A Theology of Luck — Kevin O’Brien

Well, it's great to be here. Thank you so much for having me and yeah, it's great to be speaking
to you

Wanna welcome all of you to Ocean City Baptist Church, anytime you're down at the shore. If
you ever are down there in the summertime, please come and worship with us. We would love
to have you on a Sunday morning at 10:45. We meet at 10th and Wesley, and we'd love to have
visitors. Make sure you come and say hello to me if you're here.

Well, how many of you are Irish, or at least part Irish? Anybody, okay. All right, a good number
of hands out there. It's a good day to be Irish, isn't it? Today is St. Patrick's Day, which means
it's good to have a last name like O'Brien. | guess some people are just born lucky, right? Or the
question is, are they? Are some people just born lucky?And are some people, as it seems, just
born unlucky?

If | take a coin, and I flip it in the air, am | more likely to guess heads or tails? Because I'm Irish,
so | should be lucky. Or if somebody goes to buy a lottery ticket and they go to, say, the
convenience store that sold the last big million-dollar winner, are they more likely to win? A lot of
people say that they are. You'll see lines on the news of people lined up around the block
because that particular Wawa, that particular Sunoco sold the big ticket. They sold the Mega
Millions jackpot winner, and so everybody goes next time to that store.

Guys, what about that lucky shirt you have? You know the one where every time you wear it, the
Eagles win, right? You wore it that one time and they came from behind, and they won. And so
the following Sunday, what did you do? You wore that same jersey again. Is that why they won
the Super Bowl this year?

Now, you might laugh and think that's silly, but the concept of luck has entered into our culture in
such a way that people, and | would dare say many people here today, feel that luck plays into
the outcome of their everyday events.

Luck is an accepted part of modern American culture. And so the question I'd like to ask today
is, what does the Bible say about luck? Does luck exist? Is there such a thing as chance, and do
coincidences just happen?

Well, as luck would have it, it's St. Patrick's Day, and so we are going to take a look today at a
theology of luck. Now, if you do a word study on the word luck in your Bible, you are gonna
come up with a goose egg. There are zero instances unless you have some really wild
paraphrase of the Scriptures. Try a word like chance, and you don't do too much better. There
are a few examples of that word in Scripture, but little that helps us out very much this morning.
For example, Solomon says in Ecclesiastes 9-11 “Again, | saw that under the sun, the race is
not to the swift nor the battle to the strong nor bread to the wise nor riches to the intelligent nor
favor to those with knowledge but time and chance happen to them all.”



All that really means, though, is that strength and wisdom and intelligence aren't guaranteed to
get you ahead in life. Or there's Acts 27-12, where Luke writes “and because the harbor was not
suitable to spend the winter in, the majority decided to put out to sea from there on the chance
that somehow they could reach Phoenix, a harbor of Crete facing both southwest and northwest
and spend the winter there.” But all that's really saying is that the sailors thought there was a
good possibility to reach Crete before the winter.

Interestingly, perhaps the most pure example of the word chance comes from the mouth of
Jesus when he tells the parable of the Good Samaritan. In it, he says, “by chance a priest was
going down that road and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.” Again, though, |
don't think Jesus was using the word chance here to emphasize anything other

than that the priest wasn't intentionally walking that way, but that he just happened to find
himself on that road on that particular day.

What then are we supposed to do? How can we formulate a theology of a word that doesn't
even appear in the Bible? Well, in this case, | think it's by making sure that we have our
theology straight on another word, which, interestingly, does not appear in the Bible either. The
other word is the word providence. In order to understand luck, you have to understand
providence.

So if you have your Bibles, turn with me in them first of all, to Colossians 1. Colossians 1. This is
not my central verse for the day, but it is a good place to start. | do wanna say as well that if you
join us on any given Sunday, you'll find me preaching on one particular passage of Scripture all
the way through one particular book of the Bible. Right now, we're in the book of Luke, and if
you visit this summer, you'll find me there this summer as well as probably next summer there
as well. | do that because | believe that expositional preaching is the most effective method for
people to grow in their knowledge of God and his Word.

