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Healthy, Wealthy & Wise? 
Readings: Proverbs 1:1-7; Psalm 1; Colossians 1:9-14; Matthew 7:24-29 

 
What do you want to be when you grow up? 
It is a question that we often ask our children, or grandchildren but I wonder when 

was the last time you were asked that question, or perhaps when you asked it of 
yourself.  How would you answer? 

I remember when as a student at Friends in Grade 4 our teacher asked us what 
we wanted to be and all the normal answers came out, the boys wanted to be firemen, 
astronauts, the girls wanted to be vets.  But one girl stopped us in our tracks when she 
said “Happy” an answer that seemed so right we all wished we had said it. 

But have we found the way to achieve it? 
We perhaps seek it through being “Healthy, Wealthy and Wise”.  Our society 

certainly believes that being healthy can make you happy, our gyms, health magazines 
and medical facilities are all a testimony to that, yet we still get sick.   

It hardly needs to be pointed out that people believe that wealth is a path to 
happiness and contentment.  The punk band the Cramps once sang “Life is full of all 
kinds of stuff, I don’t know what for, but I can’t get enough.”  This seems a brilliant 
summation of the philosophy of our society and underlines the idea that wealth will bring 
happiness.  This is not the path of satisfaction but of desperation seeking to cover our 
unhappiness. 

The path untried by many is that of Wisdom, as so many broken facets of our 
fractured society, community and lives bear loud testimony.  The wisdom literature of the 
Old Testament knew this thousands of years ago for it pictures Wisdom as a Woman 
calling on all to come to her and gain wisdom, prudence and understanding and so find 
life.  (Proverbs 8:4-6). 

What do you want to be when you grow up?  Do you want to grow up?  If we are 
wise we will listen to what Lady Wisdom has to say. 

WHAT IS WISDOM (V1) 

The book of Proverbs, which are described as those of Solomon from about 1000 
years before Jesus, contains many earthy and practical sayings such as “Even a fool is 
thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue.’ (17:28) or more 
colloquially: “Better to be silent and be thought a fool than open your mouth and remove 
all doubt.” Such literally proverbial wisdom is similar to the helpful sayings that are 
passed on because they are useful to living such as “A bird in the hand is worth two in 
the bush.” or a particular favourite of mine, “Never put down to malice what you can put 
down to incompetence.” 

But whilst this may sound quite secular it is all based on a strong theology of a 
good creation so then all true wisdom comes from a good God.  Thus wherever wisdom 
is found we are to learn from it.  So we have sections in the book which are lifted directly 
from the wisdom of Egypt and Mesopotamia.  It is a world affirming view that pushes us 
to be open to the world and encourages a wide ranging education, seeking to learn from 
all that is around us.  The aim is not simply to gain knowledge, to be intelligent, but to be 
wise: to have a better grasp of how to live in God’s world. 

WISDOM’S AIMS (VV2-6) 

The wisdom books believe that Wisdom is something that can be taught and in its 
opening verses you can see something of its pedagogical programme. 

to teach wisdom and discipline (1:2a). 
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Firstly it is to teach wisdom and discipline.  Wisdom, this art of living in God’s 
world is something that can be taught and learned.  One is not born wise but learns its 
ways, it is about education.  But wisdom requires discipline, wrong behaviour needs to 
be corrected.  To be wise then essentially means learning growing up. 

to give an understanding of the words of the wise (1:2b,6). 
Part of wisdom is to have open eyes.  We can learn from what we see around us. 
We see this in Proverbs 6:6 which says  “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider 

her ways, and be wise” which is wonderful as it means you get to say “sluggard” which is 
a word we don’t say enough, see if you can use it yourself later in the afternoon. But it 
means as you look at how the ant works hard, you will be encouraged to work hard too, 
to not be a sluggard.  The wise men saw these patterns and wrote them down and we 
are to seek to understand their meaning. 

But to be wise will also mean having the understanding to know which piece of 
wisdom applies at a particular time. We all know that “Too many cooks spoil the broth” 
but also that  “Many hands make light work.” (as the German electricians say). 

To be wise then will take perseverance and practice.  Whilst lady wisdom may call 
in the streets to come to her, when you go looking for her she can play hard to get 
perhaps why she is pictured as a woman?). Wisdom, then, is not only the destination; it 
is what is learned on the journey as well. 

to tie wisdom to moral insight (1:3), 
Thirdly we see that Biblical wisdom is not just about being healthy and wealthy 

and wise for your own sake there are higher issues, those things which are right and just 
and fair.   We are to be wise for the sake, and for the good of others.  Wisdom is not to 
satisfy intellectual curiosity but to shape behaviour. 

This is a huge challenge to the way of thinking of our culture in our information 
age.  We learn so much but we are no better at living.  We have the technological skill to 
develop the internet but primarily our society uses it for porn, gambling, cat videos, and 
selfies.  Lord know we need wisdom. 

to indicate the intended recipients of this teaching (1:4).   
Fourthly we learn who this wisdom programme is for: the simple and the young.  

