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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

“IN HIS TIME” (Ecclesiastes 3:9-22) 

Solomon has set out the wonderful order of God’s sovereign appointments for our lives. He will 
now turn to the application of those truths to mankind.   

What profit hath he that worketh in that wherein he laboureth? I have seen the travail, which God hath given to 
the sons of men to be exercised in it. (v9-10) 

Solomon returns to a theme he outlined in Ecclesiastes 1-2 that there is no profit in life without 
God. He poses the rhetorical challenge, “What profit hath he that worketh in that wherein he laboureth?” 
Solomon may well be linking this thought to v1-8 where he has demonstrated that only God is 
sovereign so any attempt by man to frustrate God’s will is utterly futile. DeHaan points out, 

“The Preacher’s observation that man is not really free is a disturbing thought and it leads 
to distressing statements like this, ‘Well, if what will be will be, regardless of anything I do, 
why should I try to do anything?’ This is the basic meaning of Solomon’s next statement, 
’What profit has he that works in that wherein he laboreth? I have seen the travail which 
God has given to the sons of men to be exercised in it.’ If what Solomon said thus far were 
wholly true, then man is ever victimized by some unknown, unconcerned fate. Why should 
a person laboriously seek worthwhile goals? After all, whether his endeavors will succeed 
or fail is determined by laws or accidental occurrences outside his control. If this is how 
everything works, it is futile to extend mental and physical energy in any direction. Why 
not sit back and let the world go by?”  

 

 
 

He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find 
out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end. (v11) 

This is one of the most profound verses in the Bible yet it is often not properly understood. The 
first part of the verse sums up the sovereign appointments listed in v1-8 of Ecclesiastes 3, “He 
hath made every thing beautiful in his time.” Life has no mistakes or no coincidences. There are just 
sovereign incidences planned and implemented by Almighty God.  

 Solomon then makes a fascinating statement, “also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no 
man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end.” The old king makes the 
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observation that man has an intuitive knowledge of something of eternal things, “he hath set the 
world in their heart” yet that cannot be fully grasped by man, “so that no man can find out the work that 
God maketh from the beginning to the end.”  

OLAM – The Hebrew word translated “world” here is Olam. That isn’t a mistranslation. It is a 
difficult word to fully translate its breadth of meaning into English. Olam has a deeper meaning 
than simply the idea of the planet we live on. The word has the idea of a “time when beginning or 
end is not known” or “beyond the horizon” or “eternity.” That is why Olam is translated “for ever” 
in Exodus 12:14 and Leviticus 23:41. The KJV translators also translate the word “everlasting, 
“perpetual” and “evermore.” 

The Bible makes it clear that no one is born an atheist! All of creation broadcasts 24 hours 
a day universally the existence of a Creator. For instance, the laws of nature presuppose a lawgiver 
and a law maintainer. The Apostle Paul tells us that all men instinctively understand that God is 
our Creator: 

Because that which may be known of God is manifest in them; for God hath shewed 
it unto them. For the invisible things of Him from the creation of the world are 
clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power 
and Godhead; so that they are without excuse (Romans 1:19-20). 

When man considers the order of the planets, the wonderfully balanced laws of nature and of 
seasons, the incredibly complex design of man, animals and plants, he can see the handiwork of 
God everywhere. All of creation broadcasts 24 hours a day universally the existence of a Creator. 
If we take the simple example of the human brain it should suffice. The average brain is a 3 pound 
piece of matter that has 10 billion neurons (nerve cells) with a trillion connections and can do the 
work of supercomputers. The brain has around lO15 nerve connections and has the processing 
power of 100 trillion instructions per second. If a computer simply takes in information, processes 
it, stores it and gives it out (and no sane person would deny that it is the product of design and 
creation), then why would anyone think the infinitely more efficient and impressive brain 
“supercomputer” was designed and created by chance? In addition, no matter how sophisticated 
supercomputers develop they are not conscious appreciators of the meaning of information or 
creative initiators of novel though processes.  