Today, however, to study a theology of luck, we're gonna be a bit more systematic, a bit more
thematic, which means we're gonna find ourselves in several different passages. So keep your
fingers warmed up, if you've got your Bibles this morning. And that's because as we think about
luck, we have to think about providence, but as we think about providence we think about a
word that, like Trinity, never appears in the Bible yet is ubiquitous from Genesis to Revelation.
Try as you might, you cannot escape from the idea of providence. But what is God's
providence? If it has so much to do with our concept of luck, what does it mean?

Well, some people think it's just the Christian concept of luck. Theologian John Frame is actually
humorous on this point. He says this, “Most Christians | know speak of providence when
something happens to them that's both good and unusual. Someone appears to fix your tire and
you reach your meeting exactly on time. You fear that you're gonna miss your next rent payment
or perhaps school bill payment and a check for precisely the amount you need arrives in the
mail. You pray for the healing of a loved one and shortly later you find that a medical treatment
that succeeds where all else failed. These things do happen, and when they do the word



providence often appears on our tongues. So providence can become the Christian alternative
to luck. When someone says good luck some Christians will remark, we don't believe in luck,
only in God's providence. Luck is something impersonal, a kind of fate or chance. Providence is
the hand of our loving God. I've even been to churches where potluck suppers have to be
renamed as pot providence suppers. Of course, then the ambiguity of pot in our culture has to
be addressed as well.”

Who knew that John Frame could be so funny? If you know John Frame, that's not his usual
way of writing. His point, though, is valid. Providence is not just luck that's been Christianized.
What is it then? Well, for those of you who aren't familiar with it, providence is defined as God's
active involvement with all of creation in such a way that he accomplishes three things. And
what I'd like to do this morning is to take a look at those three things, so that we can get a more
biblical understanding of luck, chance, and the providence of God, and then we can see how we
can apply it to our lives so that we might live more biblically.

First of all, we have to understand that God is actively involved with all things in such a way that
he maintains their very existence. Look at Colossians 1:17. Colossians 1:17, speaking of Christ,
says, “And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together In Jesus Christ, through
Jesus Christ all things hold together.” This is echoed by the writer of Hebrews, when he says
that “Christ is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature and he
upholds the universe by the word of his power.”

Essentially, what both of these verses teach is that, as Wayne Grudem says, “if Christ were to
suddenly stop the sustaining work of upholding and keeping the universe together that
everything, everything except for the trinity itself would immediately cease to exist.”

In Nehemiah 9.6, Ezra said, "You are the Lord, you alone. You have made heavens, the heaven
of heavens with all their hosts, the earth and all that is in it, the seas and all that is in them and
you preserve all of them and the host of heaven worships you.”

We do not believe, as the deists do that God created this world and then took a step back. That
he created all things, yes but then now he is rather sitting up in heaven and watching what goes
on but rather that he is actively involved in the entire universe at all times. As the famous saying
goes, “There is not a single stray molecule in the whole universe as God, in his providence is
not upholding and maintaining it.” That is, he upholds and maintains every molecule there is.

That leads us to our second conclusion, and that's that God cooperates with all creatures in
order to direct their unique qualities to cause them to act as they do. That was long, let me say it
again. God cooperates with all creatures in order to direct their unique qualities to cause them
to act as they do.

Now, this concept is craziness to the world around you, okay, and after all, science has shown
us the reason that things do what they do, right? A physicist can tell you the reason that
particles act the way they do. A botanist can explain why plants grow. A meteorologist can tell



you why the weather does what it does. By the way, | was having a conversation with my oldest
son when he was really young, and we were talking about God's sovereignty, his providence,
we were talking about his omniscience over all things. And | told him that God is the only one
who knows the future, and he replied to me “well, Daddy, God and the weatherman.” And |
thought, well, okay, God and the weatherman. | think we need to straighten him out on his
theology as far as who knows all things. And so we had a talk about the weatherman predicting
the future.

