
WHEN GOOD THINGS HAPPEN TO GOOD PEOPLE

Genesis 18:1-10a; Psalm 15*; Colossians 1:15-28; Luke 10:38-42

Most of us would have little trouble identifying someone we think is a bad person but who is a

“good” person? What does it mean to live a godly, righteous life? This Sunday’s psalm does not

shrink from naming specific human behaviour. This Sunday’s appointed psalm begins with a

question. Let’s make it our question.

Who can live in your tent, God?  Who can dwell on your holy mountain?

The “tent” here is really referring to the tabernacle, which means the temple in Jerusalem,

which means our church this morning. This church is our “tabernacle” which means “tent of meeting.”

We are here to worship, - meeting and being met by God. What’s the “holy mountain”? Mount Zion,

the Temple Mount in Jerusalem where the whole nation gathered to worship for the great festivals of

the year.

What does one have to do in order to have a successful meeting with God? Do you have to be

baptized? Do you have to have some key scriptures memorized? In order to have a good experience

of worship I expect that most folks would say we need to come here with the right attitudes. Some

say we need “a heart for worship.” We’ve got to be appropriately humble, open, and receptive.

But I want you to take note that the psalmist has a very different answer to that question. Who

can meet and be met by God? Get ready for the list:

The person who  lives free of blame, does what is right, and speaks the truth sincerely; who does no

damage with their talk, does no harm to a friend, doesn’t insult a neighbour;  someone who despises

those who act wickedly, but who honours those who honour God; someone who keeps their promise

even when it hurts; someone who doesn’t lend money with interest, who won’t accept a bribe against

any innocent person.
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 Then the result: Whoever does these things will never stumble.

Suddenly a psalm that begins with liturgy and worship lurches into an exhaustive list of ethical

behaviour. Who can go up God’s holy hill to be close with God? People who do right. What’s right?

Telling the truth, not hurting others by what you say to them, not harming friends or insulting

neighbours, despising people who break God’s commandments and honouring those whose lives

honour God, keeping your promises, not lending money with interest, and not advancing yourself by

putting down others for money.

Whoever lives in this way will never stumble.

You want to worship God? the Psalmist asks. Who cares about your inner attitude, the

inclination of your heart, your dispositions, your personal feelings? Don’t lie, don’t be cruel to others,

don’t insult others.

You want to worship God? Do you think it’s about finding your way around the hymnal?

Knowing how to sing some of the songs by heart? That it’s helpful if you can find your way in

scripture? That you kneel and close your eyes and bow your head during the prayer?

None of that in Psalm 15. Wanna worship? Don’t lie, don’t hurt others with your offensive talk,

don’t insult your neighbour, turn away from those who do wrong, keep your promises, don’t accept a

bribe. The psalm even gets into the details of banking and finance: don’t lend money with interest

(which may be among the most uncomfortable of do’s and don’ts for our economy!) because you

thereby risk hurting vulnerable, defenceless people.

I think this curious psalm points to the peculiarity of Israel’s worship. I remind you that Moses

was called by God to go tell the Pharaoh, “Let my people go.” Why? “So that we can have a

holy-day—a holiday—out in the desert.” Pharaoh says no. There are negotiations and a series of

plagues and curses. Finally Pharaoh says, “Get out of here, you Hebrews, and don’t come back.”
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The Red Sea parts; Israel is at last free of slavery. But it has been so long since they have

worshipped a true and living God they have forgotten how. So, Moses tells the children of Israel, “I’ll

go up Mount Sinai and get liturgical directions from God.”

Up on the mountain, with smoke and fire, God speaks, “Write this down; here’s how you

become holy. I’m going to tell you what I expect from your worship. Here’s how you are to meet and

be met by me: Don’t bow before other gods. I delivered you from slavery and paid a high price for

you. I’m jealous of what I own. I don’t want other gods messing with my people. Don’t steal. Don’t lie.

Be faithful in your relationships.”

Surely Moses said, “These are strange directives for a worship service.”

