The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Advent 3, Year A

Text: Psalm 146
God Provides Us with Good Gifts
What do you really think is wrong with our world? One famous Christian thinker has said that “What’s wrong with our world is this – no one is asking what’s right with it.” 

We Christians are often asked “How can you believe in a good God when there’s so much evil in our world?” I wonder why, in answer, we don’t ask them how they can deny our good God when there is so much evidence of His goodness in our world? 

You see, we’re surprised by evil, rather than by good. No amount of goodness around us, has us questioning the ultimate nature of existence. But a single disaster makes us question why. Goodness is what we expect of life.

The sun shines every day, ripening our fruit trees and vegetables, and no explanation seems called for.

Each week, 95 per cent of things go right for us because of God’s good Providence. His Providence is His unfathomable care for His creation. If there is no good Providence at work behind the scenes in today’s world, why should anything go right? I take solace in God’s good ordering of things, in the basic predictability of everyday matters. My newspaper lands in my garden, I have hot water to make a cup of coffee, I dial the phone and get the person I want to talk to, I’m not starving, and I arrive safely at church. It’s because the basic good things happening to most of us are so commonplace that they are not newsworthy. 

Without God’s providential care we would experience many more bad things each day. We thank God for the trustworthy nature of the natural order and for His promise to us that “as long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night shall not cease (Genesis 8:22).” Where there is no belief in God’s Providence, there is faith in future or chance instead. God is at work in all that goes right each day. It’s because of God’s unseen care of us that statistics about the possibility of accidents and misfortunes make little impression on us. Most of the time, we fare better than we deserve due to God’s amazing grace. Furthermore, due to God’s grace, most of the things we worry about never happen. A famous prayer thanks and praises God for all the things that go well:

In a world where many things go wrong, we praise You, God, for things that go well:

Marriages that are sound and beautiful, each person nurtured in respect and love.

Grandparents who share the make-believe of children, and grandchildren who love deeply in response.

Families where there is no generation-gap, where members can be together or apart without fuss.

We praise You for natural things taken for granted, the normal rhythm of continuing creation:

Trees that purify the polluted air, breathing in our waste and giving us oxygen.

The robust old sun that never rests, encouraging up from the earth our daily bread.

The never-failing power of water to quench our thirst – and a dozen tasty drinks dependent on it.

Despite the bad things that happen on earth, life is still good in ways too numerous to list. Misfortunes happen because this world is no longer as God meant it to be, but humans have used God’s astonishing gift of freedom to choose to do evil things. Thank God these evil acts don‘t frustrate or stop His good plans for us. The story of Joseph and his brothers in the Bible is a wonderful example of this. Joseph lovingly reassures his brothers who sold him into slavery, “though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as He is doing today (Genesis 50:20).”

God lets both good things and painful things happen to us because we need both of them to grow in our faith in God and in our ability to sympathise with fellow sufferers and show compassion to them. I’ve seen so many people’s faith grow after God has helped them get through some illness or injury. Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, “God doesn’t give us all we want, but He does fulfil all His promises” that is promises like “I will never leave you or forsake you”. Having trust in God’s Providence relieves us of anxiety and distress so that we can face life full of good cheer. Jesus says, “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father. And even the hairs of your head are all counted. So do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows (Matthew 10:29-31).” Your God cares for you because He values you so much.

God provides us with what we need to make our lives meaningful, fulfilling and worthwhile. Every form of strengthening, each meal, each night of restful sleep, all wholesome laughter, all good music, are gifts from God for our temporal blessing and benefit. At each day’s end, it can be helpful to ask yourself “Where was God in my life today?” Perhaps God was behind that unexpected, cheerful phone call you received. Or behind the person who smiled at you in the supermarket queue or the stranger who opened a door for you when your hands were full. God uses others to bring out the best in us and to challenge us to operate at our full potential. God wants us to be co-creators of each other’s joy, for joy is a gift with which God wants to bless us.

Writers of the psalms like Psalm 146 find their joy in their constant praise of God. “Praise is joy in words.” All enjoyment of something good spills over into praise. Lovers praise their beloved; food lovers praise their favourite restaurant or recipe; wine connoisseurs praise their favourite wine. Praise both expresses and completes our enjoyment of something. In urging us to glorify God with them, the psalmists are inviting us to enjoy God’s presence with us, for in God’s presence there is “fullness of joy (Psalm 16:11).” David is full of praise for God because there is no higher expression of love for someone than to praise them. “My mouth is filled with Your praise, and with your glory all day long (Psalm 71:8)”, David says so enthusiastically. 

God’s people exercise power not by political or military means, but by praising Him for His help and constant care of them. Hence today’s psalm warns us against placing too much trust and hope in our political leaders. Think of how often we’ve been let down by them as they promise more than they can deliver. Instead, our psalm reminds us that only God can be trusted and depended on. “The Lord God of Jacob blesses everyone who trusts and depends on Him.” If God can look after a repentant rascal like Jacob, who stole his brother’s birthright, our own failings are incentive for us to never stop pleading with God to help us get out of the mess we’ve gotten ourselves into.

Psalm 146 speaks glowingly of the wonderful things God does for the poor and needy. Our good, caring God provides food for the hungry. God gives a helping hand to those who fall. God looks after strangers and defends widows. The story of Boaz, Ruth and Naomi is a wonderful example of how God does this. Boaz cared for a despised foreigner like Ruth and her widowed mother-in-law. In all his dealings with them Boaz acted in a God-like way, going way beyond the call of duty to give them hope for the future. Boaz has been called “godliness in street clothes”. We thank God for all those like him today who have shown hospitality, care and kindness to strangers and helped the neediest people in our community. In Boaz and Ruth, we see the joy of a life not corrupted by self-interest.

As you too live for others, may God richly bless what you do and invest it with eternal significance. Life on earth is under God’s control, so you need not fear that our earth will be randomly struck by a meteorite. Without your prayers and God’s blessings on them, our world would be in a much worse shape than it is now. God helps and blesses you through your prayers and accomplishes His purposes for others through them. Prayer opens your eyes to see God’s Providence at work in your life. Through prayer, God wants to give you even more than you ask for, to bless you in ways you’d never expect.

God directs both our steps and our stops as He guides us one step at a time. Never forget that “all things work together for the good of those who love God (Romans 8:28).” The ultimate expression of God’s care for you is the sacrifice of His Son, Jesus Christ. John 15:13 says “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” Friends care for each other. You have no better friend than Jesus. Jesus is God’s greatest gift to you, both now and for all eternity. 

Amen.