But this is what the world thinks. Well, scientists know why things do the way they do. Scientists
can predict exactly what's going to happen, so science has the answers. The world thinks it
doesn't need God to explain things. After all, it's got the meteorologist, it's got the physicist, it's
got the biologist. But while we certainly accept that there are natural, creaturely causes of things
in this world, we as Christians would also fervently assert that the ultimate cause of all of these
things is God, who cooperates with all creatures in order to direct their unique qualities to cause
them to act as they do. That is, he is the God who upholds all things and sustains them to keep
them together operating the way they do.

He keeps everything existing, and he keeps them existing in the form that they are supposed to
exist. Because of God's sustaining work, we know that paper will always act like paper and
water will always be wet. And it's not just because well, that's how it's always been. That's what
the scientist says, right? We believe water will continue to be wet based on what we have
observed about water in the past. No, we believe this because God sustains all things to exist
as he created them to be, and he created water to be wet, and that is why it is wet. That's why
Psalm 135 says “that whatever the Lord pleases, he does in heaven and on earth, in the seas
and all deeps. He it is who makes the clouds rise at the end of the earth, who makes lightnings
for the rains and brings forth the wind from his storehouses.” It's why Psalm 104 says, “you
cause the grass to grow for the livestock and plants for man to cultivate that he may bring forth
food from the earth.”

Itis God who causes these things, not the natural events as determined by science. Realize
that the Bible doesn't just say that the rain falls on the just and the unjust. Sometimes that's how
we think of it, right? Well, rain falls on the just and the unjust. No, it says, for he, that is God the
Father, “for he makes his son rise on the evil and on the good and sends rain on the just and on
the unjust.” So when the tornadoes broke out as they did a few days ago in the Midwest and the
South, itisn't by chance. They did not travel where they did based on coincidence or chance or
someone's bad luck that day. God, in his providence, was completely in control.

| read an article by some Christians who were in the area of tornadoes a few years back. They
said something very insightful. Here's what they said: “Some people would say that we were
lucky. Some would say that it was fate. Others would say it was by chance that the funnel cloud
didn't drop into our neighborhood. Whether the tornado had struck our neighborhood or the one
down the street, this was not by chance. It was by the providence of God. Our discussions
about the attributes of God brought peace because we know that whether we are in the path of



destruction or in the path of safety, God will have his way, always for his glory. And that is all |
need to know.”

It is so easy for people to use the common phrases good luck and you're so lucky without ever
thinking about what they really mean. If we attribute something to luck, we are basically
blaspheming God. The dictionary defines luck as good fortune advantage, success, considered
as the result of chance or a combination of circumstances operating by chance to bring good or
ill to a person. But there is no hope in that kind of luck, because chance has no hope.

R.C. Sproul says, “There is a crucial difference between the providence of God and fortune, fate
or luck. The key to this difference is found in the personal character of God. Fortune is blind, but
God is all seeing. Fate is impersonal, while God is our heavenly father. Luck is dumb, but God
can speak. There are no blind impersonal forces at work in human history. All is brought to pass
by the invisible hand of providence. So be careful not to let the words “good luck” slip from your
lips, but instead use the opportunity to show God's providence in all things.”

And with that, we're drawn into the third and final aspect of God's providence, and that's that as
God is actively directing all things that he is also doing so in order to accomplish his purposes.
Perhaps the best statement on God's providence is found in Ephesians chapter one, verse 11.
You don't have to turn there. | think it'll be on the screen for you. And it says, in the midst of
talking about our salvation, talking about what God is doing that “God works all things according
to the counsel of his will.” You look at the bottom of that verse it says, it is the purpose of him
who works all things according to the purpose of his will. In other words, every flip of the coin,
every roll of the dice, every seemingly random event, not just your salvation but everything from
your salvation to the smallest event in your history, is worked out by God according to the
counsel of his will. It's affirmed in Proverbs 16:33 where it says “the lot is cast into the lap but it's
every decision is from the Lord.” Casting lots was essentially biblical times equivalent of flipping
a coin in the air.

