AUGUST 16, 2009

SERMON: DREAM OF WISDOM
TEXTS: 1 Kings 2:10-12, 3:3-14 (NRS) Ephesians 5:11-20 (The Message)

1 Kings 2:10-12, 3:3-14 (NRS)

10Then David slept with his ancestors, and was buried in the city of David. 11The time that David reigned over Israel was forty years; he reigned seven years in Hebron, and thirty-three years in Jerusalem. 12So Solomon sat on the throne of his father David; and his kingdom was firmly established. 

3:3Solomon loved the LORD, walking in the statutes of his father David; only, he sacrificed and offered incense at the high places. 

4The king went to Gibeon to sacrifice there, for that was the principal high place; Solomon used to offer a thousand burnt offerings on that altar. 5At Gibeon the LORD appeared to Solomon in a dream by night; and God said, "Ask what I should give you." 6And Solomon said, "You have shown great and steadfast love to your servant my father David, because he walked before you in faithfulness, in righteousness, and in uprightness of heart toward you; and you have kept for him this great and steadfast love, and have given him a son to sit on his throne today. 7And now, O LORD my God, you have made your servant king in place of my father David, although I am only a little child; I do not know how to go out or come in. 8And your servant is in the midst of the people whom you have chosen, a great people, so numerous they cannot be numbered or counted. 

9Give your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil; for who can govern this your great people?" 10It pleased the Lord that Solomon had asked this. 11God said to him, "Because you have asked this, and have not asked for yourself long life or riches, or for the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself understanding to discern what is right, 12I now do according to your word. Indeed I give you a wise and discerning mind; no one like you has been before you and no one like you shall arise after you. 

13I give you also what you have not asked, both riches and honor all your life; no other king shall compare with you. 14If you will walk in my ways, keeping my statutes and my commandments, as your father David walked, then I will lengthen your life." 

EPHESIANS 5:11-20 (The Message)
11-16Don't waste your time on useless work, mere busywork, the barren pursuits of darkness. Expose these things for the sham they are. It's a scandal when people waste their lives on things they must do in the darkness where no one will see. Rip the cover off those frauds and see how attractive they look in the light of Christ. 

   Wake up from your sleep, 
   Climb out of your coffins; 
   Christ will show you the light!
So watch your step. Use your head. Make the most of every chance you get. These are desperate times! 
17Don't live carelessly, unthinkingly. Make sure you understand what the Master wants. 

18-20Don't drink too much wine. That cheapens your life. Drink the Spirit of God, huge draughts of him. Sing hymns instead of drinking songs! Sing songs from your heart to Christ. Sing praises over everything, any excuse for a song to God the Father in the name of our Master, Jesus Christ.

SERMON: DREAM OF WISDOM
Imagine it’s your birthday.  Your family and friends are gathered around the dinner table, you’re stuffed to the gills, and then they bring in a birthday cake.  They sing “Happy Birthday,” the candles are burning, and you go into your wind up.  You take a deep breath … and then someone yells, "Don’t forget to make a wish!"  You hadn’t thought about that.  Hmmm.  A wish.  The candles are almost gone and everyone’s waiting in silence.  You have but a second to make up your mind.  Oh, what shall I wish?
Will it be something frivolous that you just thought up on the spur of the moment?  Some impetuous want?  Or will it be something more considered, something that goes beyond want into the well of your deepest need?

Today is my 49th birthday.  What shall I wish for?

At the Broadmoor last weekend, Anne and I celebrated our 23rd anniversary.  We were finishing dinner at the beautiful Summit Restaurant when the waiter brought us a special anniversary desert with a candle.  We both closed our eyes, made a wish, then blew out the candle – turns out we wished for the same thing!  What it is, I’m not telling, but obviously, we’d thought about this ahead of time. 
Wishes can be dicey things though, can’t they?  My dad used to tell me, “Careful what you wish for, young man … you might just get it!” And, if you’re not prepared ahead of time, sometimes you can be shoved right into one.
Story for you:  There was once a poor young man who was dating a rich girl, but he would never pop the question.  He didn’t think he had anything to give her and was unsure of himself.  Well, the girl’s rich father was getting impatient and so decided to resolve the matter, one way or the other.  He threw a big party and, unbeknownst to the guests, filled his swimming pool with sharks.  Then, in the middle of the party, he called his guests to the pool and announced, "If any young man here will jump into this pool and swim to the other side, I’ll grant him a wish -- he can either have a ranch, a million dollars, or my beautiful daughter in marriage."  All of a sudden, at the other end of the pool, there was a big splash -- the young suitor was in the pool, frantically swimming for his life to the other side.  As he climbed out of the pool, the rich host offered his congratulations and asked which of the three offers the boy wanted.  The young man replied, "Offers!  I don't want your offers!  All I want is to know who in the heck shoved me into the pool!" 
Sometimes we too are shoved into decisions – by people or by circumstances.  Whatever the reason, sometimes the candles on the cake get to burning down pretty low and, unprepared, we find ourselves making a rash wish or getting pushed into one.

