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Text: Proverbs 1, 2, 4:6-9, 8:10-16, 21-27, 34-35

The Great Gift

About a year ago now, I found myself almost alone in the great rotunda of the 
National Archives in Washington D.C. I say almost alone because there were two 
guards there, standing on the other side of the chamber, beneath a pair of 
American flags. I wandered across the marble floor to one of the great display 
cases against the stone walls. The lights in the rotunda were very low, making the 
case glow, as if it held some holy object. I reached the case, peered in, and 
realized it DID. There, beneath the glass, was a parchment hundreds of years old. A 
strong hand had written upon it a bold declaration, containing among others these 
words,: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal… 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.” 

In less than the length of a modern-day Tweet, I was meeting more transformative 
insight than we typically hear in an hour-long political speech, all the evening 
news, or a year’s worth of reality TV. It struck me as I stood there and considered 
this sacred text and the Constitution and Bill of Rights adjacent to it, that there is a 
word for what I was encountering on all these glowing pages. There is a term for 
the kind of deep, balanced, integrated thinking… the sort of prudent, pointed, 
potent speech… the piercing vision of the possible that makes the journey better 
for those who practice it … And the word is #wisdom.

Long ago, God offered Israel’s great king, Solomon, the opportunity to have 
anything he wanted. He could have asked for a long life, more riches, greater 
fame, more land or power for his nation. It was one of those genie-in-the-bottle 
moments. But Solomon asked for this instead: “Give your servant a 
discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right 
and wrong” (1 Kgs 3:9). In other words, give me the ability to see the way that 
leads to life so that I can walk that path and lead others down it. And God granted 
this wish. Solomon would become renowned as one of the wisest people who ever 
lived. And, as a not insignificant side note, most of the other blessings he might 
have asked for also got piled on as the result of his choice to pursue that greater 
gift (1 Kgs 3:12-14; Mat 6:3).

Fortunately for us, just as the National Archives preserve for us the wisdom of our 
nation’s founders, the biblical book we call Proverbs preserves for us much of the 
wisdom of Solomon. It’s an amazing display case we get to gaze into here. Over 
this month ahead, we’re going to look at five significant themes explored by 
Proverbs that have tremendous application for our daily lives and, by extension, 
the future of our nation’s life. Today, I want to start today by introducing the 
general theme of WISDOM that stretches across this book and answer three 



questions that Tim Keller reflects on in helpful way so we can too: First, why is 
wisdom so important? Secondly, what is wisdom (actually)? And, finally, how do 
we get more wisdom in our times?

Why Is Wisdom So Important?

Listen again to these words from Proverbs 8, and remember that this is the gift of 
Wisdom personified talking to us. Wisdom says: Choose my instruction instead 
of silver, knowledge rather than choice gold, for wisdom is more 
precious than rubies, and nothing you desire can compare with her (Prov 
8:10-11). If you read through the other texts I’ve supplied for today, you would 
hear statements like this over and over. Solomon says that wisdom is more 
important than silver, gold, or rubies or all the fame and friendships and comforts 
that such things can buy. Why is that?  Why is wisdom so important?  

Well, I saw it when I lived in one of the wealthiest communities in America and 
you can see it if you look beyond the superficial lifestyles of the rich and famous 
too. Very few people ever have enough riches, fame, or power to get the 
conditions of their lives lined up perfectly for very long, if ever at all. Lots of 
people have charisma, credentials, cash, good looks, etc. and don’t make much of 
their life or make a pretty big mess of it. And, conversely, there are others who 
have little of any of those popular prizes whose lives go much more beautifully. 
The difference is wisdom.

Now, we tend to equate wisdom with virtue or brain power. We think that if I was 
just more virtuous or became a lot smarter, then I’d be wiser. Maybe I (or the 
people I advise, just need to go to another religious gathering or take another class 
and read another book. It’s an understandable confusion, because wisdom is 
related to moral goodness and intelligence; it’s just NOT identical to it. For 
example, you may have the morally good desire to help a loved one who has a 
drinking problem. You may bring to that situation an incredibly good heart. But 
because you lack a deep understanding of the complexities of this condition or 
you’re not sure just what to do when, you end up having very little impact on the 
other person. You might even make the problem worse. 

