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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 7 

11 July 2010 

Preacher 

The Reverend Janine Steele 

Chaplain, St George Hospital 
Readings:  Amos 7.7-17;  Psalm 82;  Colossians 1.1-14;  Luke 10.25-37  
 

God’s loving presence and sustaining – Ps 73 

How things are? 
God’s in his heaven, and all’s right with the world. Or, as the psalmist put it: 

1Surely God is good to Israel,  

       to those who are pure in heart. 

 

Right? That’s how things are, aren’t they? The psalmist should know. Asaph: a descendant of 
Gershom, son of Levi, a leading singer at the tabernacle, who was put in charge of the choral 
worship by David. Asaph was in church a lot, mostly to sing & sound the cymbals. 11 psalms are 
attributed to him. He’s no fool. God is a just God who rewards right & punishes wrong. Isn’t that 
right? 
 
Asaph looked around him & had a problem. 

Problem stated 2-3 
Asaph’s problem is stated in v2-3: 

2 But as for me, my feet had almost slipped;  

       I had nearly lost my foothold.  

3 For I envied the arrogant  

       when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.  

He looks at the wicked and sees they have good lives, and he is jealous. He’s a brave man, Asaph – 
he’s big enough to admit that he is envious. He’s even big enough to let us in on it. And he is wise 
enough to see that this envy could do him in. As he looks back, he can see that it nearly did: my feet 
had almost stumbled, my steps had nearly slipped. 
 
Stumbled from what? Slipped from where? From the walk of a person of faith. He sees the wicked 
prospering; he feels the injustice of that; he feels jealous that he’s not doing as well as they are; his 
feet almost slip. 

Reasons for the problem 
Asaph has good reason for feeling the injustice. We have good reason for feeling injustice also. We 
really don’t have to look far, in business, politics or sport, to see wicked people prospering. It could 
be in your own personal experience, the experience of those you know, or the media. 

Observation 4-10, 12 
Our psalmist looks around & sees that the wicked have it easy; they don’t get sick; they don’t have 
problems. They are so arrogant they wear their pride like a necklace; they are so shameless they 
wear violence like a robe to cover them.  
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And they are godless, speaking what should not be spoken against heaven and earth. 
9 Their mouths lay claim to heaven,  

       and their tongues take possession of the earth.  

 
To make things worse, they get adulation rather than criticism from other people (v10). It’s so 
unfair! How do you make sense of it? 

Theological conclusion 11 
Probably people are right when they say (v11) God doesn’t know or doesn’t care. It just doesn’t 
make sense for God to know and care yet do nothing. Can you feel the pain in Asaph’s heart? 
 
And if that’s your theological conclusion (i.e. chances are God does not know & does not care), 
then the practical conclusion follows: 

Practical conclusion 13-14 

13 Surely in vain have I kept my heart pure;  

       in vain have I washed my hands in innocence.  

14 All day long I have been plagued;  

       I have been punished every morning.  

There’s no point in doing good – in fact you are punished for doing good and rewarded for doing 
wrong in this topsy turvy world. Asaph has been looking for a positive return for his goodness but 
finds a punishment instead.  
 
Having started the psalm with an orthodox theological statement, he finds himself questioning the 
whole idea that God is good to the upright. It looks more like God is good to the arrogant. There’s 
simply no justice. 
 
‘What’s the good of being good?’ he asks. Have you been there? I have – why am I putting in a full 
day’s work when others aren’t? Why am I paying so much tax when the big end of town pays 
almost none?  

Tackling the problem 

Awareness 15 
Asaph has good reason to feel the way he does. In all likelihood you have had good reason to feel 
that way at times. Maybe you’re feeling that way today. 
 
In v15 the warning bells ring.  

15 If I had said, "I will speak thus,"  

       I would have betrayed your children.  
 
Dear Asaph realises he is in a dangerous spot. He had not yet sinned, but it was coming. If he stays 
there it will get ugly. It was dangerous not only for him but for the community of faith. Temptation 
beckons.  
 
Have you been there? It’s often a good test to consider where my actions may lead me, & where 
they may lead others.  
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Brick wall 16 
There has been a change in Asaph’s awareness. He has seen he is in trouble, so he sets his mind to 
work – and hits a brick wall. V16  

16 When I tried to understand all this,  

       it was oppressive to me  

 

His thoughts just go round & round in his head & he makes no progress at all. 
 
I feel sorry for Asaph at this point, probably because I’ve been there myself. I recognise I have a 
problem over injustice; I think about it & think about it but the thoughts go round & round & I have 
no idea what to do. It’s like revving up a car in neutral. It’s a bad place to be. 

Breakthrough 17a 
Thankfully Asaph doesn’t stay there! He has a breakthrough in v17. It was oppressive ‘until I went 
into the sanctuary of God’. 
 
This is a really important point. Things change for Asaph when he enters God’s presence. That is 
when his perspective changes. When he keeps his problem inside he gets nowhere; when he takes it 
to the Lord he starts to move. This is such an obvious truth it’s easy to gloss over this point. Oh, 
what peace we often forfeit, oh what needless pain we bear, all because we do not carry everything 
to God in prayer. 
 
