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are found in him.  
Verse 14 says that “God has done it”. He has done creation, he has done history, he has done the cross. Why? “…so that people fear before him.” God has put his sovereign rule on display. He has magnified his mastery over time, so that we might tremble before him in fear. But because of the cross, that fear is a reverential fear, a worshipful fear, and not a dreadful fear, because Christ has taken away our fear of God’s judgment. Christ died on the cross in our place, taking the punishment that we deserve upon himself, so that we could be freed from God’s judgment and from the fear of his everlasting punishment.  
If you’re here today and you don’t know Jesus, I want to encourage you to take some of the extra time we all have on our hands and start learning about him. Pray that God would reveal himself to you. Start reading the Bible. If you don’t know where to start, there are dozens of people on this call who would be happy to do it with you, including me. Jesus alone will give your life meaning. Jesus alone will comfort you in these times of uncertainty. And Jesus alone can forgive you of your sins. 

CONCLUSION
And for my fellow believers, God’s Word reminds us today that we’re not home yet. God has put eternity in our hearts, and though we don’t see eternity now, we will see it then, because this isn’t our home. We’re just passing through on a temporary visa, because our citizenship isn’t on earth. It’s in heaven, and this life is just a journey to get there. We’re on our way to a far better country, a city with foundations, a house that Jesus himself is preparing for you, and for me, and all who trust him. 
Until we get there, let’s learn to enjoy this world as what it is, as gift, not gain. God may have made everything beautiful in its time, but that beauty is only a whisper of the true beauty that we will see one day with our own eyes for the unending ages to come. 
And let us live for Christ. If you want your life to count for something, if you want it to have lasting value, then you must look to Christ. Look to the one who holds time in his hands, who seeks what has been driven away. Look to the one who ordains every matter under heaven, and whose work endures forever. 
And as we look, let us live as his followers. Let’s go out and make disciples. Let us serve as his hands and feet. Let us love one another with self-sacrificing, gospel love. And let’s give our lives for his kingdom and not ours, because his kingdom alone will last forever. Our kingdoms will pass away like a vapour in the wind. All of our life’s efforts and accomplishments will wash away upon the sands of time, but everything we do for Christ will endure forever. Hebrews 6:10 says,
“For God is not unjust so as to overlook your work and the love that you have shown for his name in serving the saints, as you still do.” 
Let us work, let us love, let us serve in the name of Christ and for the glory of Christ, because that won’t be vanity. That will endure forever. As the old poem goes, “Only one life, twill soon be past. Only what’s done for Christ will last.” Let’s live for what lasts. Let’s live for Christ. 



        
                

