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UNIT 5 

Qohelet Reflects on the Mystery of Life 

QOHELET REFLECTS ON THE SEASONS IN LIFE 

3 1 For everything there is a season,  

a time for every activity under heaven.  
2 A time to be born and a time to die.  

A time to plant and a time to harvest.  
3 A time to kill and a time to heal.  

A time to tear down and a time to build up.  
4 A time to cry and a time to laugh.  

A time to grieve and a time to dance.  
5 A time to scatter stones and a time to gather stones.  

A time to embrace and a time to turn away.  
6 A time to search and a time to quit searching.  

A time to keep and a time to throw away.  
7 A time to tear and a time to mend.  

A time to be quiet 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 do people really get for all their hard work? 10 I have seen the burden God has 
placed on us all. 11 Yet God has made everything beautiful for its own time. He has 
planted eternity in the human heart, but even so, people cannot see the whole scope 
of God’s work from beginning to end. 12 So I concluded there is nothing better than to 
be happy and enjoy ourselves as long as we can. 13 And people should eat and drink 
and enjoy the fruits of their labor, for these are gifts from God.  

14 And I know that whatever God does is final. Nothing can be added to it or taken 
from it. God’s purpose is that people should fear him. 15 What is happening now has 
happened before, and what will happen in the future has happened before, because 
God makes the same things happen over and over again. (NLT) 
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VERSES 1-8 
This poem, verses 1-8, isn’t about good or bad. It’s about life as it is.  

Verse 1: The Hebrew word translated “season” refers specifically to “an appointed time.” The 
Hebrew word translated “activity” refers specifically to delightful or desirable activities. The contrasts 
in vv. 1-8 can be very confusing. They make better sense when you realize the point Qohelet is making 
is that everything “under heaven” has an appointed time. There will be “tough times” and there will 
be “good times” and they’re both part of the created order. 

Verse 2: The Hebrew the NLT trans-
lates as “a time to be born” is better 
translated as a “a time to give birth.” 
There is an appointed time to give birth, 
and there is an appointed time to bury our 
loved ones.  

The Hebrew word the NLT translates 
as “harvest” is literally “uproot.” The 
use here refers to “weeding,” not 
“harvesting.” The weeds are being 
plucked up by their roots. There is an ap-
pointed time to plant and an appointed 

time to weed.  The CSB, NAS,  and NIV get it right with “uproot.” 
Verse 3: There is a time to be a killer (such as in war) and a time to be a healer. There is a time to 

be a demolisher and a time to be a builder. 
Verse 4: There is a time in every life for laughing and crying. We experience things that make us 

laugh and things that make us cry. However, those are transient things. There is also a time to grieve 
or mourn (the Hebrew word refers to wailing) such as at a funeral. And there is a time for dancing, 
such as at a wedding. 

Verse 5: The meaning of scattering stones and gathering stones is unclear and the commentators 
come up with some wild explanations. The best understanding that keeps with our theme of appointed 
times is that there is a time to throw or scatter stones, as when clearing a field for farming. And there is 
time for gathering stones, such as for building. 

The second part of the verse, a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing (the literal 
meaning of the words the NLT translate as “to turn away,” probably refer to intimate relationships 
between husbands and wives. Other books in the wisdom genre use the word in this way. (Prov 4.8; 
Song 2.6, 8.3). Genesis also uses the word to describe embraces between family members. Prov 5.20 
uses the word to refer to sexual relations between a man and a woman who are not married. I believe 
the point is that there are appointed times to engage in intimate relationships and other times when a 
person needs to take care of business. 

Verse 6: This is also a difficult verse to understand, but it probably concerns possessions. I believe 
the CSB translation is best at capturing the meaning in a way that fits with the theme: “a time to search 
and a time to count as lost.” When you seek something you’ve lost, there comes a time when, if you 
haven’t found it, you just have to let it go. 

Qohelet tells is in the second part of the verse that there is an appropriate time to hang on to our 
possessions and an appropriate time to let them go, “to cast them off.” Holding on to our possessions 
can be good most of the time. They provide security and comfort. But there are times when they hold 
us back. Can you think of some times when our possessions hold us back? 

Verse 7: The consensus among commentators is that this verse pertains to mourning. In Qohelet’s 
culture, there was a time to tear clothes in an act of mourning, but the clothes should be repaired when  
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the mourning is done. Similarly, we should be silent with those who are in the midst of mourning and 
just be present with them in the mourning. But when the mourning is done, there is a time to comfort 
them with words. 