This is the turning point of the psalm. What is said before and what is said afterwards are totally 
different.  
 
He went into the sanctuary. What does that mean? For Asaph it meant going into the tent where the 
ark of the covenant was kept, which was where God dwelt. So does that mean that we, in the 21st C, 
need to go to a church building to find sanctuary today when we have problems? 
 
I hope not. I hope when I am too sick & frail to get to a church building I’ll still be able to find a 
sanctuary. In Asaph’s day God dwelt in the tent or tabernacle. Where does God dwell today? In the 
hearts of believers (both individually & corporately). 
If we belong to Jesus Christ, God dwells in each one of us.  
 
The sanctuary is not so much a specific place as an environment where one can understand the 
things of God. Could be a chapel, lounge room, beach, hospital bed, presence of a wise counsellor, 
presence of the Christian community, scripture itself, perhaps this psalm! This psalm has spoken to 
me when I’ve been in danger; it has drawn me into the heart of God.  
 
I often come to church with a problem or grievance on my mind. I often leave with a different 
perspective – because the readings, the prayers, the sermons, the experience of being with people 
who love God & me have touched me. Being part of the worshipping loving community is 
something I really need. I wonder what kind of person I would be without the church to help me see 
things right.  
 
Do you have a sanctuary? Do you have a habit of entering the sanctuary? 

The long view 17b 
In the sanctuary you are aware of eternity. You realise that there is more to reality than what meets 
the eye here & now. Yes, they are getting away with murder now – but not forever… 17b  then I 

understood their final destiny.  
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God’s justice 18-19 
What does the future hold for the wicked? Falling, ruin, destruction, terrors. God is just & he will 
do what is right, in his own time. We may not see it in this life, but that does not mean it won’t 
happen.  

Renewed observation 20 
As he sees the wicked in the context of eternity, he sees them differently. Earlier he saw them as 
wealthy, powerful, and at ease – now (v20) he sees them through God’s eyes.  

20 As a dream when one awakes,  

       so when you arise, O Lord,  

       you will despise them as fantasies. 

 
They are mere phantoms in the big scheme of things, in God’s scheme. Once he thought they were 
powerful characters, now he realises they’re wispy as dreams. 

Learning 

The cost of bitterness 21-22 
Going into the sanctuary has brought a new mindset to Asaph. He looks back on his old mindset & 
it’s not pretty. 

21 When my heart was grieved  

       and my spirit embittered,  

22 I was senseless and ignorant;  

       I was a brute beast before you.  

When he looks back from the sanctuary, from the presence of God, he sees that he was an idiot. He 
had the wrong take on things. How about his statement that the wicked never got sick & had no 
problems (v4-5)? It sounds pretty silly from the vantage point of the sanctuary. He was very black 
& white, wasn’t he? And he was totally focussed on the here & now, forgetting the future, 
thoughtless of eternity. He let bitterness take hold, & it drove a wedge between him & God. He is 
learning the cost of bitterness. 
 
He feels embarrassed & ashamed. And I just love Asaph for being willing to write down his 
thoughts, & I love God for putting them in his book so that I can learn from them. Because I’ve 
been a fool, I’ve got things wrong, I’ve oversimplified things, I’ve neglected the big picture, I’ve 
been so caught up in my own pain that I’ve let it captivate my mind & my feelings.  
 
Thank God & thank Asaph that this psalm gives me the room to see my heart, to feel my shame, to 
apologise, and to seek a new perspective.  

The joy of being God’s child 23-26 
You see when Asaph was caught up in jealousy he was focussed on what he did not have. From the 
perspective of the sanctuary he is able to see what he does have. Here is a beautiful picture of the 
joy of being God’s child: 

23 Yet I am always with you;  

       you hold me by my right hand.  

24 You guide me with your counsel,  

       and afterward you will take me into glory.  



 5 

25 Whom have I in heaven but you?  

       And earth has nothing I desire besides you.  

26 My flesh and my heart may fail,  

       but God is the strength of my heart  

       and my portion forever.  

Dear Asaph sees his life in the love of God & his thinking is transformed. How can he be jealous, 
how can you or I be jealous, when we have this kind of security, guidance, hope & sustenance? 
Even if my body falls apart & my will shrivels, God is my strength & he feeds me for ever. 

Life with & without God 27-28 
In the first half of the psalm Asaph was thinking of life with & without power & wealth – and he 
wanted power & wealth. At the end of the psalm Asaph reflects on life with & without God – and 
he wants life with God. Power is such a pale thing in comparison. 

27 Those who are far from you will perish;  

       you destroy all who are unfaithful to you.  

28 But as for me, it is good to be near God.  

       I have made the Sovereign LORD my refuge;  

       I will tell of all your deeds. 

The first half of psalm can be a comfortable place, pointing the finger, having a whinge with good 
cause. A comfortable place can be a dangerous place. It’s a place we all need to visit from time to 
time but it’s not a good place to settle in. We are sinned against & feel the injustice; can we detect 
that in being sinned against we are vulnerable to sin ourselves? Vulnerable to forgetting God’s 
loving presence, his care, his guiding, his sustaining and the hope that he gives. This is the best 
thing in my life and I hope, the best thing in yours. 
 
 

______________________________________- 


