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There’s Not a Season for Everything 
by Lon Fendall 

 

 One of the best known passages in the puzzling book of Ecclesiastes is in chapter three, the one 

about there being a season for everything.  There is a song that has brought the words of this passage 

into popular culture: ñTo everything (turn, turn, turn) there is a season (turn, turn, turn) and a time to 

every purpose, under Heaven.ò  The song continues through the list of things for which Ecclesiastes says 

there is an appropriate time, all fourteen of them.  Itôs a fun song, but it begs the question of whether it 

really is Godôs intention for us to do almost anything as long as it is 

at the appropriate time, including hating, killing, and waging war. 

 Overall, the book of Ecclesiastes is both fascinating and trou-

bling.  So much so that you wonôt hear many sermons preached from 

it or read many devotional lessons based on it.  Parts of the book reek 

with despair and even contradict other, more widely accepted Scrip-

tural truths.  For example, a pair of verses in chapter three (vss. 12-

13) seem to justify a hedonistic and self-focused lifestyle:  ñI know 

that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good 

while they live.  That every man may eat and drink, and find satisfac-

tion in all his toilðthis is the gift of God.ò 

 The book of Ecclesiastes ends on a positive note:  ñHere is 

the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, 

for this is the whole duty of man.ò  But the bookôs opening lines are 

downright depressing:  ñMeaningless! Meaningless! Utterly mean-

ingless!  Everything is meaningless!ò  A friend of mine wrote his 

entire doctoral dissertation about the word translated ñmeaningless.ò  

I presume the dissertation wasnôt meaningless, but the writer of Ec-

clesiastes is pretty convincing when he argues that much of life is 

meaningless. 

 The point about timing being the important variable in our life choices reminds me of another 

popular song, ñThe Gambler,ò recorded by Kenny Rogers on his 1978 album of the same name.  Who of 

us hasnôt heard the lyrics about knowing when to hold them, when to fold them, when to walk away, 

and when to run?  The suggestion is similar to the one in Ecclesiastes: that there arenôt right or 

wrong actions, just good and bad timing for each type of conduct. 

 I havenôt studied the book of Ecclesiastes the way my Old Testament scholar friend has, 

but I would suggest that we shouldnôt build our personal ethics on small snippets of a book like  
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Ecclesiastes.  The book regularly makes isolated statements that arenôt consistent with the overall 

message of the Bible.  For example, after the list of things one might do in the appropriate season, 

the writer concludes, ñBut in the end does it really make a difference what anyone does?ò  Of 

course it does, says the Bible.  Even the writer of Ecclesiastes eventually concludes that there are 

actions that God encourages and others which He condemns.  Jesus taught that the test of right and 

wrong behavior was whether the action expresses love toward God and other humans, not whether 

it is done at the right time.   

 When it comes to the most problematic statements in the ñseasonsò section of Ecclesiastes, I 

wish we wouldnôt just let them stand as if they were true.  Specifically, I have in mind hating, kill-

ing, and waging war.  Jesus dealt sternly with those who were doing evil, condemning the Phari-

seesô empty legalism and tossing the merchants out of the temple.  He clearly hated evil behavior 

and attitudes, but He didnôt hate anyone.  He didnôt hate Peter who denied he even knew him, nor 

Judas who betrayed him, not even the soldiers who crucified Him.  Jesus taught forgiveness, even 

for oneôs enemies, and didnôt condone the killing of others. 

 Christians have been divided on the question of waging war, another of the troubling 

ñseasonalò behaviors in Ecclesiastes.  Believers who hold to the ñjust warò view consider humans to 

be Godôs instruments of judgment against evil and in certain cases think that they should join non-

believers in battles against human enemies.  The early generations of Christians didnôt interpret Je-

susô teaching about loving our enemies in that way.  They assumed Jesus meant exactly what he 

said; they were not to join in taking lives to achieve political ends, even if the enemies had engaged 

in horrible violence.  After a number of centuries in which the ñjust warò view was dominant among 

Christians, we have entered a period of time in which at least some Christians are again certain that 

they are not to go to war or to celebrate the patriotism associated with national warfare. 

 So we come back to the song about there being a season for everything.  Iôm not sure what 

the song writer meant by the refrain, ñTurn, turn, turnò but Iôd like to think itôs about turning away 

from an empty philosophy of life that says everything is OK if done at the appropriate time.  I donôt 

think thatôs the true Biblical message and not even the final conclusion of the book of Ecclesiastes. 

 Iôd like to think we could turn away from an ñeverything has its timeò mindset to a more 

considered place; a place where we think about the consequences of wrong behavior and the com-

plete rejection of hurtful actions.  Hopefully, with the author of Ecclesiastes, we will be able to turn 

toward joyfully and emphatically ñfearing god and keeping His commandments.ò  
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