Pre:

This is our third week on the subject of blessings. God blesses us, we in turn bless God and each other. Last week I encouraged you to believe that God has blessed you. God values you, loves you, cares for you, protects you. At the heart of this blessing is the power to be the person God has created you to be. God’s name (I am) is written on each person’s heart. Each of us can say, “I am somebody, because God has blessed me.”


Today our Bible passage is Psalm 1, which is an introduction to the whole book of Psalms. But if you look and listen carefully, I think that you will also understand that this is an introduction into the blessed life. How to live the blessing.  Not how to get God’s blessing—you already have that. You begin life with that blessing. Being in God’s blessing is really the default position. It’s where we all start out and it’s where we naturally belong, and it’s where life makes sense. But stuff happens along the way, and people make various choices with their lives.  You may get to a place in your life where you don’t feel or experience God’s blessing. There’s an old saying that used to be passed around back when I was in college: “If you don’t feel close to God, guess who moved.” Today’s message will be an invitation to reset the default in your soul. To enter back into God’s blessing. 


You’ll notice in our translation of Psalm 1, it uses the word “happy” instead of “blessed.” And happy is the definition of blessed, but not the fleeting kind of happiness that we sometimes think about in our fickle world. It’s more like contentment, wholeness, peace. So when you hear “happy,” think “blessed.” 

Living the Blessing

Psalm 1


A man went to visit a fancy estate in England, and it came time for tea. And the butler said, "Tea, coffee, or a peach from off the wall, sir?" 
"Tea, please," answered the guest. 
"China, India, or Ceylon, sir?" asked the butler. 
"China, please." 
"Lemon, milk, or cream, sir?" 
"Milk, please," answered the guest. 
"Jersey, Hereford, or Shorthorn, sir?" asked the butler. Today in the Word, May 5, 1993. 


Life is full of choices. Some of them inconsequential, like the tea. Other choices may seem predetermined. Like Henry Ford’s “you can have any color Model T you want, so long as it’s black.” But no matter how tightly wound a situation seems to be, there are always choices to be made in both attitude and action. And the first step toward being a mature human being is to realize that you are the one to make those choices. 


Choices matter. Because in the end, your choices define you. As Dumbledore once said to Harry Potter, “It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are, far more than our abilities.” 


Somebody once said that there are only two kinds of people in the world. There are those who wake up in the morning and say, “Good morning, Lord,” and there are those who wake up in the morning and say, “Good Lord, it’s morning.”  


For the writer of Psalm 1, the two different kinds of people are those who live in God’s blessing and those who wander away from it. 


The writer presents powerful imagery of two very different lives:


Those who are blessed (aka happy, righteous—notice how those words are used synonymously?) are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither. In all that they do, they prosper. 
On the other side of the continental divide are the wicked (aka sinners, scoffers) who are like the chaff that the wind drives away. 


So we see trees planted and chaff driven. 


There is great intent in the picture of the trees planted. They didn’t just happen there. Someone planted very specific seeds. And each seed has within it all the genetic information and all of the power it needs to grow up into a strong and productive and fruitful tree. It just needs to be planted in a nurturing environment with plenty of water. And this is what God has done with you. God has placed within you everything you need to be a strong and productive and fruitful person—the person God has created you to be. 


Those who are blessed (happy, righteous) are like trees, planted by God. These are the people who do not go down the slippery slope to destruction (mindlessly following after the wicked, the sinners, the scoffers). Instead they delight in the law of the Lord and meditate on the law day and night, says the Psalmist. Now this might sound a little unrealistic, this meditating day and night. But did you notice that word “delight”? Last week I said that God delights in us. Now we return the favor. We delight not only in God’s word, but in God. We grasp God’s hand and walk with God. This idea of meditating day and night is really about focus and intent I think. Staying in touch with God throughout the day, keeping one ear always open for what God might have to say, and keeping both eyes open to what God is doing in the world. Think about this. Some people think they can safely text while driving.  Well, that’s just plain dumb. You need to focus on your driving. But you do have a lot of room in your brain, which is why people try such stunts. The point is to use that spare brain time wisely. You can stay alert to God while you go about your business, if you choose to do so.

It all boils down to intention. God’s intention for you, and your intention to enter into that blessed life.


But the wicked are not so. They are like the chaff that the wind drives away. 


Now, I don’t know anyone who started out their life saying, “I want to become a wicked person” or “I want to abuse my children when I grow up” any more than people go into life saying “I want my life to be ruined by credit card debt” or “I want to be a failure at work” or “I want to die from emphysema or lung cancer or stress related cardiovascular disease.” I think most people start out life with a desire for happiness, contentment, satisfaction, peace. But something happens. Certain choices are made. There are forks in the road, and one path is taken, the other left behind. And after a time, it becomes clear that they have wandered away from God’s blessing. What’s missing for them is that sense of intention. Not that God doesn’t intend good for them, but that they have failed to connect with that intention or have lost track of it along the way.     


What’s interesting about chaff is that it was once a part of a living stalk of grain. But at harvest time it separates from the living seed, and blows away with the wind. I think the point that the Psalm is making here is this separating from life, and lack of direction. There is no substance here, no lasting value. No sense of purpose or intent. And they will “perish” says the Psalm. That word perish literally means “to wander off.” Instead of staying with the blessing, or moving back toward the blessing, they wander off into nothingness. (If you don’t feel God close to you, guess who moved.)


But God “watches” the way of the righteous. That doesn’t mean God has a hidden camera everywhere you go, looking for indiscretions. Literally this word means God “knows” the way of the righteous. It’s a very intimate term that means that there is a close relationship here. God and the blessed/happy/righteous person are tight with each other and God is always there to guide, guard, protect, love, and bless. So the implication here is that living within God’s blessing is good for you, not only from the standpoint of “eternity” or “heaven” but also in the  midst of your present life.  This has been proven scientifically, by the way. Dr. Robert A. Hummer, who is a social demographer at the University of Texas has been following a group of people since 1992. At the same time he has been studying research done on mortality. Here’s what he has discovered: “Those who never attend religious services have twice the risk of dying over the next eight years as people who attend at least once a week.” And people who attend church at least once a week “will live an average of seven to fourteen years longer than those who never attend.” Around here it might be difficult to believe those statistics because sometimes it feels like we have more than our share of sickness and death. But consider what our lives might be like if we were not a part of a community such as this. Even in the circle of God’s blessing, life is tough and there are many struggles, but living a life with God is always better than trying to go it on your own. 
So we come back to the matter of choosing. God’s blessing has been given. You are invited to be one of the trees planted by the streams of water. To find out what God has created you to be and to discover true happiness and productivity.  But you must choose which way you will go. 


It’s like a continental divide. You know how a continental divide works? Rain falls on a high mountain and one drop falls on one side of the mountain, another drop falls on the other side. One drop flows ultimately to the Pacific Ocean while the other meanders its way to the Atlantic. By the time they reach their destinations, they are 3,000 miles apart. In a similar way, the choices that we make, the steps that take us, one after the other to our destination, begin with one momentous first step. The decision to live within God’s blessing. Or not. 

  
As Edgar Guest rather poetically said:


You are the person who has to decide. 


Whether you’ll do it or toss it aside;


You are the person who makes up your mind.


Whether you’ll lead or will linger behind. 


Whether you’ll try for the goal that’s afar.


Or just be contented to stay where you are. 
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