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  Let me speak to you this morning about finding a word: wisdom.  Let me speak about how Jesus used 

wisdom—in word and in deed.  Let me speak about how we should seek wisdom—with all our heart, 

mind and strength. 

I 

  Long before Jesus uttered his striking Beatitudes to preface his Sermon on the Mount, there were 

other beatitudes and older teachings which offered clear instruction and a straight path forward for 

the people of God.  “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and rely not on your own understanding.  In 

all your ways acknowledge God, and God will make straight your paths” (Pr. 3:5-6).  Collectively, these 

sayings were gathered under one word: Wisdom; “Hokmah” in the Hebrew; and “Sophia” in the 

Greek.  This is where we get our word “philosophy”—“the love of wisdom”, which is defined today as 

“the study of the fundamental nature of knowledge, reality and existence.” 

  But Wisdom as it is presented in Scripture is more than that.  It is a body of moral instruction whose 

purpose is to bring forth the good: for our life as individuals and for our common life also.  Indeed, 

wisdom is meant to foster and uphold the best of life, with knowledge and righteousness, in 

prosperity and peace. 

  In one of the opening discourses in the Book of Proverbs found in Chapter Three, we find this 

beatitude:  “Happy are those who find wisdom, and those who get understanding, for her income is 

better than silver, and her revenue better than gold…She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her; 

those who hold her fast are called happy” (Pr. 3:13-16). 

  The Bible begins and ends with “trees of life,” doesn’t it?  In the Garden of Eden—and the City of 

God.  And in the very middle of the Bible, in the Book of Psalms, with find another beatitude set forth 

in Psalm 1.  “Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path of sinners, 

or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the law of the Lord…they are like trees planted by 

streams of water…in all that they do, they prosper” (Ps. 1:1-3). 

  After the Law, the Prophets, and the Histories, the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament is the 

fourth great stream of the living word of God.  It includes, among other writings, the Psalms and 

Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solomon and the Book of Job.  At its heart lies the Book of Proverbs, 

attributed to King Solomon himself, of whom we are told in 1 Kings 4:29-34 God gave great wisdom; 

that he composed 3000 proverbs and 1005 songs; and that he spoke about trees and animals and 



birds and reptiles and fish.  Fish!!  As if Solomon were not only a ruler, but a natural philosopher as 

well. 

  The Book itself is composed of different parts, including a set of opening discourses (including two 

poems featuring Wisdom personified as a woman), a collection of sayings encompassing twenty 

chapters attributed not only to Solomon but to others as well, including “the sayings of the wise,” 

some of which can be found in identical form in ancient Egyptian and even Mesopotamian texts.  This 

aggregation reveals the international character of Wisdom Literature in the ancient world: how it was 

collected, preserved and passed on to the next generation.  The Book of Proverbs is meant to serve as 

a means of instructing youth—and sustaining the faithful. At the end of Proverbs is a beautiful acrostic 

poem celebrating the work and attributes of “The good wife.” 

  *Speaking of that, when I visited my cousin Bill the other week, he produced an ancient, leather-

bound notebook called a “Mother’s Diary,” written about our grandfather Clinton Abbott by his own 

mother when the family lived in England--beginning in 1887 when Clinton was six and continuing 

through 1891 when he turned ten.  It includes many anecdotes about little Clinton, who was 

inquisitive but shy, and somewhat sickly as well.  In fine Victorian fashion, his mother set forth his 

accomplishments in school, his love of birds and fish and animals, his pet Guinea-pigs and his rabbit 

hutch behind the house.  And each night before sleep, little Clinton would kneel beside his bed with 

his mother and pray.  The prayer his mother wrote down in her diary went like this:  “Dear God,” said 

six-year-old Clinton, “Bless the bad people and make them good.  And bless the good people and make 

them better.”  My grandfather grew up to become a natural philosopher himself.  He wrote a book 

about birds, and became Director of the Museum of Natural History in San Diego.  And during World 

War Two, another Clinton not yet born had the very good fortune of having his grandfather invite a 

young naval officer named Roberts from Wisconsin to billet in his home, where said officer promptly 

fell in love with his youngest daughter—my mother. 

  Jesus used many of the same methods of the Wisdom Tradition, including sayings like, “No one can 

serve two masters,” or “Those who seek to save their life will lose it.”  Indeed, the Beatitudes 

themselves are constructed using the same parallels as the Wisdom sayings in Proverbs:  “blessed are 

the poor in spirit; for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who grieve; for they shall be 

comforted.  Blessed are the meek; for they shall inherit the earth,” and so forth.  A reading of the 

Psalms and Proverbs reveals how thoroughly Jesus used the Wisdom Tradition to teach the Gospel to 

Israel and the world. 