Now, if you were given a wish -- only one request that would be met by God – what would it be?  Would you be impulsive and wish on the basis of an immediate desire?  Or would you take a more considered approach -- would you think about it, examine your scale of values, and ask for something that would be a permanent blessing to you?

In our text, Solomon finds himself in this situation shortly after he ascends the throne of Israel.  God comes to Solomon in a dream and says, "I’m going to give you one wish.  Ask what I shall give you."  
Now, Solomon might have asked for more money, pleasure, power and the like.  He might’ve asked for the desires of his own temporal human heart.
But he didn’t.  He said “Give me an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil."
God was pleased with this.  “Because you have asked this, and not long life or riches for yourself or for power over your enemies, I’ll do ask you ask and give you a wise and discerning mind.  And on top of that, I’ll throw the riches and honor and all the rest in to boot!”
God granted Solomon’s request, and then some.

What would you wish for?  Be honest … money … health … success … or maybe even love?  Is wisdom and understanding and discernment even on your radar screen?

Is Wisdom What We Really Want? This is an important question.  Because I think God asks each of us in the depths of our hearts and in our dreams, just as he did Solomon, "What shall I give you?"  “What do you really want?”  

Jesus put it a little differently when he said, “Just ask … and you shall receive; seek … and you shall find; knock … and the door shall be opened.”
But what shall we ask for?  What shall we seek?  On what door shall we knock?

I suggest to you that you consider here what you regard as your greatest need, rather than your greatest desire.  They’re not necessarily the same.
Story:  Four guys were in a plane: the airline president, a professor, a preacher, and a kid with a backpack.  Engine trouble developed.  The pilot announced that the motors had flamed out, the plane was going down, and that there were only three parachutes aboard for the four passengers.  A discussion was held among the four over who should get the parachutes.  The president said that he should get one because it was his plane.  Seeing one lying there, the president seized it before anyone could object and jumped out of the plane.  The professor and the preacher both frowned at their misfortune, but the youth just laughed.  The professor and preacher asked why he was laughing at such a serious time.  The youth explained, "My dad always told me, ‘Careful what you want, you just might get it.’ That guy just jumped out of the plane with my backpack." 
Careful what you want, indeed.  What you want and what you need aren’t always the same thing. As Paul says in our reading from Ephesians today, “Use your head and be wise!  Watch your step!  Don’t live carelessly and unthinkingly!” Before we jump after all those things we desire, stop and take time to figure out what it is you really need.
And what do we need?
KARL MARX: MONEY


The philosopher, economist and socialist Karl Marx thought that humanity's deepest need had to do with economic resources – things, goods, money, resources with which to live.  Indeed, this is a need of humankind -- we all need food and shelter.  Anyone who has ever been unemployed knows the stress of having little or no income to put bread on the table and pay the rent.

But recall Jesus’ response to Satan when he was hungry and tempted to turn stones to bread, "Man does not live by bread alone."  Later in his ministry he put it this way: “What does it profit a man to gain the whole world, but lose his soul?” There is a deeper need than food … or shelter … or things.  

Likewise, Paul warned the Ephesians – set aside your pleasures and vices and your worldly pursuits and use your head!  Be wise!  Don’t live carelessly and unthinkingly.  Make sure you understand what YOU REALLY WANT!

Wait … is that what it says?  Read it again.  Make sure you understand what WHO wants?  What the MASTER wants.  Catch the twist there?  Make sure you understand what YOU want??  No … Paul says make sure you understand what the Master wants.