Verse 8: You may think it odd that there is an appointed time for “hate” as well as “love,” or that 
there is an appointed time for “war” as well as “peace.” But Qohelet isn’t talking about things that 

the nuance of not only being beautiful but also of being “right” or “appropriate” in its own time, that 
is, the appointed time. Qohelet is then saying that everything is beautiful in its own way, which re-
minds me of the Ray Stevens song, “Everything is Beautiful in its Own Way.” (https://youtu.be/
akzW4xqAzB4)  

But look at the list of things in vv. 1-8 that have an appointed time. Is there really a beautiful or 
right time to die, kill, tear down, cry, grieve, give up, tear, hate, and war? Can you think of any way 
those awful things might be beautiful at the appointed time? 

Qohelet tells us that God placed eternity in the human heart. Remember that in Hebrew thought 
the heart was not the seat of emotions. The heart was the seat of the mind, the inner self, that which 
makes us who we are. What is the significance of God making the concept of eternity a part of the inner 
self of every human being?  

Qohelet tells us that not only has God planted eternity in our heart, but he has also made it impos-
sible to see eternity (to see the beginning from the end). Does that mean God has given us an “itch” 
that we don’t have the ability to “scratch”?  

are necessarily good. He is talking about things as 
they are in this life “under heaven.” 
VERSES 9-15a 

Verse 9: Since there is nothing we can do to 
change the appointed times that all these things 
happen, what’s the point in the drudgery of the 
toil we do? What do we truly gain from all our 
hard work? We endure this miserable life and 
then we die. That’s the way things appear from 
the perspective “under heaven.”  

Verse 10: The word translated “burden” re-
fers in Hebrew to work that is burdensome, full of 
drudgery and toil. The Hebrew behind the word 
translated “placed” has the nuance of “given” 
and “gift.” That is the word used by the transla-
tors of the CSB and NAS. Can burdensome work 
be a gift? 

Verse 11: The Hebrew word translated 
“made” has the nuance that God caused it to 
happen. The word translated as “beautiful” has  
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C.S. Lewis: “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable ex-
planation is that I was made for another world. If none of my earthly pleasures satisfy it, that does not 
prove that the universe is a fraud. Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to 
arouse it, to suggest the real thing. If that is so, I must take care, on the one hand, never to despise, or be 
unthankful for, these earthly blessings, and on the other, never to mistake them for the something else of 
which they are only a kind of copy, or echo, or mirage. I must keep alive in myself the desire for my true 
country, which I shall not find till after death; I must never let it get snowed under or turned aside; I must 
make it the main object of life to press on to that other country and to help others to do the same.’ (Lewis, 
136-137).   

https://youtu.be/akzW4xqAzB4
https://youtu.be/akzW4xqAzB4
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Verses 12-13: So, Qohelet’s best advice is to be happy and enjoy ourselves? That reminds me of 
IBobby McFerrin’s “Be happy, Don’t Worry”? (https://youtu.be/d-diB65scQU) I’ve never found 
that to be practical advice. 

Verses 14-15a: The CSB has a better translation in these verses than the NLT:  

14 I know that everything God does will last forever; there is no adding to it or taking 
from it. God works so that people will be in awe of him. 15 Whatever is, has already 
been, and whatever will be, already is. (CSB) 

 The translation “in awe of him” is supported by BDB 431, def. 2. 
 Commentators agree that this verse is difficult to interpret. But now that you have in mind the 
image of time compared to eternity (the movie reel), how do you understand this verse? 
 Does the movie reel metaphor of eternity imply a fatalism, that is, we have no ability to influ-
ence the future? How does the Christian theology of free will and the providence of God play into this 
understanding? 

LET GO AND LET GOD 
I’m a chronic worrier. There’s no point denying it because Barb will keep reminding me. But I 

think I have the better argument. Barb says, “You know, 90% of the things you worry about will never 
happen.” And I’m like, “See—it works!” 

If we want to “let go,” we have to let go of our sense of entitlement. God owes this to me. Or life 
owes this to me. Or, I’ve earned this. Or, it’s only fair that I get this. 

If we want to “let go,” we also have to let go of our doubts. How can God be real when there is so 
much evil and suffering in the world? If God really loved me then …(fill in the blank). 

If we want to “let go,” we have to allow God to be in charge of our lives. I don’t like that. Some-
times it seems like God’s not doing a very good job with my life.  

David Gibson makes the point that if we want to be wise in this world (and happy), we must under-
stand that we have very limited access to the big picture. We have to trust that God is at work for good 
in our lives even when we can’t see it (Gibson, 57). 

“And we know that God causes everything to work together for the good of those who love God 
and are called according to his purpose for them (Rom 8.28, NLT). 

I always think of Joseph, Jacob’s son, when my thoughts head in this direction and I’m having a pity 
party. After all, there’s nothing better to end a pity party than to have someone else show up! 

