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When a new baby arrives in a family one of the first things everyone wants to know (after their sex and their weight) is, whom they take after. Whose features have they inherited? Of course, there are those who would say ‘most babies look like Winston Churchill’, but most of us are not as cynical as that. We give thanks for their safe arrival and are delighted when their little faces remind us of their Mum or Dad, or anyone else in the family. Just the other day I have received an e-mail with a picture of a new-born little girl born to a mutual friend with the comment, ‘I think, she looks like her mother, don’t you agree?’


Well, one way or another, both of our Bible readings today speak of inheritance; good inheritance, that is desirable, something that gives joy and confidence for the future. Some five centuries apart they both testify to the inheritance that God’s ever new life is available to all.

And here we are 2000 years later declaring this same faith for our own time. Not just in a general way, but here at AFC and now as we affirm little Isla as God’s gift, who bears not only her families’ features but also carries God’s image within her. 


Psalm 16, which Jo has read for us, is not one of the well-known psalms. In the books about Psalms it usually doesn’t even get a mention. Why it appears in the Lectionary for today is to do with the fact that it is quoted in Peter’s sermon in the book of Acts after the Resurrection, which is another reading set for today.

For all this though Psalm 16 is a great song of confidence. It is headed as one of King David’s psalms, whose poetic and musical gifting is well attested elsewhere in the Bible. If this is the case, it would make it a royal psalm coming out of the pressing issues of governing Israel, in the midst of which the monarch experiences an overflowing confidence in God. But these headings are sometimes attached to the psalms at a later date and reading some parts of the song itself might lead to other conclusions. When it talks about the author’s inheritance, it describes a rural scene, which a farmer might see around him. Contemplating his inherited fields stretching out before him, well defined by visible lines, perhaps fences or hedges as boundaries – he is more than satisfied with his inheritance. It gives him confidence for the future and he doesn’t even fear his death because he knows that God would not abandon him. 

On the other hand the Psalm could have been penned by one of the clergy in the Temple, specifically a Levite. “Lord, you are my allotted portion... you maintain my boundaries...I am well content with my inheritance” we read in vs 5-6. Levites were third in the clerical hierarchy after the High Priest, and the ordinary priests. They were the musicians, Temple officials and guardians of good order in public worship. You might say they were the equivalent of our eldership and Choir rolled into one. Their distinguishing mark was that they were not allotted any land after entering the Promised Land, for ‘they have the Lord as their inheritance as we read in the Book of Joshua (13:14).

Whatever may be the case about the author, one thing all the possible candidates have in common is that whether they are rich or poor, powerful or ordinary they are content with their inheritance. We live in an age, when contentment is not encouraged, sometimes even frowned upon. We are constantly bombarded with advertisements spurring us to accumulate more and more possessions, to seek newer and newer experiences, to complain when we can’t get what we want. They appeal to our inclination to believe that we are the best judge of what we need and what is good for us. And they appeal to our fears that somehow we miss out or won’t measure up. 

I love the little story Eugene Peterson, the American theologian tells about a friend who went on retreat in a Benedictine monastery famous for its hospitality. On his first evening in the place the guest master gathered all the guests and told them: ‘If you find that there is something you need, come to one of the brothers and he will tell you how to get along without it’.  Wise parents know that it is good to teach their children to get along without things whilst being confident that their parents will take care of all their real needs. Perhaps we could all do with some advice on how to get along without things, for thereby lies one of the secrets of contentment. At the time of the pandemic we have learnt something about this, but as things have eased we seem to have forgotten it.
The psalmist is satisfied with his inheritance for another reason too. The God, whom he has chosen when he said “... you are my Lord”, this God ‘maintains his boundaries’. We have just mentioned the farmer’s vision of his land. The fields spread out in front of him as far as his eyes can see and if it were not for the boundaries marking out his part, he would be overwhelmed by the enormity of his task. Well, our lives are just like that; Full of possibilities, endless choices, all crying out for our attention. Trying to attend to all of them could only lead to constant discontentment. So we are in a catch 22 situation. On the one hand we crave for some boundaries to show us how far we can go in any one direction. On the other hand though, we don’t like to be told what to do. Accepting limitations is not cool. We feel they may stand in the way of our self-fulfilment. So, what are we to do?

Well, for the Psalmist to have boundaries is good. Not in a sense of having a blue print to be slavishly followed but a recognition that by choosing the Lord as his God, he has chosen a particular framework for his life; A frame-work, in which he can feel safe and content. That his choice is preceded by God’s choice of him and is making this framework a two-way mutually loving relationship. We could not wish for a better life programme for little Isla as she grows up. Her baptism today has declared God’s blessing and loving intent towards her and now – God willing -she has the rest of her unfolding days and years to respond by choosing God as her ‘boundary’, the framework for her life.

If we want to continue with the metaphor, we have to say that in human terms boundaries are not permanent. Ask any farmer and they will tell you just how much of their time and energy is taken up by the up-keep and maintenance of fences, dividing walls or living hedges. It is almost a full-time job in itself and it could be a constant worry. Living within God’s framework is not without its challenges either; especially because, as we said, there are plenty of other frameworks on offer all around us. Just like the psalmist, we too have to make daily choices between the noble purposes and the ‘false gods’. His joyful discovery and reason for contentment is that his inheritance is in good hands: God maintains the framework of his life.  Once he made the one important choice for God to be the centre of his life, he doesn’t stand or fall by his own smaller choices, it is God’s counsel, God’s faithfulness that keeps him on the right path.

The same sentiments are expressed in our NT reading from the 1st Letter of Peter. The author is addressing the new Christians in Asia Minor, who were resident aliens there. He encourages them as he sees their spiritual inheritance in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, which has given them new birth into a new frame-work for their life.  There was no concerted persecution of Christians at that time but these Christians still suffered under the usual mistreatment of aliens by resident individuals and over-zealous local officials. They did need support and encouragement. Faith in the power of the Resurrection would not spare Christians from these trials and tribulations – says the author – but now they were under the protection of the God, who had brought Christ back from the dead and in this power they could have confidence, with this inheritance they could be well content. It was a cause for great joy and deserved the response of praise.

The season of Easter is a time of gladness and celebration. Love has triumphed, it is to be trusted and it gives us confidence for the future. Both of today’s readings overflow with joy and contentment. So, as we close, let us nurture in our hearts some words from the poet of Psalm 16 we heard earlier:

“I have set the Lord before me at all times;

...Therefore my heart is glad

and my spirit rejoices,

my body too rests unafraid;

...You will show me the path of life;

in your presence is the fullness of joy,

at your right hand are pleasures for evermore.”

May the Spirit of God make this a reality in our lives too.
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