Wisdom is not a gifted and talented programme, but is for each student.  Everyone 
needs to know that all things being equal, there are basic attitudes and patterns of 
behaviour that will help a person grow into responsible adulthood. 

Now it is interesting that whilst wisdom is represented as a woman, and the book 
sums up the wise life with a description of a confident, competent, independent woman, 
the book is particularly aimed at males, who perhaps have a greater need to learn 
wisdom!  But we should also note in the context of discussions around family violence in 
our society that the wise man shuns the way of violence and anger.  Sadly this is as 
relevant now as when it was written.  We need more wise men in our community. 

the call to hear (1:5) 
Having made its objectives plain the readers are encouraged to be receptive to its 

message, to hear and to listen (1:5).  This is the key to gaining wisdom and central to the 
books approach and is stated repeatedly, we have to turn our ear to wisdom and apply 
our heart to understanding (2:2 see also 1:8; 22:17 etc). 

This is the path for those who are wise, whilst the book is for those who are 
simple those who are truly wise know that there is always more to learn, we are 
encouraged to be life long learners, we all need to continue to grow up.  Wisdom is for 
everyone, all who are willing to listen. 

In fact to not be willing to learn is to be a fool.  The fool regularly appears in 
Proverbs and a fool is not a statement about a person’s intellectual capacity but rather 
their attitude, or predisposition to wisdom: “fools despise wisdom and discipline.” (1:7b). 
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As so often in the Bible Proverbs presents us with two ways to live, with eyes and 
ears open to wisdom’s transforming call, or shutting out and falling further into 
foolishness.  We can perhaps also note in passing how such a syllabus as this seems 
very similar to the patterns of Jesus with earthy teaching, the need to pay attention, to be 
transformed and to hear.  Further more in the story of the wise and foolish builders, 
Jesus, like Wisdom offers us two ways to live: wisdom or folly.  The choice is ours.  What 
do you want to be when you grow up? 

THE FIRST PRINCIPLE OF WISDOM 

At the end of this teaching programme the foundation of all true wisdom is given. 
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge (1:7a) a statement repeated 

twice more in the book, as well as in other Wisdom literature (see Job 28:28; 
Ecclesiastes 12:13). 

But what is it to Fear the Lord. It is to put God in his rightful place as the Creator. 
We can search for wisdom because this is a good and ordered creation, but because 
there is a creator our wisdom is never ultimate, God remains in charge.  "The wisdom by 
which the world is rightly used is none other than the wisdom by which it exists." (Kidner)  
To not recognise this is to fail the very ABC of wisdom.  

This call to a right relationship with God is the gate by which you enter wisdom’s 
garden and fully appreciate her delights.  But paradoxically you will also find the more 
you discover that it is not only the gate, but also the ground in which the garden grows 
and the fruit the garden bears.  For if you search for wisdom then you will understand the 
fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. (Proverbs 2:5, NIV). If we are to grow 
up we need to not only look around but up. 

This means that the fear of the Lord is the renouncing of autonomy and trusting 
acknowledgement of the Lord at every step of one’s practical or intellectual progress.  It 
is not an additive to a syllabus, it is the very heart, the fundamental learning.  What this 
means in practice is best captured in Proverbs 3:5-6.  “Trust in the LORD with all your 
heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and 
he will make your paths straight. 

Another way to put it is that the path to wisdom is paved with worship, praising 
God for all his good gifts in creation and salvation and living all areas of our life in that 
light.  Doing so will remind us of our dependence on God, and wisdom requires such 
humility or it will soon fall back into foolishness. This means that as we gather together in 
this Cathedral and sing our hymns, say our liturgy and our prayers and listen and learn 
from God’s word we are teaching ourselves to be wise for we are showing to both 
ourselves and those around that we do not lean on our own understanding but are 
seeking to acknowledge our maker in all our ways. 

CONCLUSION 

It is important as we start our series on Proverbs, and on wisdom in general that 
we listen to lady wisdom’s call to come before God in humility and listen to him.  The 
book of Proverbs is well aware that there are other voices calling, there is the seductive 
voice of the adulteress, there is the tempting voice of folly, and the pressuring voice of 
society. 

Our world is not so different from theirs.  We hear many voices and many of them 
are not the paths of wisdom yet they are seductive, they are tempting, they are 
pressuring yet they are ultimately foolishness. 

We need to be willing to work at being wise as we worship God in all our lives 
knowing that wisdom “is a tree of life to those who embrace her; those who lay hold of 
her will be blessed. (Proverbs 3:18, NIV). 

In Christ, wisdom incarnate, we know that this is not just wise advice but an 
eternal promise.  Two paths, what do you want to be when you grow up? 