 

II 

  There are many proverbs which are quite memorable, like “Pride goes before destruction” (Pr. 

16:18), “a soft answer turns away wrath” (Pr. 15:1) or “Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Pr. 

13:12).  (* “Seven things the Lord hates”)  Yet at the very heart of Proverbs is one phrase so 

memorable as to become its motto:  “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Pr. 9:10).  It is 

repeated fifteen times in various ways throughout the Book:  “it is the beginning of knowledge; it is 



better than great wealth; it is a secure fortress; it teaches wisdom; and it leads to life.”  Jesus said, “I 

have come that they may have life—and have it in abundance” (Jn. 10:10).  The wisdom continues. 

  But what exactly does “the fear of the Lord” mean?  And maybe more importantly—what doesn’t it 

mean?  There are fifteen words for “fear” in Hebrew—all get translated by one word in English.  That’s 

a problem.  The word used here is ‘yirah’—a word that means “reverence” or “deep respect,”  --the 

kind of respect I feel when I meet Captain Jim Lovell out walking his dog on my morning walk.  “Good 

morning sir,” I murmur.  “Yirah” works something like that… 

  “Yirah” also means “veneration” and “awe;” it means “worship” and “adoration.”  It isn’t really 

about “fear” as we think of it, at all.  It’s not about terror or trembling or fright.  It’s about looking up 

to Someone much greater than yourself.  And it’s about doing that with love. 

III 

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”  Why? Because wisdom and knowledge begin with 

God.  Proverbs 3:19 says, “The Lord by wisdom founded the earth; by understanding God established 

the heavens.”  Psalm 8 says, “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the 

stars that you have established, what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that 

you care for them?” 

  Knowledge and wisdom are God’s to offer and ours to find.  In light of the whole Universe, what are 

human beings?  “Like mist on the meadow,” says the scriptures.  “Like flowers of the field.”  We are 

here for a moment in time.  But God rules “from everlasting to everlasting” (Ps. 90).  This is wisdom.  

But how does it start?  The Bible says “with humility.”  And with stillness, and silence, as well. 

“What does the Lord require of you…but to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8).  “Be still, and 

know that I am God…” (Ps. 46).  And this also, from Ecclesiastes, “Do not be too quick to speak…for 

God is in his heaven, and thou art upon the earth” (Ecc. 5).  Wisdom begins with silence, and with 

listening.  With discernment.  And in prayer. 

  In the two poems found in Proverbs 3 and Proverbs 8, wisdom is personified.  She is presented as a 

woman standing at the concourses of human affairs, as if she were in Terminal One of O’Hare Airport 

on a Monday morning before Spring Break, standing there with her arms stretched out and her voice 

calling out,  “How long, O simpletons, will you prefer being ignorant?  How long will the brazen hate 

knowledge?  If you would heed my warning I would pour out my thoughts to you.  I would make you 

understand my words.”  Who is doing the seeking here?  God is. 

  And that is our human problem:  we are not listening.  We can’t even hear.  There is so much noise in 

the world—noise of our own making.  We cannot hear God’s “still, small voice.”  Worse yet—most of 

us are not even trying.  We’ve become self-absorbed.  And self-justifying.  Blind to the need around 

us.  Caught up with our own concerns.  Our own fears and desires.  What we really need is a different 

point-of-view. 

IV 



  What if we sought to “change” our perspective—to “shift” our point-of view?  What if we really did 

undertake to trust God with all our heart?  What if we abandoned our reliance on our own 

understanding, and by extension, the “wisdom of the world?”  Friends, we’re not going to find much 

lasting joy or peace—and we definitely will not be happy—if we start and finish each day with self-

absorption, when we could choose instead to praise God with each sunrise and thank God when the 

stars come out at night!  Which road leads to misery?  Which path leads to life? 

*I spoke with a dear friend and colleague last week, someone I have known and loved since seminary.  

He was being released from the hospital.  He was going home.  But not because he was better.  He 

was going home because there was nothing more that the hospital could do for him.  We laughed 

about all our adventures over the years—about the highs and lows of ministry.  The sheep in our 

flocks could be wayward—and some liked to butt heads!  But most of all, my friend said he was 

thankful.  Thankful for everything.  He was at peace with his condition.  His time was in God’s hands. 

  Listening to the grace welling up from his words created in me a deep joy—a joy deep enough to hold 

and cradle my sorrow.  My old friend had indeed found wisdom.  He was holding fast to the tree of 

life. 

So what then is “the fear of the Lord?”  Is it not to seek, and to find, the love of Jesus? 

This “perfect love, which casts out fear?” (1 Jn. 4:8) 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

 

 


