“Echo Loud”

Ecclesiastes 3:11-14 (New International Version)

Let’s turn to our Scripture reading, the Old Testament wisdom book of Ecclesiastes 3:11-14.

Some of you may be familiar with the movie GLADIATOR starring Russell Crowe.  Released in 2000, it tells the story of a Roman general who is betrayed and whose family is murdered by a corrupt prince.  Crowe plays Maximus Decimus Meridius, who returns to Rome as a gladiator to seek his revenge.


At the beginning of the film we see Maximus preparing his troops to engage a barbarian tribe in battle.  He gives them a powerful motivational speech designed to stir the blood and encourage his men.  As he sits before them, he tells his men “What we do in life echoes in eternity.”


“What we do in life echoes in eternity.”

The first time I heard that line it resonated deep inside me.  It speaks to something primordial, something that is as much a part of us as the blood flowing through our veins.  And yet we cannot describe it.  We know it’s there, but we can’t explain it.  We can feel it, but we don’t understand it.  But once in a while--as we move through this life--it blazes forth, filling us with a sense of purpose and destiny.


Randy Alcorn, in his book “In Light of Eternity,” wrote:  “Think about the special spiritual moments you’ve experienced…  Perhaps it was during a time of prayer, in worship at church, in a conversation with a loved one, or while you were walking on the beach or in the woods.  Have you ever had a sudden sense that you were moving on the edge of eternity, briefly yet truly breaking into its circle, knowing in that moment you were exactly where you belonged, taking part in what the universe must be about?  That was a glimpse of eternity.”

You see, it is eternity that God has planted within each of us--an eternity that is part now, part future.  It’s an eternity that we impact.  It’s an eternity filled with echoes.

Every word spoken and every choice made echoes.  That’s why the line in the film speaks so forcefully and intimately to us.  Some echoes are long, going on for generations.  Some are so short they barely seem to resonate.  Some echoes are soft as a feather falling upon cotton.  Others are loud enough to be heard around the world.  Some are good, bringing hope and love and justice.  Some are bad, draining away life and perpetuating cycles of pain and violence.

The question we raise today is this: what kind of echoes are we making?
11He has made everything beautiful in its time.  He has also set eternity in the human heart; yet no one can fathom what God has done from beginning to end.  12I know that there is nothing better for people than to be happy and to do good while they live.  13That each of them may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all their toil—this is the gift of God.  14I know that everything God does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it.  God does it so that people will fear him.
God has put eternity in our hearts.  We know and feel we’re made for

something more, something greater.  There’s a yearning and a hunger within us to matter, to truly make a difference.
The writer of Ecclesiastes--whom many believe was King Solomon, but is

simply referred to as the “Teacher”--was a shrewd, observant and wise 

man.  He looked at life and sought to understand it.  He saw the wildly indescribable.  He saw the grotesque.  He saw the shattering pain and the side-splitting joy.  He saw things that didn’t make sense and things that defy explanation.  In short, he saw the totality of life’s experiences.


Let’s begin in verse 11: [God] has made everything beautiful in its time.  He has also set eternity in the hearts of men.  The Teacher understood that every part of life works together for God’s greater purposes.  The seasons of life—childhood, adulthood, death—all fit together.  The experiences of life—learning, growing, getting married, working, raising a family—all have their place.  Nothing is wasted.  Every moment of life offers opportunity.  Every part carries its own unique beauty, just as each season of the year does.

Instinctively, in the deepest recesses of our soul, we know this to be true.  God has given us a taste of something that draws us ever onward, which pulls us toward him.  We can’t help feeling that we’re made for something more because we ARE made for something more!  God has placed within every human being a seed of destiny--a primal call to live for someone greater—a subconscious yearning to make a difference.  And God enables us, through the Holy Spirit, to actually be in partnership with him!  Now God doesn’t need us to do his work.  He can do that all by himself.  But in his infinite wisdom he has chosen to bring about that work with us.  He blesses us with the privilege of helping him recreate, redeem and save.

You may’ve heard the saying, “We’re not human beings having a spiritual experience.  Rather, we’re spiritual beings having a human experience.”  God has made us not only flesh and blood, which we know are temporary.  He’s also made us spiritual beings.  We’re created in his image.  Jesus said that “…God is Spirit…” (John 4:24); therefore, if we are in his likeness, we too are spirit-beings.  Paul says in Romans 8:16 that the Holy Spirit announces and witnesses to our spirits that we are children of God.  We have an eternal home prepared by the Father, a place where our spirits will continue to praise and serve God forever.  So we have a taste of eternity within us, planted there by the Creator himself.


However, the Teacher of Ecclesiastes goes on to say…yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end” (v. 11).  If God has made us like himself--if he’s placed this sense of eternal destiny in our hearts--then why don’t we fully understand it?  There are several reasons why.