Now, does this mean that we can just do whatever we want then? | mean, after all, God's going
to get everything done anyway. And of course, my answer to that is of course not. Those who
understood God's providence the best were those who also worked the hardest to bring about
God's will. If you still have your Bible out, look with me at Acts chapter 18. Acts chapter 18. In
Acts chapter 18, Paul was preaching and witnessing in Corinth. And of course, Paul wrote
plenty about the concepts surrounding God's providence. Look at what happened in Acts
chapter 18, verses nine and 10

“And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision. ‘Do not be afraid, but go on speaking and do
not be silent, for | am with you and no one will attack you or to harm you for | have many in this
city who are my people.”

Here, Paul is witnessing, he's sharing his faith at Corinth. And here, God comes and gives him a
direct word. Paul gets a piece of divine insight that God has many people in Corinth that are his
people, and he's going to save those people. That is, there are many who are elect in Corinth.



And so what does Paul do? Verse 11, “And he stayed a year and six months teaching the word
of God among them.”

Now, wait a second. Why would Paul spend 18 months in Corinth, when he already knew that
God was going to save his people there? God just told him, I've got my people there. Hey, don't
you worry about things, | have my people here who I'm going to save. Wouldn't God in his
providence work it out for them to be saved anyway? Isn't God sovereign? Here's the balance.
Even though Paul now knew that God had many people in the city who were his people, he also
knew that it was his responsibility to preach the gospel to them so that they might be saved. If
Paul had been a fatalist, he would have just left. He would have just said, okay, well, | guess
that's it. God's going to save who he's going to save. But instead, he saw how God's providence
and his responsibility fit hand in hand.

Now, there's far more that could be said about providence and responsibility, providence and the
subject of evil, and so forth. But instead, let's just bring it back to luck one more time. How does
a proper theology of luck and a proper theology of providence change us? How will grasping all
that God does make a difference in a way that we live our lives, not just today on St. Patrick's
Day, but throughout this week and the rest of this semester and your life?

I would suggest starting with three ways. First of all, it'll change the way we think. | think this is
the most foundational and therefore the most important way that we change. For those who live
their lives based on luck, worry is their relentless companion. For those who live their lives just
based on pure chance, they've got to worry about everything. If everything is based on how the
wind blows, who's to say what happens to you next? | mean, if it's all just circumstances, if it's
all just what situation that you happen to find yourself in, then who's in control of your life? Dumb
luck is, blind fate is in control. Maybe you won't meet that special someone because you went to
the cafe and you should have been in the library today. Maybe you're not gonna get that job
because you interviewed at the one in Philly instead of the one in New York. How reassuring is it
if we just think that however the wind blows well, that's what's going to determine our fate? If
you constantly worry and fear about the future, it's because you've gotten caught into the trap of
thinking the way the world thinks that the impersonal force of luck is the thing that's actually in
control of your life. But for believers, who really do believe in providence, we know that for those
who love God all things work together for good for those who are called according to his
purpose. We know that God works all things according to the counsel of his will. Therefore,
Jesus says, “do not be anxious about your life what you will eat or what you will drink nor about
your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food and the body more than clothing?
Look at the birds of the air. They neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns and yet your
heavenly father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And which of you by being
anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? And why are you anxious about clothing?
Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow. They neither toil nor spin, yet | tell you even
Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the grass of the
field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe
you, O you of little faith? Therefore, do not be anxious, saying, what shall we eat or what shall



we drink or what shall we wear? For the Gentiles seek after all these things, but your heavenly
father knows that you need them all. But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness
and all these things will be added to you. Therefore, do not be anxious about tomorrow for
tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble.”

If you understand and really believe God's providence you won't struggle so much with worry
and anxiety and fear.