To come at it from another angle, you might be the most intelligent person in that 
alcoholic’s life. You might have a Ph.D in chemistry and physiology and know 
everything about what their over-drinking is doing to their body. But you might 
still not know whether, when they go on this binge, you should try to protect 
them or leave them to the consequences of their choices. Without wisdom, even 
very good and very smart people can be pretty helpless and even make a worse 
mess of things. 

And this is important to say because there are a lot of people in our culture who 
think that everything would get fixed or at least be a whole lot less messy if we’d 
only get more moral or more intelligent. We’ve got the moralists on one side and 



the scientific secularists on the other side, each arguing that they can fix what ails 
us. Would it be bad if we became more moral?  No, but we might not all agree on 
whose version of morality. That would take some wisdom. Would it be terrible if 
we were all smarter and more educated? Probably not. But it may be tricky to 
discern which disciplines deserve the most attention. That takes wisdom.

To paraphrase Tim Keller: In the vast majority of decisions we face in life, the 
[moral] rules and the [intellectual] facts aren’t enough to help you. Which school 
should I go to and what should I major in? Should I date this person? Should I 
marry them? Should we break up? Should I leave this job or hang in till it gets 
better? Should I confront the person or be more patient and forgiving? Should I 
take this leap or play it safe? It is so easy to make the wrong move in these 
circumstances. What we need is wisdom.

What Is Wisdom?

So, what is wisdom? Well, let’s pick up the next couple of verses of Proverbs 8, 
beginning at verse 12: I, wisdom, dwell together with prudence; I possess 
knowledge and discretion (Prov 8:12). The underlying Hebrew there suggests 
an ability to notice little details and distinctions – to look beyond the mere surface 
of the circumstances and to see how things really are – the way one of those Crime 
Scene Investigators we see on TV seem to be able to pick up on information and 
clues that everybody else is missing. 

And then just a little further down, Wisdom says: Counsel and sound judgment 
are mine; I have insight (Prov 8:14).  The Hebrew word rendered “insight” 
there is the term, benah. It carries a sense of knowing how things truly happen, 
the way stuff works. So the CSI hero is able to make these connections between 
that alcohol stain on the scarf at the murder scene, and that exotic drink only 
served in that particular bar when its someone’s birthday, and the fact that this bar 
is where commodities traders like to hang out. 

And, finally, in the verses that follow, Wisdom declares: By me kings reign and 
rulers issue decrees that are just; by me princes govern, and nobles—all 
who rule on earth (Prov 8:15-16). In other words, by wisdom these authorities 
know how things should be done. And so, the veteran detective goes to the 
trading office, finds the guy who had a birthday that night, and asks him in the 
presence of his wife, if he recognizes this scarf. 

Let me put this all together and try to give you a definition of the term: Wisdom is 
the capacity to see how things really are, to sense how stuff happens or works, 
and to know what to do in response. We’ve met people of wisdom from time to 
time – the grandmother who knows just what to say, the athlete in the heat of the 
moment who knows just what to do, the uncanny investor, brilliant artist, or 
penetrating counselor who just seem to take so much in, sense what’s going on, 
and what should be done next. I love how Gerhard Von Rad, one of the world’s 



greatest authorities on the Wisdom Literature of Israel defines it: “Wisdom is 
becoming competent with regard to the realities of life.”

How Do We Get Wise? 

At the end of Proverbs 8, Wisdom says this: Blessed are those who listen to 
me, watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway. For those who 
find me find life (Prov 8:34-35). The sense of that final phrase is that seeking 
wisdom is the secret to the greatest kind of life. So how do we do it? How do we 
get wisdom?  Well, let me close by suggesting three practical steps. 

