
Our times are in God’s Hands

As we reflect on the year that has passed, and anticipate what we should hope for in 

the days ahead, we should also think about our very experience of time itself, and 

what is so special about time itself.

The  way we count  our  years  is  itself  something  special  intimately  related  to  the 

Christian gospel. You see, without the Gospel we would not be celebrating this new 

year at all! That is not simply to state the obvious, that if Jesus had not been born, we 

would not be celebrating two thousand and sixteen years (more or less) since his birth, 

or that the calendar itself is important only because it dates from that great occasion. 

Rather, it is to recognise that we would not be celebrating the change from one year to 

another, regardless of what event we dated the calendar from, because the very way 

we experience time is a direct fruit of the gospel.

Let me explain, by starting at the first chapter of Genesis. Here we read in the first 

few  words  the  significance  of  time.  “In  the  beginning.”  What  more  stupendous 

statement  than  that  could  we  begin  our  gospel  story  from? The  rest  of  that  first 

chapter of Genesis is divided into short episodes taking place over a number of days. 

Many Christians have been hung up on what those days were like; whether they were 

the kinds of days we now have,  whether  they were actually  long periods of time 

equivalent  to  the  geological  ages,  or  whether  they  are  purely  literary,  having  no 

correlation at all with any actual events. All of these approaches miss the very point 

that Genesis is trying to make: that the creative acts of God not only occur at the 

beginning, that is, before anything else happens, but that they occur in conjunction 

with the start of time itself. We can ask, what happened before the beginning, but 

there is no answer to that question, since prior to the beginning there was no “before.” 

This was the beginning of time itself, before which there was no time! And as the 

creation of God proceeded through the days of Genesis 1, time itself developed and 

was  enriched  until  by  the  end  of  that  period,  time  was  the  fully-fashioned 

characteristic of creation that we know experience and know. 

No  other  religious  text  has  this  profound  understanding  that  time  itself  was  the 

creation of God, something that characterises every other part of the creation as an 

integral feature. Time itself, then, comes from the hand of God, and is important and 
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significant to God, and meaningful and rich for us simply because of what God has 

vested in it. Time is not just “there,” God himself brought it into being, and gave it to 

us as a good gift for our benefit and use. Even in Genesis 1 we see that the very idea 

of a calendar was God’s gift to the creation: the stars and the sun and moon were 

given not just to provide light, but also “to serve as signs to mark seasons and days 

and years.” God gave us time, both in the sense of the period we have to live on this 

earth, and time as a structured, meaningful experience we all enjoy. 

Unfortunately, there is strong influence in Christian thinking from other religious and 

philosophical viewpoints, which devalue time, and place emphasis on eternity, which 

is contrasted with time. Eternity is considered to be a state in which time does not 

exist, where everything remains constant forever, without change, without new or old, 

without past or future, just an eternal, unchanging present. God is considered to be 

dwelling in such a state, and when we die, we join him in this timeless existence. But 

that is not what the Bible teaches us about time. Instead, what we see there is that time 

is important to God. Time is what makes this creation so special. It is not a static, 

unchanging reality, but something which is brimming with dynamic and significance. 

So to understand the significance of the start of a new year or even a new day, we 

have to discard the kind of thinking that sees time as a disadvantage, as a hindrance,  

as a problem for us. We need to stop thinking that time itself is a problem because we 

continually run out of it, because we do not have enough of it, and that eventually for 

all of us, we grow old and die - our time on earth runs out. That is true, we do not  

have enough time to do all the things we want. We do grow old, our time does come 

to a close. But that is not a problem with time,  it is a problem with us, because that 

running out of time is integrally rooted in human sin. 

We  grow  old  and  die,  not  because  of  time  passing  by,  but  because  we  are  all 

condemned by sin to suffer the penalty of sin, death. Those who have faith in Christ, 

do not suffer that penalty alone, but in the strength and comfort which God gives 

those who trust in him, death is transformed from the close of life to the transition to 

new life in the resurrection. The early Christians thought of death as a sleep, which 

was in contrast to the views of the pagans around them. For the pagans, death was the 

end, it was final, it was irreversible – it was a sleep from which we never awaken. But 

for the Christian death is temporary, something that lasts only for a time, because the 
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day will come when Christ returns and we will all be woken from our sleep. And after 

we wake from sleep, then what? We will share eternal life with God in the earth made 

new  and  clean  and  fresh  once  again,  where  the  power  of  sin  and  death  will  be 

removed. That eternal life is not timeless eternity, but time for eternity! Eternity for 

the Christian is not an escape from time with all its limitations and brevity, but to have 

all the time in the world, literally! in which to do anything we choose. We will have 

time without end, time unceasing, time unhindered by the prospect of death which 

cuts short our time, time unmarred by the sickness and infirmities and deformities we 

now suffer that can make time unbearable or unmanageable. All these things will be 

done away with on God’s earth made new, and we will have unending time to enjoy 

the creation God has given into our care. Our experience of time will change, it will 

be renewed along with the whole of the creation, and it will be experienced in fresh,  

new and exciting ways. 