God says, “Keep writing on the tablets. You will not covet what I’ve given to others. Take a day

off every week in order to be with me full time.”

There are other gods who enjoy incense or drums. Gods who want to be served by holy

priests in strange, esoteric rituals. Israel’s God conjoins worship with ethics. The God who delivered

the slaves expects gratitude and praise in the form of well-lived lives.

Any time there’s a disconnect between our praise in here, in church and the way we talk and

walk in the world, we have violated the peculiar way that the God of Israel and the church has

directed us to worship.

Whenever someone puts other people down, says derogatory things about people in different

ethnic groups, makes racial slurs, mocks the disability of others, plays lose with marriage vows, or

lies—and I don’t care whether that person is a powerful, public person or just an ordinary bloke like

you and I—then that person is in danger of being unable truly to enter God’s house, to ascend up

God’s holy hill.

I don’t think that it’s God who is removed from the racist, the adulterer, or the mocker as much
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as those who do wrong put themselves apart from God. An implication of Psalm 15 is that we can’t

move toward God without walking along God’s way.

When God’s people speak insultingly, condescendingly, insensitively to others, it’s not a

matter of “political correctness”—it’s a matter of bad faith, of corrupted worship.

One more thing before we’re done: After this long list of behaviours in the world that are

required of those who would enter God’s house, the psalmist asserts, “Whoever does these things

will never stumble” (15:5).

Really? The psalmist boldly claims not only that truth-telling, fidelity, kindness, compassion

and financial honesty please God and draw us closer to God, the psalmist says, “Whoever does

these things will never stumble.” Maybe the psalmist means “stumble” in the sense, “If you live your

life in the right way, as you go into the church door you won’t stumble over the incongruity between

the belief you profess and the way you live.”

And that’s not a bad thought.

But what if the psalmist means more than that? What if “Whoever does these things will never

stumble” means, “If you live your life according to God’s law, doing God’s will and walking in God’s

way, you will not stumble in your life. Things will go well for you.”

To put it in the most mundane of ways, the psalm claims that good things happen to good

people.

Now I’m sure that you have got the message that good things do not always happen to good

people. Perhaps you are one of the “good people” who has received some bad things. Even though

you kept God’s laws, didn’t steal, didn’t lie, kept your promises, you have “stumbled.” Along your life’s

way, things have not gone well for you even though you have done your best to follow the way of

God. Sometimes bad things happen to good people.
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You have trouble believing the psalmist’s claim, “Whoever does these things will never

stumble.”

And yet, and yet… a distinguished scholar of the New Testament, spoke about attending a

funeral of a friend. Well, he wasn’t exactly a friend. The two of them were in college together.

“He was always popular,” said the scholar. “College women seemed to think he was great. But

everyone knew that he took advantage of some of the women he dated. He played loose with the

truth. Bragged about how he didn’t study and cheated in the classes. He drank a lot and never

seemed to pay for it. To tell the truth, many of us in the fraternity envied him.

“But in life, there was one marriage, then another. ‘I’m just not made for marriage,’ he

laughingly said. Rumour was he was an alcoholic by forty. Well, anyway, I attended his funeral

because my mother would have wanted it. She was friends with his mother. At his funeral, I was the

only one of his college mates to be there. Not one of his children and certainly none of his ex-wives

were there. He was alienated from his whole family, having betrayed and disappointed them so often.

By the grave, there I was, with the funeral director, and one of his business friends (whom he had

jilted, so I heard), and the pastor.”

Then the scholar said, “I don’t really believe that good things always happen to good people

and bad things always happen to bad people…?.but sometimes they do.”

Or, as the psalmist puts it, “Whoever does these things [tells the truth, is compassionate,

caring, and kind, keeps promises and doesn’t lie] will never stumble.” For people of faith we know

that even when it feels like we are stumbling through life, God is always there with a steadying hand,

reaching to pick us up if we fall, giving us a warm embrace and filling us with the wonder of the

comfort of the Spirit which tells us, it will be alright. Whoever does these things will never stumble.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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