First, humble yourself further. One of the most famous verses in Proverbs 9:10, 
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” The phrase rendered “the 
fear of the Lord” means “humility before the One who is greater.” If you want to be 
wise, then the first step is to admit that you are not yet close to the One who is 
Wisdom personified. You may be morally good on a certain scale. You may be 
intelligent on another scale. But compared to God you and I are not particularly 
good or smart, much less able to fully see things as they are, how they work, and 
what we should do with the accuracy and frequency that we want. Which is why 
in our marriages, parenting, workplaces, and politics, we need to humbly commit 
ourselves to listen, watch, and wait more deeply than we often do. 

Secondly, to grow in wisdom, process life with others. One of the most fascinating 
things about the Book of Proverbs is how complicated it is. The first few chapters 
are, essentially, an enthusiastic case for the value of getting wisdom. The next 
several chapters give us practical wisdom on all sorts of dimensions of life (more 
about that in coming weeks). As you read this stuff, you get the message that if 
you align yourself with the counsel you are getting here, your life is going to be a 
raving success or, in any case, certainly go much better. And then, beginning 
about chapter 16, you run into teaching about all the exceptions and qualifications 
you need to embrace. 

You hear that you might do everything right and stuff will still go wrong in your 
life. You learn that while you should certainly put your weight down hard on this 
value, you also need to transfer your weight sometimes on to this countervailing 
value – almost as if you were riding a bicycle. And the best way to start embracing 
these tensions and complexities is to process life and the scriptures with others. It 
is only as you hear their stories alongside yours that you develop the discernment 
that better sees things as they are, understands how stuff works, and intuitively 
knows what to do next. God made life with a warning label: “Not to be done 
alone” (Gen 2:18). So, if it’s not already part of your routine, get into a group and 
you’ll grow in wisdom. 

Finally, to gain the wisdom you want yoke yourself with Jesus. Because we’re out 
of time, I can’t do justice to this, but in Proverbs 8, Wisdom says: I was there 
when he set the heavens in place, when he marked out the horizon on 



the face of the deep… and the foundations of the earth. Then I was 
constantly at his side. I was… rejoicing always in his presence… and 
delighting in mankind (Prov 8:27-31). If you are familiar with the Bible at all, 
reading that Old Testament passage should remind you of a New Testament text: 
In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the 
Word was God. All things were made by him… In him was life and that 
life was the light of all mankind (John 1:1-4).

There is so much here, but let me just pull out two insights from these texts. First, 
Jesus isn’t just a provocative moral teacher. He isn’t simply the sacrificial lamb who 
paid the price for our sins. Before and beyond all that, Jesus is the one who 
fashioned the fabric of reality. Because of that, he is the one who completely see 
the way things are, how stuff works, and what ought to be done in every 
conceivable situation. The term “wisdom” in the Old Testament and the term 
“Word” or “Logos” in the New Testament are speaking of the same thing: Jesus. 

Jesus said: Come to me you all you who are tired of carrying heavy loads… 
Take my yoke upon you and learn of me, and you will find rest for your 
souls (Mat 11:28-29). I think I speak for all of us when I observe that we are 
ready for rest from the foolishness of our times. All of us yearn for greater wisdom 
in our public and private lives today. We sing of America the Beautiful, worrying 
that she is losing her luster. We keep chasing after America the Prosperous or the 
Peaceful. We long for America the United or the Secure. There is a yearning for 
America the Good or America the Great. But, as the story of Solomon and the 
message of Proverbs shows us, the best way for these dreams to become more 
real, pervasive, and lasting, is for us to become America the Wise. 

So, humble yourself even more than you have. Admit that you are not as wise as 
you want to be. Find some other people with whom to process the principles and 
practices of life and listen to what God may teach you through what he’s taught 
them. And, finally, join your life with Jesus. Dedicate yourself to being his disciple. 
For he is wisdom in working clothes. He is God’s light shining on and delighting in 
human life. Learn of him and he will, more and more, give you the ability to see 
things as they really are, to understand how life works, and by the power of his 
Spirit, to know what to do in any situation to bring God glory, to build up others, 
and to fulfill the potential for which you were made.