And that in itself is a profoundly Christian idea that the pagans could never conceive 

of. The difference is that for the pagans, time was a cycle, a routine, a constantly 

repeating sequence of events. For some, everything that ever happened repeated itself 

exactly every 42,000 years, which was called the “Great Year.” And what defined a 

year  for  the pagans?  It  was the repetition of  the  seasons,  passing from Spring  to 

Summer to Autumn to Winter and back to Spring again, over and over and over and 

over. Every year the same, no change, no variation, just the same thing every time 

repeating itself endlessly. And in such a conception, there had been no creation, no 

beginning, no commencement of it all - the world had always existed, had always 

been here just the way it is now. It was an endless, wearisome cycle of the same thing, 

year in and year out, even for those pagans who had some kind of creation myth.

But the Christians introduced into the pagan world the Biblical conception which had 

been revealed to the Jews. Time was not simply an endless cycle of repeated events. 

Time  was  a  gift  from  God,  something  created  for  our  benefit,  something  good 

entrusted to us to use, just as every other aspect of creation was entrusted to us to care 

for and make use of as God intended. We are stewards of time, not victims of it, and if 

we allow the conception to take root that time controls us, we become accustomed to 

seeing ourselves governed by outside forces over which we have no control.  And 

time, while having repeating features like the seasons, the months of the year, the days 
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of the week, is not an endless cycle. These repeating features are not the spokes on a 

wheel which as it turns constantly comes back to the same point. These repeating 

features follow one another, in a sequence which has a beginning and an end. Time is 

not a cycle but a rhythm, a sequenced change with recurring features. This conception 

of time is integral to the very possibility of music,  and the rhythmic patterns and 

sequences  we are  used to  in  our  everyday experience  of  music  are  only  possible 

because behind them we have the Christian conception of time: not an endless cycle 

but a repeating, rhythmic sequence that has a sense of beginning, development and 

end. Our music would be impossible without this fundamental conception of time.

Time is also important for us as people, for we all have a limited time here on earth. 

We are called to make good use of our time,  and to  be stewards of that  creature 

entrusted to us. God gives us all a season in which to live and serve him, and as we 

grow and develop through the days entrusted to us, we also will change and mature 

and come closer to the image of God in Christ, as we are transformed to be like him. 

And that is the essence of the Christian respect for the aged. Growing old is not in 

itself  a  curse,  although with  increasing  frailty  and illness  and loss  of  vitality  we 

experience it in negative ways. But that is again the fruit of sin which leads us all 

towards  the  grave.  Growing  old  in  the  Scriptures  is  commended  if  we  are  also 

growing wise. There is nothing as despondent as a foolish old person, for the days 

they have been given have been wasted, as they have not learned the ways of God and 

followed the direction of his Word to us. But growing grey and growing wise are 

meant to go together, and when they do we can see why the Scriptures commend 

respect for the aged, and reverence for those of advanced years. Wisdom is the highest 

virtue in Scripture, for from it flow love, patience, kindness, peace, generosity, and so 

on, for wisdom is to know the ways of God and to live in accordance with them. Thus 

for the Christian old age is a good thing as it is the culmination of a life spent serving 

God; and there is no higher aspiration for us to attain than that.

As time is a creature of God, and like all God’s creatures placed under our care, then 

we are called by God to use time as best we can, in his service and for the benefit of  

the whole creation, including those people with whom we are in relationship. And if 

time is a creature from God, which had a definite beginning along with the whole 

creation,  which has structure and texture and depth and meaning for us, then this 
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raises the possibility of something which is incomprehensible to the pagan mind: time 

is able to change! Time is not always the same, but instead there are different times 

and seasons and periods, where things are different, not just casually or temporarily, 

but really different, significantly different. Thus in the time that God has given us, 

things can happen that have never happened before. And if that is true, then we have 

the possibility of something which we all  take for granted,  but which was a new 

concept  for  the  pagan  world  into  which  Christianity  came:  human  history  is 

important, not only important to us but also important to God. Now for the pagans, 

there were only two options available: the gods existed, but led a life of their own in 

complete indifference to humans,  so whatever we did mattered not a jot  to them. 

Alternatively, the gods had lives that were also subject to the forces of time, and they 

were powerless to bring about real significant change. But for the Christian, time was 

created by God, who was not bound by it, but also was intimately involved in the lives 

of his creatures for whom he had created time. 

And so we see throughout the Bible phrases which point out to us that God is working 

with us in the context of our time. He does not follow a timetable of his own which is 

completely divorced from our time and our experience of time. Nor is he operating in 

a timeless void in which time is irrelevant to him. God is not subject to time, as time 

is one of his own creatures over which he has full control, but God also works with us 

in terms of our time, as that is how we live, and how we live is important to God.

