Lesson 4
Ecclesiastes 3
Time and Toil
Memory Verse:  “Listen to counsel and receive instruction, that you may be wise in your latter days.” (Proverbs 19:20 NKJV)
Ponder these quotations from two famous professors: “Why shouldn’t things be largely absurd, futile, and transitory? They are so, and we are so, and they and we go very well together.” That’s from philosopher George Santayana, who taught at Harvard from 1889 to 1912. “There is no reason to suppose that a man’s life has any more meaning than the life of the humblest insect that crawls from one annihilation to another.” That was written by Joseph Wood Krutch, professor of English at Columbia University from 1937 to 1952.

Both of these men were brilliant in their fields, but most of us would not agree with what they wrote. We believe that something grander is involved in human life than mere transitory existence. We are not like insects. Surely Dr. Krutch knew that insects have life cycles, but men and women have histories. One bee is pretty much like another bee, but people are unique and no two stories are the same. You can write The Life of the Bee, but you can’t write The Life of the Man or The Life of the Woman. If we as individuals are not unique, then we are not important; if we are not important, then life has no meaning. If life has no meaning, life isn’t worth living. We might as well follow the Epicurean philosophy: “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”
Solomon declared the problems of life in the first two chapters of the book. Solomon has presented four arguments that seem to prove that life is really not worth living: the monotony of life (1:4–11), the vanity of wisdom (1:12–18), the futility of wealth (2:1–11), and the certainty of death (2:12–23). His argument appears to be true if you look at life “under the sun,” that is, only from the human point of view.

But when you bring God into the picture, everything changes! (Note that God is not mentioned from 1:14 to 2:23.) Life and death, wisdom and wealth, are all in His hands; He wants us to enjoy His blessings and please His heart. If we rejoice in the gifts but forget the Giver, then we are ungrateful idolaters.

In the next eight chapters, Solomon will consider each of these four arguments and refute them. At the end of each argument he will say, “Enjoy life and be thankful to God!” In his discussions, he will face honestly the trials and injustices of life, the things that make us cry out, “Why, Lord?” But Solomon is not a shallow optimist wearing rose-tinted glasses, nor is he a sceptical pessimist wearing blinders. Rather, he takes a balanced view of life and death and helps us look at both from God’s eternal perspective.

“Life isn’t like a book,” says Chuck Colson, founder of Prison Fellowship ministry. “Life isn’t logical, or sensible, or orderly. Life is a mess most of the time. And theology must be lived in the midst of that mess.” Solomon will provide us with that theology.

It’s up to us to live it—and be satisfied!

3 point summary
1) Look above  2) Look within  3) Look ahead 
Discussion Questions:

Q1 
Solomon encouraged us to consider “times and seasons” before we can say that life is monotonous and meaningless. Discuss the fourteen “times and seasons” statement found in verses 1 to 8 of chapter 3.

Q2
The Preacher adjusted his sights and no longer looked at life only “under the sun.” He brought God into the picture, and this gave him a new perspective on the monotony of life. In verse 9, he repeated the opening question of 1:3: “Is all this labour really worth it?” In the light of “new evidence,” what answers did Solomon provide (found in verses 10 to 14) that we can also use even today?

Q3
As Solomon concluded the chapter and proclaimed the certainty of death for all humans, what was his advice for life ahead? (refer to verses 15 to 22).