This evidence is so unambiguous that the Apostle says it is “clearly seen” and that all are 
“without excuse.” God has never (and will never) left Himself without a witness to truth. It is not a 
lack of knowledge but a willful rejection of the truth that produces an agnostic or an atheist. It is 
not the unfortunate choice of the ignorant or unlearned. No one is born an agnostic or an atheist! 
It does not happen by accident but by choice. Sir Isaac Newton had a friend who was an atheist. 
The friend did not believe in God, but preferred to take the position that the universe just 
happened. One day the friend was visiting his learned colleague and Newton showed him a model 
of the solar system. The sun, the planets, and the moons were all in place. The sizes of the spheres 
were in proportion and the planets and the satellites revolved around the sun at their relative 
speeds. The friends admired the model. “It's intriguing,” he said, “who made it?” Newton looked 
at his friend in amusement and replied, “Nobody, It just happened.” 

Paul also reveals that sinners understand that sin will result in judgment as he argues of 
Gentile sinners, “Who knowing the judgment of God, that they which commit such things are worthy of death, 
not only do the same, but have pleasure in them that do them” (Romans 1:32). Interestingly, the word 
“knowing” here means to know fully or to know experientially.  
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The Apostle Paul also tells us that all men have the Moral Law of God written on their 
hearts, which their conscience accuses them of violating. He argues all men have, “the work of the 
law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing or else 
excusing one another” (Romans 2:15-16). We know what we ought to do and we know what we ought 
not to do. We know that certain things are unjust and certain things are just. Try stealing the wallet 
of an atheist and then ask him if his “morality is merely relative.”  

The wisest king who walked this planet tells us that there is an intuitive knowledge in every 
man of eternity. He reveals that God has “set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work 
that God maketh from the beginning to the end” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). So the instinctive knowledge of 
eternity, God’s existence, God’s law and the guilt and judgment for breaking the Law of God 
cannot be erased. So every man instinctively knows there’s more than just this life. God has given 
us a spiritual thirst. And we have eternal value so nothing but the eternal God can satisfy us. This 
is what makes every human different from the animal world. It is what makes us a unique creation 
because only humans are made in the image of God.  

Studies by Oxford University in Britain and Japan have even attested that children are all 
born with this knowledge i.e. they are hardwired to believe in a Creator. In 1999, Religion Today 
reported that even children who had not been exposed to organised religion manifest this:  

“Children believe in God regardless of whether they are exposed to religious faith, a study 
found. Oxford University psychologist Olivera Petrovitch and her research assistants 
found that children they studied in Britain and Japan gave similar answers when asked who 
created various natural objects, she reported in the magazine Science & Spirit. The 
children, who had not been influenced by concepts of God from organized religions, had 
abstract notions of a creator. Petrovitch’s researchers in Japan said they were surprised at 
the children's responses. “My Japanese research assistants kept telling me, We Japanese 
don't think about God as creator - it's just not part of Japanese philosophy,” she said1.” 

Science has improved our understanding of life but it cannot account for everything. 
Science cannot explain: Mathematics and logic (science cannot prove them because it pre-supposes 
them), Ethical judgments, Aesthetic judgments (the beautiful, like the good, cannot be scientifically 
proven), and, ironically the Science Method itself. So, we must recognise these limitations in our 
understanding of life.  

The reality is that all of us know intuitively that there is a God. We know that we have 
sinned against His moral law. That is why we have a conscience that is independent of us, as we 
cannot erase it. It keeps reminding us of the guilt of our sin and the judgment to come for our sin. 
Death and hell for sin are realities. All of us fall short of God’s perfect Law. All of us will be judged 
perfectly by God. There is no loophole in this procedure. There is no court of appeal. The best 
lawyer in the world will not be able to get you off this charge. God cannot be bribed or evaded.  

WHAT LESSONS SHOULD WE LEARN FROM GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY IN OUR 
LIVES? 