The Bible constantly states that things happen “when the time was right.” That does 

not simply mean that the date for that event had arrived on some celestial calendar, 

but that human lives and human history had come to the point where it was right for 

that  event  to  happen.  That  is  the next  major  point  to  notice from what  the Bible 

teaches us about time. Time as you will be aware is important for history, for there can 

be no history if there is no time. But even awareness of time and the sequence of 

events does not create a sense of history. The pagans had historians who wrote about 

what  had  occurred  prior  to  their  day,  but  even  then  there  was  no  sense  of  the 

significance and value of time. It is only as we grasp the significance and meaning of 

time, that history is at all relevant or interesting. The essence of our understanding of 

history is that events in the past have their own significance and importance, because 

they can never happen again. We often hear it said that history repeats itself, but that 
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is true only in superficial ways. Granted, people argue and dispute and fight wars with 

each other, sometimes over the same issues, sometimes in the same places, over and 

over again, but that is not because history is repeating itself, but because we have not 

learned to deal with our relationships with one another in the way that we should. 

Thus we constantly succumb to the temptation to “fight it out.” The twentieth century 

has been a century of wars, of massacres, of brutality and violence, on a scale never 

before seen, and unfortunately the twentyfirst century is proving to be no better. But 

even that is possible only because of the created nature of time. If we had the same 

wars over and over again, we would be in despair. But each war is in fact a new war, 

with new people fighting, with new weapons, with new tactics, for new reasons, even 

if  the  same root  animosities  lie  behind  these  wars.  But  to  say  that  the  twentieth 

century was brutal is in fact an admission that time is granted to us to use as a creature 

of God, and as such, makes possible the sense of history that lies behind it. Human 

civilisation  changes,  develops,  unfolds,  renews,  progresses,  not  because  we  are 

making that happen, but because it is a characteristic of the time that God created, 

which is built into our very existence. 

The  fact  that  we can,  as  we saw earlier,  talk  about  a  “beginning”  also  makes  it 

possible to talk about an “ending.” And for the pagans, that made about as much sense 

as the idea that there was a beginning. If there was no beginning, then there will be no 

ending, and things will go on much as before for ever and ever and ever. Thus there 

was no sense of hope or expectation in the pagan world. Things get somewhat better, 

they might get somewhat worse, they may get a lot better or a lot worse, but that is not 

in itself of any significance. Life itself just goes on as before. But for the Christian, 

there is a definite sense that life is heading somewhere. We expect life to progress, to 

improve, that is, to change not just anyhow but to change for the better. So even our 

expectation that things will be, should be, will hopefully be better tomorrow, next 

week, next year, next century, next millennium, is itself also a profoundly Christian 

thought. We are not constantly looking back to see what has happened in the past to 

give us some idea of what to expect in the future, for we do not know what to expect! 

The  future  is  not  like  the  past,  even  if  there  are  some  recurring  patterns,  some 

repeating rhythms, some resurfacing hatreds and animosities which flare up in new 

violence.  For  each  time  these  same  things  happen  they  are  also  fundamentally 

different,  the  people  involved  are  different,  the  times  are  different,  other  things 
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happening around them are different. Yes there are strong similarities, but nothing is 

ever exactly the same, and that is something that we can explain only by saying that 

God created time, entrusted it to us to use as good stewards, as something that imbues 

our lives with meaning, significance and purpose. The way we use the time that God 

has given us makes that time different from the time given to previous generations. 

How  they  responded  in  the  time  God  gave  them  is  their  responsibility;  our 

responsibility is to use the time God has given us in wise and stewardly ways. While 

our  time here on earth will  end, with a  new season of time being granted to  the 

following  generation,  time  itself  will  not  end but  at  the  return  of  Christ  and the 

beginning  of  his  eternal  kingdom,  time  will  be  renewed  for  the  service  of  that 

kingdom.

So then, as we look forward to the new year, we can only say, Thanks be to God, for 

he has entrusted us with yet more time in which to serve him and care for his creation 

as his stewards. The end of one year and the start of the next points to the depth and 

meaning  of  the  Gospel,  the  change  from  one  period  of  time,  with  all  its  own 

characteristics and peculiarities, to a totally fresh start in a new period of time which 

will have its particular characteristics that will unfold and become apparent as time 

passes by. That will happen not simply because time passes by, but because in that 

passing of time, humans are exercising their stewardly roles in God’s creation, be that 

in rebellion or in obedience, and using the powers, abilities, skills and gifts which 

God has entrusted to us, to shape our lives either in accordance with his laws, or in the 

vain attempt to supplant them with laws of our own devising. This coming year will 

be different, but what that difference will be is dependent on how we respond to the 

message of God's grace and the gift of time he has given to us. We have the endless  

grace and mercy of God to draw on as we work together to make that time our own, to 

shape it and direct it towards the good purposes of God, rather than letting it drift and 

just seeing what happens. We have a responsibility to God to make good use of that 

time. May it be that he will commend us at the end of our days, “well done good and 

faithful servant.” 

May what we do with the time that has been given to us be worthy of the God who 

gave it, and to his name be praise for ever, and ever, throughout all ages, through all 

our days, time without end, Amen.
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