Jacob sent his sons north from their home in Hebron to pasture the flocks in Shechem (Gen 37). Of 
course, he kept Joseph and Benjamin home because they were his favorites.  

https://youtu.be/d-diB65scQU
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In this map, note the location of Hebron. 
Notice the ridge of mountains that exist from 
Hebron up to the Sea of Galilee. Rains coming 
off the Mediterranean Sea made the bottom 
land between the sea and the mountains very 
fertile. Note also that there is a major trading 
route running along the Mediterranean Sea. 

Jacob sends his sons to graze the flocks 
around Shechem. As you can see from the map 
legend, this is about 50 miles north of Hebron. 

But when Joseph arrives in Shechem, his 
brothers are nowhere to be found. In the ordi-
nary course of things, Joseph would probably 
return home and tell his father that he couldn’t 
find them.  

But we’re told in Gen 37.15 that “a man” 
found Joseph wandering in the fields. The He-
brew word translated “found” has the nuance 
that the man didn’t just happen upon Joseph 
but rather that the man was looking for him. 

Notice that Joseph doesn’t find this man. 
This unnamed man finds Joseph. Isn’t that a 
peculiar way to tell the story? 

And this man initiates the conversation! He 
asks Joseph, “What are you looking for?” What 
do you think is happening here? 

Verse 17 tells us that this man 
“heard” the brothers saying they were 
going on to Dothan. Dothan, as you can 
see from the map, is about 20 miles  

north of Shechem. And we know what happens when Joseph goes on to find his brothers at Dothan. 
Joseph’s greatest nightmare begins. When Joseph finds his brothers, they throw him in a pit intending 
to kill him. But a trading caravan comes along and they decide to sell Joseph as a slave to this caravan. 

When the caravan arrives in Egypt, they sell Joseph to Potiphar, an official in Pharoah’s court. Jo-
seph does such a great job for Potiphar that he’s put in charge of the entire house. But then Mrs. Poti-
phar tries to seduce Joseph. He resists and she makes a false report that Joseph tried to have his way 
with her. 

Potiphar throws Joseph in jail, where he sits for 13 years. But he’s so industrious and successful that 
he’s placed in charge of the jail. While there, Joseph interprets dreams for Pharoah’s cupbearer and 
baker, who were placed in jail. The dreams come true and the cupbearer promises to speak to Pharaoh 
about Joseph—but he forgets. 

After Pharaoh has a dream that no one can interpret, the cupbearer mentions Joseph to him. Joseph 
interprets the dream and Pharaoh elevates him to chief vizer, second in command in Egypt, to carry out 
his plans to make it through the coming famine. 

The famine gets so bad that Jacob sends Joseph’s brothers to Egypt to buy food. Long story short, 
Joseph tests his brothers to see if they’ve repented of what they did to him and changed. And they 
have. So, Jacob brings the entire family to Egypt where Pharaoh grants them prime grazing land in Go-
shen. 
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When Jacob dies, the brothers are terrified that Joseph will now take revenge on them. But Joseph 
tells them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You planned evil against me; God planned it 
for good to bring about the present result—the survival of many people. Therefore don’t be afraid. I 
will take care of you and your chil-
dren. And he comforted them and 
spoke kindly to them.” (Gen 50.19-
21).  

We learn why and how God was 
at work in Joseph’s tragedies when 
we consider Genesis chapter 38. This is a peculiar chapter that we find after the author begins his ac-
count of Joseph. But on it’s face, it has nothing to do with Joseph. What we deduce from this chapter is 
the descendants of Abraham, the family with the commission of world salvation, were about to lose 
their family identity and be absorbed through intermarriage into the pagan Canaanite culture.  

If Joseph had been spared the worst thing that ever happened to him, then the descendants of 
Abraham would not have moved to Egypt, where no one would intermarry with them or have anything 
else to do with them. The family would have eventually lost their identity as descendants of Abraham 
through intermarriage with the pagan Canaanites.  

But they moved to Egypt, and preserved their family identity. And this was the culture into which 
Jesus was born, crucified, and resurrected.  

And because of his resurrection, Jesus’s followers will take the gospel into the world, enabling you 
and me to become Christians. It’s not a stretch to say that you and I would not be Christians today if 
that man hadn’t found Joseph. Joseph had to experience 13 years of agony and prison to benefit you 
and me.  

And there probably wouldn’t be any United States of America either, because it was Christian ide-
als that led to the settling of this continent and the founding of this country. 

We need time to get perspective 
There’s one nice thing about being 70 years old. I can look back on my life and see where the awful 

things that God “allowed” to happen to me resulted in the blessings that I have today.  
The power of the cross is the power to transform evil into something good. 
Can you accept on faith that God will transform the awful things that have happened to you—

and will happen to you in the future—into something good? 

You planned evil against me; God planned it for 

good to bring about the present result—the sur-

vival of many people. 