I know that there is no good in them, but for a man to rejoice, and to do good in his life. And also that every man 
should eat and drink, and enjoy the good of all his labour, it is the gift of God. (v12-13) 

                                                
1 Religion Today, <http://www.religiontoday.com/Archive/NewsSummary/>, November 2, 1999. 
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The first lesson is to enjoy the gifts that God has given to us by using them for His glory, “every 
man should eat and drink, and enjoy the good of all his labour, it is the gift of God.” There is a balance in the 
Bible. It is a sin to waste the material blessings God has given us (cf. Prov. 23:21) but it is also a 
sin not to enjoy them. Once we have acknowledged that God is the One who has enabled him to 
work (cf. Deut. 8:18) and returning the rightful portion to the Lord, we are called to enjoy the 
material fruits of our labour. Paul reminds us that it is God, “who giveth us richly all things to enjoy” (1 
Tim. 6:17; cf Eccl. 2:24; 5:19). There is no spiritual benefit in living like a miser! A long face doesn’t 
make you holier. However, this should not be wasted upon lustful desires. As everything we have 
must be for the glory of God, “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of 
God.” (1 Cor. 10:31) 

 

 
I know that, whatsoever God doeth, it shall be for ever: nothing can be put to it, nor any thing taken from it: and 

God doeth it, that men should fear before him. (v14) 

We are to be mindful in using the gifts that providence places in our lives that God has an eternal 
purpose, “I know that, whatsoever God doeth, it shall be for ever.” God’s actions are permanent, effective, 
and totally secure, “nothing can be put to it, nor any thing taken from it.” As humans we are endued with 
significance. We are not ants merely crawling from one meal to the next. Insects have life cycles 
but humans have histories. Hence, we are to reverence and fear God in our lives, “and God doeth it, 
that men should fear before him.” The way for life to have satisfaction is to place our lives in God’s 
hands. This should be at the beginning of our lives and not at the end. Swindoll points out, 

“Now our problem is that we hold on to our problem. If your Swiss Watch stops working, 
you don’t sit down at home with a screwdriver and start working on it yourself. You take 
it to a specialist. What if you do work on that watch and then you take it to the specialist. 
‘Sir, my watch stopped working.’ ‘Oh really, let me take a look at it. What in the world have 
you done to this lovely watch?’ The problem is that the Lord gets all the leftovers. We take 
all the mistakes and get thing tied into 19 granny knots then dump it into his lap and say, 
‘Here, Lord.’ No, right at the first say, ‘It’s impossible. I can’t handle it, Lord. Before I foul 
it up it’s yours.’ He is able to handle it.”  

That which hath been is now; and that which is to be hath already been; and God requireth that which is past. 
And moreover I saw under the sun the place of judgment, that wickedness was there; and the place of 

righteousness, that iniquity was there. I said in mine heart, God shall judge the righteous and the wicked: for there 
is a time there for every purpose and for every work. (v15-17) 
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Time seems to pass so quickly that we forget much of the past. But Solomon warns us not to be 
so careless about the stewardship of time, “and God requireth that which is past.” All of us will 
ultimately give an account to God in how we use the resources of time, money, talents etc that He 
has given to us, “I said in mine heart, God shall judge the righteous and the wicked: for there is a time there for 
every purpose and for every work.” (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10). Justice will ultimately prevail. Injustice is limited in 
scope. God will right every wrong one day. 

We are not just held accountable for the resources we give the Lord’s work and the rest 
we get a free pass to spend how we like. All of it is from the Lord and all of it must be accounted 
for. The more we have - the more we give account to the Lord for. The Apostle Paul reminded 
the Corinthians that they were stewards of the resources God had given them (cf. 1 Cor. 4:2).  

I said in mine heart concerning the estate of the sons of men, that God might manifest them, and that they might 
see that they themselves are beasts. For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one thing 

befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man hath no 
preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity. All go unto one place; all are of the dust, and all turn to dust again. 
Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth? 

(v18-21) 

These verses have been much misunderstood. Solomon is not saying that man is identical to the 
beasts. He is merely observing that there are some things that we both have in common if we view 
them from the horizontal perspective under the sun. For both man and beast die and both man 
and beast return to the dust. The fact that we are made in God’s image doesn’t hinder the process 
of decay and corruption of the flesh. Looking at the human and animal world, without God, means 
that such a study is ultimately vanity or empty. Knowledge of God, eternity, peace with God 
cannot be understood by test tube experiments! 