Remember the myth about King Midas?  His one wish was that everything he touched should turn to gold.  And, voila, it did!  At first it was great.  But then Midas touched his food and it turned to gold.  How would he eat?  You can't eat gold.  Worst of all, he hugged his daughter, and she turned to gold too.  The alive, young, flesh and blood girl became a hard stony thing.  Careful what you wish for, young man … money without wisdom is dangerous.
SIGMUND FREUD: PLEASURE

Unlike Marx, the famous psychoanalyst, Sigmund Freud, claimed that humanity’s deepest need is pleasure.  Remember the famous Pleasure Principal?  People act most fundamentally in the pursuit of pleasure.  And I can see why Freud thought this was so.  People do want and need pleasure … we do want and need to be happy … we do want and need to enjoy life.

However, pleasure, without wisdom, quickly turns to pain.  It leads to what Paul calls the barren pursuits of darkness.  Dissipation … debauchery … and death.  What was once pleasure morphs into addiction.  What was once in your control now controls you.  So Paul says, “Wake up!  Climb out of your coffins that confine you!  Step into the light of Christ!  Watch your step … use your head … be wise.  Drink not of things that cheapen your life, but drink in the Spirit of God, huge draughts of him!  There’s pleasure there that no bottle or drug or fancy car or house can ever match.
ALFRED ADLER: POWER


Then there was Alfred Adler.  Like Freud, Adler was also an Austrian psychoanalyst.  But he took the position that humanity's most basic need is power.  Ever wonder why millionaires who could just relax on a beach and drink pina coladas seek public office and take on the hardships of a campaign and suffer the abuses of criticism after being elected?  Adler would say, power.  Why would beautiful young women align themselves with old chubby men?  They regard the men as having power.  Why do some people find it necessary to put others down in order to build themselves up?  Power.

However, like money and pleasure, power without wisdom can be deadly.  Without wisdom, unbridled power can lead to destruction and death.  Take nuclear arms, for example.  Why does the world resist fanatic regimes like Iran and North Korea in their pursuit of nukes?  The world regards these regimes as dangerous, principally because they are reactionary and lacking in wisdom.  And a reactionary lacking in wisdom coupled with nukes is trouble.
ROBERT SCHULLER: SELF-ESTEEM


Lastly, TV preacher Robert Schuller wrote a book entitled, Self Esteem.  Guess what he thinks is our deepest need?  According to the book, it’s self-esteem, self-worth, and self-appreciation. 
Here again, there is a certain amount of truth in this claim, for we all need a healthy amount of self-respect and self-love.  But self-esteem without wisdom quickly turns into pride, arrogance, and egotism.  
So, if it isn’t money, pleasure, power or feeling good, what is it?  Maybe Solomon was really on to something.  Wisdom.  Who’d a thunk it?!
Well, how do we get some?  Someone once said, "Wisdom comes from good judgment. Good judgment comes from experience. And experience comes from poor judgment!"  For most of us, wisdom is born in the falling down and the getting up and the falling down again and the getting up again.  It’s a process.  It’s not something we’re born with, like native intelligence.  

I think I’ve told you before that my Swedish granddad and my Norwegian grandmother often argued about intelligence, or the other’s lack of it.  “Ah, Swedes are so dumb, grandma would say, they tie their shoes like this …” [DEMO].  

“Oh yeah?  Vell, ve got visdom!  Ve are vise!”


He’s right -- intelligence and wisdom aren’t the same thing.  And neither are education and wisdom.


Another story:  One time a brash young man saw an extremely bowlegged cowboy come out of a store.  The lad exclaimed in a loud voice for all to hear, "Wow, that is the mostest bowlegged man I ever saw!"  His mother was so embarrassed and angry that she sent him off to a high-class finishing school.  When he graduated, he came home and again the boy and his mother saw the very same cowboy come out of the same store.  This time, the youth, now educated, polished, and refined, loudly remarked, "I say, Mother, have you ever seen a man like that whose legs are in parentheses?"

In Proverbs, it says that “Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”  But whatever wisdom is – judgment, discernment, understanding -- every person's predicament is pretty well stated in another proverb, "Too soon old, too late smart."  Who won’t admit to that?!  "Too soon old, too late smart."
But before you and I get one day older, we can all get smart – if not wise -- by inviting God into our own dreams and, as Solomon did, listening for God’s question to us:  “Ask … what should I give you?”
And then we can ask God to meet our deepest need, which, in fact, is the same as God’s will for us -- wisdom and understanding and discernment in following his will.
As theologian Reinhold Niebuhr put it in his little prayer, which is recited here by AA every Monday night and known widely now as the Serenity Prayer:

"God grant me the serenity to accept things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference." 
Sweet dreams.  AMEN.
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