Seeking Wisdom

The faculty of a college were in their annual meeting when, suddenly, an angel
appeared. Turning to the Dean, the angel said, "I will grant you one of three choices -- infinite wisdom, infinite wealth or infinite health." The Dean thought for a minute, then replied "Wisdom." "So be it." and the angel disappeared. In the silence that followed, the Dean sat thoughtfully, saying nothing and staring off into the distance. Finally, one of the other faculty members said, "Do you have anything to say? What words of wisdom can you give us?" The Dean replied, "I should have taken the money."

Every day we make choices, on the job, at school, at home. Most of these decisions seem pretty mundane and ordinary, not connected with matters of faith or God. Will I get up and go to work or school today? Do I call in sick and play hooky? Will I lie to save my own skin? When someone insults me, puts me down, or hurts me how will I react? When I am tempted to do something that sounds fun but might have negative consequences what will I do? How should I handle money? Where should I spend it? Will I work overtime this week because the boss wants me too even though my kid’s game is tonight? Will I help my friend even though I was really looking forward to watching the game?

Each choice we make has consequences whether good or bad, some results we see right away, some results we may never see for years, decades, or even a lifetime. But the book of proverbs changes things for us. It takes what are ordinary small decisions in life and connects them to our faith and our relationship with our creating, loving, and personal God. The wisdom of Proverbs is not earth shattering in its originality. Its insight is not so deep that the ordinary person could not see it if they wanted to. The point is that it is really just common sense that is so common that often times we ignore it to our own peril. The people that Proverbs was written for could be likened to a college basketball player who is going to the pros. They go from being dirt poor to being millionaires in a second. 
As the kingdom of Israel was growing in strength, the kings (especially Solomon) recognized that they did not have many young leaders. The young people who were available were untrained and had no experience living and working in a large bureaucracy. They were farmers who lived in outlying areas and had rarely been involved in city life for more than a few days a year. So the book was put together to train these young people in order to keep them grounded when they became leaders, people with power, influence and wealth. 
There are choices in life that bring positive consequences. When we were at Leadership Summit this year we heard the story of TOMS shoes. It is a company whose business model is that if you by a pair of their shoes, they will give a pair of shoes to a kid somewhere in the world who doesn’t have one. The founder of TOM’s told a story of one of their first shoe drops, where a mother thanked him because now her 3 boys could each go to school full time. They were sharing one pair of shoes and each kid would get to go to school once or twice a week. When Sue got home she bought a pair of Tom’s for everyone in our immediate family out of her blow money. A choice that had positive consequences.
On the not so positive side; I could have a Big Mac, super-size fries and pop at McDonalds today for lunch and it probably won’t have any dire consequences today or tomorrow or but supposing I eat this meal all the time, eventually it will lead to obesity, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol, and possibly a heart attack. 

You’re probably familiar with the verse in the Bible which says, “You reap what you sow” (Gal. 6:7); Which means if you are planting bad choices you will eventually see bad consequences, if you make good choices you will eventually see good consequences. The choices we make do make a difference.

There is a word for being able to consistently make good choices. The word is wisdom. Webster’s Dictionary defines wisdom as: “Having the knowledge of what is true or right coupled with good judgment.” In other words, according to Webster, a wise person is one who knows what is true and right and then is able to make the right decision. Wisdom should not be confused with knowledge. Knowledge you can pick up by reading a book, taking a class, or watching Myth Busters. Being wise has nothing to do with how smart you are, or what kind of grades you get in school, or what kind of job you have. Some of the smartest people in the world make the dumbest choices because they lack wisdom.

