The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Epiphany 6C
The Text: Psalm 1
The climate and terrain of our Australian interior is not dissimilar from that of the lands mentioned in the Bible. So, when God uses the imagery of the land to demonstrate certain truths, we have our own personal experiences to help us understand the point he is making. When the Psalmist declares that the person ‘whose delight is in the law of the Lord, and who meditates on his law day and night…is like a tree planted by streams of water’, then all sorts of images come to our minds.

Water is such a precious commodity in our harsh landscape and we know only too well how dependent we are on it for life. We have seen images over the years of places devastated through drought. We can picture farmers on their knees with dry sand running through their fingers as they survey a lifeless land. It is hard to imagine life coming from such land. 

And yet, other pictures can come barely a year later of the same farmers standing in the midst of green fields of healthy crops with smiles on their faces. Such is the difference that water can make in a short space of time. Likewise, desolate sand dunes in central Australia are transformed into a blanket of colour as water soaks into the ground, bringing the dormant wildflower seeds to life. 

If this is the result from intermittent exposure to water, how much better is it to have access to a continual supply of water? The Psalm we heard brings to mind one of the icons of the Australian bush – the gum tree. Nestled in some quiet billabong, the gum tree sinks its roots deep into the supply of water, sustained by this source even if the surrounding land is ravaged by drought.

It is no coincidence that this Psalm is the first in the collection of Psalms. As we embark on a journey through the Psalms, God calls us to a life of consistency – sustained by his ever-present and life-giving word. We aren’t called to show temporary splashes of colour in our lives, like wildflowers that grace sand dunes only periodically. We are to be like the tree planted by a stream of water – steady, unmoving, consistent, reliable. 

Consistency for a Christian can only come from regular contact with the word of God. That shouldn’t surprise us. God speaks to us through his word. His will and ways are communicated to us through his word. 

So how much contact with God’s word is enough to ensure we are like a tree planted by a stream of water? How often should we be found in worship? How often should we read the word? Weekly? Daily? And for how long should we do it?

Isn’t that often the way with us humans! We want to know what we have to do in order to meet certain requirements. But God doesn’t ever give details on the minimum required to fulfil our access to his word – like ticking a box on a report card. If he did, then we would be presented with a law that needed to be obeyed rather than a way of life to be lived.

Instead, the psalmist presents us with a contrast – a black and white scenario. We are given a comparison between two types of people. The one type of person is the one who chooses autonomy – self-rule, decision making in their lives apart from God. The second type of person is the one who chooses to submit to God’s will through embracing his word. 

We could argue that it is not always so black and white between the two. We can find ourselves in both situations at different times. But there is a point to presenting stark comparisons like this in Scripture. God wants to create a desire within us to be associated with one path, with one way of living, over against another. 

And the end results of both options are presented to us to help us decide.

Those who choose autonomy, self-rule apart from God, will see their life ultimately grind to a halt. You see the progression detailed by the Psalmist: they will move from the one who walks in the counsel of the wicked, to the one who stands in way of sinners and finally to the one who sits in the seat of mockers. Walk, stand, sit! The end result is that the life amounts to nothing at all – chaff that is blown away in the wind.

It’s not the most appealing of options for life, is it! To divorce ourselves from God’s word is to remove ourselves from the source that will produce consistency in our lives. There are people all around us who are not at all connected to God’s word and there are even those in the church who are at risk of going the same way.

It doesn’t happen overnight, but plenty of people who have grown up in the church are disconnecting from regular worship and devotional habits as the influence of God’s word gets drowned out by other things. It can happen to any of us and the Psalmist wants to highlight the end result before it does.

Surely we want to live a life that has meaning and purpose, a life that has substance and produces a legacy of sorts for the generations to come. We don’t want our lives to fizzle into nothing, to be like chaff in the wind. And so, we have the other option to choose – one that connects us to the rule of our eternal God in our lives.

The other option is to delight in the law of the Lord and meditate on it day and night. The other option is to be like that tree planted by streams of water, yielding fruit in its season and having leaves that don’t wither and a prosperous outcome.

Of course, we might have a certain understanding of the ‘law’ that might make it hard for us to delight in. We can see it a list of rules and regulations: a set of demands that have to be fulfilled and obligations that have to be met.

But the law of the Lord to the Psalmist is not that at all. The word used is Torah and it was more about the invitation to have access to the instruction of the Lord. To delight in God’s Torah/law is to delight in God himself. It is to delight in the God who comes to us to make his will and ways known to us – his fullness of life available to us.

What a delight it is to receive the invitation to be instructed by God himself. Through his word God connects us to him so that his life and growth can flow through us. God seeks to train us in his right ways because he does want us to be happy and blessed. 

The very first word of the book of Psalms indicates what God wants for us: ‘Blessed is the one who…’ God invites us on a journey where we can discover what it means to live a blessed, happy and fruitful life. It is no wonder that he gave no minimal requirement for that. We can live and breathe that day and night! 

The instruction of God, his will and ways, is ingrained in our consciousness and impacts on our lives consistently. To mediate on his law ‘day and night’ doesn’t mean reading his word 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. But the influence of his word in us does shape every aspect of our lives and guides us in our lives.

So, we won’t run away and resist when we are convicted by God’s word of something in us that runs contrary to his will. It might not always be easy to be held to account in this way. But we welcome this instruction because we know that God does want what is best for us and what is best for others too.

Consistency and constancy is a wonderful thing. We receive that through our connection to the living God. We are like trees planted by streams of living water. God himself is that stream. His Son Jesus issued the invitation for us to come to him if we are thirsty and he would give us living water. 

We are thirsty and our world is thirsty. We are thirsty for meaning and purpose and substance and life. We come to our Lord and delight in him and his word. He will sustain us through it and guide us with it. In this way we can live fruitful lives that bring blessings not only to us, but to our hurting and thirsty world. Amen.     