First, because of our fallen world and sin’s impact upon it, we can’t grasp eternity clearly.  Sin has robbed us of our ability to understand what God has done.  Perhaps at some point—in the Garden of Eden, before the Fall—humanity could better grasp eternity?  But sin prevents us from comprehending and responding to God the way we were designed to.  Only through Christ dwelling within us, and the ever-present work of the Holy Spirit, can we begin to understand what was lost and must be reclaimed.

Second, we don’t take time to seek out what God is doing.  We dash from one thing to another, scribbling off activities on our “to-do” lists.  In order to understand the things of God, we must make time to read and study, to sit in silence and listen, to wait.  This kind of mentality and discipline goes against our instant-gratification, drive-thru culture.  Once while I was browsing through the Christianity section at a Barnes & Noble bookstore, I discovered a book entitled “How to Understand the Bible in 24 Hours.”  What centuries of scholarship, prayer and church history have sought to do, we want to accomplish in one day!  We can’t understand eternity in our hearts because we don’t take the time to pray and reflect upon what God has done and is doing in us, around us, and with us.

And third, we don’t fully understand the echoes we make in eternity because we cannot figure God out.  We don’t know his total plan.  Even though we like to think we can predict how he will respond, in truth we really can’t.  There are some things in this life we will never be able to explain.

Thomas a Kempis, the great Catholic theologian wrote in his famous book, “The Imitation of Christ:” “God, who is eternal, infinite, supremely mighty, does great and unfathomable things in heaven and in earth, and there is no understanding his wonderful works.  If the works of God could easily be grasped by human understanding they could not be called wonderful or too great for words.”
So let’s return to our question for this morning: what kind of echoes are we making in eternity?  We know God has given us a glimpse of eternity in our hearts.  He’s given us the marvelous privilege of working alongside of him, and in doing so we create echoes across eternity.
What kind of echoes are you making?

A simple woman followed the call of God and began spending time in the slums because she believed every human being deserved dignity, especially when dying.  She devoted her life to easing pain and suffering.  Today we revere Mother Theresa for her work among the poor of Calcutta.  What kind of echoes would you say she made in eternity?


A pastor friend of mine once shared a story of his first appointment as an associate pastor.  It was a large church with several pastors on staff.  He had one job during the morning worship service: to lead the Affirmation of Faith.  One morning during Sunday school he received a phone call from one of the youth in the church.  The girl’s father was beating up her mother.  My friend telephoned the police, then found another pastor and asked him to cover the Affirmation of Faith if he didn’t get back in time.  My friend arrived at the girl’s house right when the police did.  The father was taken into custody, and my friend stayed with the girl until her grandmother came for her.  When my friend returned to the church, the service was already twenty minutes underway.  Not wanting to walk into the pulpit and cause a distraction, he slipped into the balcony for the remainder of the service.  Incredibly, my friend said he received the most awful harassment and condemnation from the people of the church in the days that followed.  They thought it was inexcusable that he hadn’t been there to lead the Affirmation of Faith, even though he was doing something far more important.  What kind of echoes do you think those particular people were leaving behind?


Or what about right here among us?


What kind of echoes in eternity is Evelyn Caldwell making?  Despite numerous health problems, she works diligently in the Mission Room, putting together Operation Christmas Child shoeboxes.  She spends her own money purchasing items for them.  How many people may be in heaven this very moment because of an echo Evelyn has made?

Or what about Gene Elliott?  Along with some other men, Gene launched what is now the Soddy Daisy Food Bank.  For over twenty years the people of our community have received food assistance because Gene has made echoes in eternity.  And consider the people who anonymously give to the Pastor’s Discretionary Account.  Last year I was able to distribute $5,950 to assist families with rent and utilities.  The people who generously give that money are making echoes in eternity.


If the things we do echo in eternity—if our words and actions make an impact in greater ways than we can ever possibly imagine—then let us echo loud!  Let our echoes resonate strongly and deeply!  Let our choice of words and actions be directed toward honoring our God and proclaiming our Savior.  
          The Teacher says, I know that there is nothing better for men than to be happy and do good while they live.  That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil—this is the gift of God” (v. 12).  He’s not saying we should forget about eternity and just live like there’s no tomorrow.
          In the context of eternity, we should enjoy the life here and now that God has given us because it’s a precious gift.  We have opportunities every day to echo loudly.  Our focus shouldn’t be upon chasing after happiness, collecting material possessions, and living only to please ourselves.  Our echoes will be hollow and frail if we do that.  We should never let the material seductions of this life override our understanding of eternity, or our place in it.

          As we depart this day, what would our spiritual lives look like if we lived as if what we did mattered in eternity?  Would our prayers be more serious, more heartfelt, more persistent?  Would our formation as disciples take more precedence in our lives?  Would our worship be filled with a greater hunger for God’s presence?  
          God has set eternity in our hearts.  He has made us for something far greater than we often realize.  The steps we take tomorrow—the words we speak tomorrow—the decisions we make tomorrow—will echo in eternity.  By the grace of God, the love of Jesus Christ, and the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit, may every one of them ECHO LOUD!  Amen.
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