Another proper understanding of luck would, | think, change the way that people believe about
evolution as well. R.C. Sproul has a great extended quote on luck and evolution. I'm gonna let
him speak. Try to follow along here, because it's a really great quote

“The great superstition of modern times is focused on the role given to chance in human affairs.
Chance is the new reigning deity of the modern mind. Chance inhabits the castle of the gods.
Chance is given credit for the creation of the universe and the emergence of the human race
from the slime. Chance is a shibboleth. It's a magic word we use to explain the unknown. It is
the favorite power of causality for those who will attribute power to anything or anyone but God.
But chance can do nothing because it is nothing. We use the word chance to describe
mathematical possibilities. For example, when we flip a coin, we say it has a 50-50 chance to
come up heads. If we call heads on the toss and it turns up tails, we might say our luck was bad
and we missed our chance. How much influence does chance have on the toss of a coin? What
makes the coin turn up heads or tails? Would the odds change if we knew which side the coin
started on, how much pressure was exerted by the thumb, how dense the atmosphere was, and
how many revolutions the coin made in the air? With this knowledge, our ability to predict the
outcome would far exceed 50-50. But the hand is faster than the eye. We can't measure all
these factors in the normal tossing of the coin. Since we can reduce the possible outcome to
two, we simplify matters by talking about chance. The point to remember, however, is that
chance exercises absolutely no influence on the coin toss. Why not? That's because chance
can do nothing because it is nothing. It is no thing. Before something can exert power or
influence, it must first be something. It must be some kind of entity, either physical or
non-physical, but chance is neither. It is merely a mental construct. It has no power because it is
no being. It is nothing. To say that something has happened by chance is to say that it is a
coincidence. This is simply a confession that we cannot perceive all the forces and the causal
powers that are at work in an event. Just as we cannot see all that is happening in a coin toss
with the naked eye, so the complex affairs of life are also beyond our exact ability to penetrate.
And so we invent the term chance to explain them. Chance really explains nothing. It is merely a
word that we use as a shorthand for our ignorance”

That's a great point and something that we need to remember the next time that a TV show or a
video tells you that the universe was brought about by billions of years and chance. We need to
learn to think biblically about providence and luck.

Secondly, having a proper theology of luck and providence will also change the way that we talk
as well. Admit it, do you ever find yourself talking like your unbelieving friends? “Boy, was |
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lucky.” “You know, as luck would have it,” or “boy, we were lucky to grab those last seats.” Now
you might say, “Oh, Pastor Kevin, | might say that but come on, | know what | mean.” But
wouldn't it leave much more of an impression on others if you started talking the way that you
believe? What if, “Boy, | was lucky to have that” turned into, “Boy, was God gracious to give me
that?” What if, “as luck would have it” turned out to be, “you know, as the Lord would have it.
This is what He blessed me with in my life?” What if “We were lucky to get those last seats,”
were “We were blessed to get those last seats.” Or “God was really good, He blessed us with
something we didn't deserve?” What you say shapes what you believe. You may not think so,
you may not want it to, but how you talk will shape what you believe. And, by the way, what you
believe will shape how you talk. So if you have a right view of God's providence and luck, I'd
encourage you, start talking like it as well. If you believe like a Christian, then talk like a
Christian. And not just when you're talking about theological things, because all of life is
theology.

Third, having a proper theology of luck and providence will change the way we act. There are
many Christians that, while being Christian, are also very superstitious people. They forget
about God's providence when it comes to something that they really want. | think of Christians
who gamble or play the lottery because they forget that God has promised to take care of them.
They think if they can just get lucky this one time then they won't have to worry about anything
anymore. But God hasn't left us to ourselves. He is not, again, watching this world from a
distance, watching your life from way up above just waiting to see how the chess game plays
out. Is your life gonna turn out okay? He isn't hoping you'll get lucky so you can make it through
life. Rather, he's actively present in your life every day, upholding all things, directing all things,
and whether we remember it or not, working all things out for your good and for his glory. So
remember that about luck, both today on St. Patrick's Day and throughout your life, and let it
transform the way that you think you speak, and you act. Praise the Lord with me that he is a
sovereign God who works out his perfect providence in all of our lives.

Let's pray.