Just to demonstrate that smart people don’t always make the best decision. The Reuters news agency reported the following story:  A Massachusetts doctor and Harvard graduate has been suspended for leaving a patient on the operating table midway through spinal surgery so he could deposit a check at his local bank. The state board of medicine said David Arndt, an orthopedic surgeon, posed "an immediate threat to the public health, safety and welfare" after he left the patient last month with an open incision in his back.
According to Reuters, Arndt left behind a surgeon who was not qualified to complete the surgery. After his 35-minute trip to the bank, Arndt returned to the operating room and finished the surgery within a few hours. The doctor’s license to practice medicine in Massachusetts has been suspended, but he will have a chance to appeal the decision. Arndt, a graduate of Harvard Medical School, was not available for comment on his suspension.  We probably all know smart people who make bad choices. Company CEO’s, presidents, even pastors.  
The bottom line for all of this is that life is confusing and hard. There are choices that we have to make each day where it is difficult to discern what is right and what is not. What we come to understand in reading the book of Proverbs is that we are not expected to make it on our own. Wisdom is a help in making sense of a world that is continually more complex and ever changing. It provides a value system that has worked for others, in order to guide us in the future.
How does a person gain wisdom so that we consistently make the right choices? The book of Proverbs says: Proverbs 2:6 “For the LORD gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.” 
The Bible tells us God is the source of wisdom. God is the one who helps us make good choices. God is the creator who cares for His creation enough to give us guidelines for how to live a good life. Unfortunately we tend to rely on our own understanding. We ask ourselves, ‘does this feel right to me,’ ‘will this make me happy,’ or ‘does it make sense to me,’ which may work for us for a while, but eventually if all we rely on is our own understanding we’re going to steer ourselves in the wrong direction, perhaps even make a disastrous choice because we made our decision based on our own limited abilities rather than God’s. Using your own judgment alone will cause you at some point to fail morally, destroy a relationship with a friend or family member because of what you said or did, misuse money, something will happen. 

Proverb 14:12 says, “There is a path before each person that seems right, but it ends in death.” That means the decision you make or the path you choose to take may seem like the right one to you when in reality it leads to death, or a bad consequence.

Proverbs 3:5 “Trust in the LORD with all your heart; do not depend on your own understanding. Seek his will in all you do, and he will direct your paths. Don’t be impressed with your own wisdom. Instead, fear the LORD and turn your back on evil. Then you will gain renewed health and vitality.”
Notice what it said, don’t depend on your own understanding, don’t be impressed with your own wisdom, rather seek God’s will and he will direct your path. God will point you in the right direction.

How do we gain God’s wisdom? How can we know what the right choice is to make in our life? As we have already discovered wisdom comes from God, therefore we need to seek him. Proverbs 2:1 “My child, listen to me and treasure my instructions.  Tune your ears to wisdom, and concentrate on understanding.  Cry [call] out for insight and understanding.”
Wisdom is not an automatic thing. We don’t just suddenly become wise even if we become a Christ follower. It is a gift from God, which is given to those who pursue it and ask for it. Crying out or calling out for wisdom, means we implore God, we ask him. Wisdom is something that needs to be sought. Listen to what Jesus’ brother James writes in his letter. 

James 1:5 “If you need wisdom-- if you want to know what God wants you to do-- ask him, and he will gladly tell you. He will not resent your asking. But when you ask him, be sure that you really expect him to answer, for a doubtful mind is as unsettled as a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. People like that should not expect to receive anything from the Lord.”
Not only do we have to seek wisdom, but we are also told in the beginning of the book that we have to humble ourselves in order to receive it. Proverbs 1:7 “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.” There is a sense here in which the humble person who is willing to listen to the wisdom of God are people who have already found that wisdom to a large extent. That is the crux of these teachings in Proverbs. Encouraging each person to start with God and make decisions based on His perspective.
Over the next several weeks we are going to explore Proverbs. The writer collected and shares wisdom on avoiding sin, how to handle money, watching your tongue, avoiding anger, being humble and teachable, having integrity, being a hard worker. This book is full of wisdom for life but we have to choose to receive it. My challenge for all of us is to read the book of Proverbs over the next month. It is 31 chapters long so you can read one chapter a day and nearly finish it within the month.

Proverbs 2:4 “Search for it [wisdom and understanding] as you would for lost money or hidden treasure.”
While it is good to gain God’s wisdom in making choices, remember that God’s best choice for us is to know him better. God actually wants a personal relationship with us. Ultimately God imparts his wisdom through his Spirit to those who choose to have a personal relationship with him through his Son Jesus Christ. The Bible encourages us to receive more of the Spirit of wisdom, not just so we can choose right from wrong, or know what God’s will is, but so we can go deeper with God, getting to know him better.

I want to close with a word to young people. You have a lot of choices ahead of you in the next several years. What do you want to be when you grow up? Who will you will date and perhaps even marry. Where you will live? You will have to take responsibility for all your own decisions. There are consequences to the choices you will make. What I am encouraging you to do is not to wait until things fall apart before you ask for help. Seek God and his wisdom, his direction, his will, and then follow Him, even if it goes against your feelings, even if it goes against your logic, or against your friends advice. God will never steer you wrong. 
 Many of you will gain a lot of knowledge in the next few years, but only God’s wisdom will help you live a truly successful life.
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