It is said that by the end of World War II knowledge was doubling every 25 years. Today 
on average human knowledge is doubling every 13 months. IBM estimates that soon knowledge 
will double every 12 hours. Children are taught facts in kindergarten today that 50 years ago were 
taught in University. Not surprisingly the term “information overload” became common in recent 
years. Despite the rapid increase in knowledge, true wisdom is declining around the world. Indeed, 
many people think they are wise when they are fools, “Because that, when they knew God, they glorified 
him not as God, neither were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 
Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools.” (Rom. 1:21-22) That is because true wisdom has a 
spiritual dimension. The most knowledgeable fallen man who ever lived was Solomon. He 
revealed, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” (Prov. 9:10)  

Wherefore I perceive that there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his own works; for that is his 
portion: for who shall bring him to see what shall be after him? (v22) 

The final application of these truths is that we cannot return to life after we die to live our lives 
again. Life on earth is not a dress rehearsal. We get just one go at this. Therefore, we must accept 
that life is a sovereign gift that God has appointed us to live at this time, “for that is his portion.” Not 
everything in life can be explained but it is to be enjoyed. We must now live for His glory in this 
segment of time appointed, “there is nothing better, than that a man should rejoice in his own works.” Having 
God at the centre of our lives makes life not only meaningful but manageable.  

Solomon is not saying, “Don’t worry - be happy” but rather be happy in the Giver of the Gifts 
and use your gifts for His glory. Every day is a gift from God. Time is something that God gave 
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you today and God will give you tomorrow. It’s not something that you own. God is the creator, 
the possessor of time. Everybody has the same 24 hours in the day. Someone once observed, “The 
difference between people is not that some people have more time than other people. The 
difference in people is how people use the time that God has given them. All of our plans for 2020 
should be all based upon the Will of God, “For that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do 
this, or that.” (James 4:15) You will not walk a step further than God wills. You will not live a second 
longer on earth than God wills. GET THAT IN YOUR HEAD 

CONCLUSION 

These verses make clear that a sovereign God has a wonderful plan for our lives. The Great Creator 
God who has done all these incredible works, and who has all power and might, is on our side! 
The Psalmist cried, “The LORD is on my side; I will not fear: what can man do unto me?” (Ps 118:6). 
When we study the Scriptures and history we see that God is not only a living God, He is a God 
who acts. God is actively interested in this world. He is not some impersonal force united with the 
universe. The Lord promised Abraham “I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward” (Gen 15:1) and 
He extends the same glorious promise to us, “I will be to them a God, and they shall be to me a people” 
(Heb 8:10). The old Puritan, Thomas Watson used to remind his people, “Eternity to the godly is 
a day that has no sunset; eternity to the wicked is a night that has no sunrise.” 

The potential for our circumstances to cloud our faith in God’s sovereignty is always a real 
possibility. Are we willing to trust Him when our world disintegrates? Is God greater than our 
circumstances? Do you have a “nervous faith”? We need to learn that if the past and the prophesied 
future are governed by the sovereign will of God, then so is the present. God has not ceased to rule 
over the affairs of men and women. He reigns over all and can sovereignly work with or without 
the means of external events and persons to accomplish His ultimate purposes. J. Vernon McGee 
said it so well:  

“All things, good and bad, bright and dark, sweet and bitter, easy and hard, happy and sad, 
prosperity and poverty, health and sickness, calm and storm, comforts and suffering, life, 
and death are working together for good is the causative and means that God is working 
all things. There are no accidents. Jacob said, ’all things are against me.’ Paul said, ’all things 
are for me.’ Joseph could look back over his life filled with vicissitudes, disappointments 
and suffering, and say to his brethren who were responsible for his misfortune, ‘you 
thought evil against me but God meant it for good.’ Job could say, ‘though he slay me yet 
will I trust in him.’ Jeremiah said, ‘why did you let me see trouble?’ At the San Francisco 
earthquake, a saint of God was asked as she stood smiling, ‘How can you smile at a time 
like this?’ She responded, ‘I rejoice that I have a God that can shake the world.’” 

There is no more comforting doctrine for the people of God in Scripture than God’s 
absolute sovereignty over the affairs of this planet. Living in our fast- paced knowledge-based 
society, it is all too easy to be intimidated by the powers of governments and corporations if we 
judge them from the horizontal only. However, when we judge from the vertical also we then can 
see that it is God who still raises up nations, governments, kings, and even multi-national 
corporations. Our God is still in control of this universe and our lives, “He ruleth by His power for 
ever” (Psa. 66:7). Heaven rules! Nothing has changed about this truth in the 21st century!  
 
 


