Old Testament lesson — Micah 6:1-8

New Testament epistle lesson — 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

New Testament gospel lesson — Matthew 5:1-12

Wise Guy, Eh?

When you read the title of the sermon, how
many of you made the connection to a phrase
that was often used by a certain team of slapstick
comedians? Now, if you did make the
connection with the Stooges, I hope you did not
think it was any kind of statement about the
officers being installed today. There is a
connection, but [ am certainly not calling the new
board members stooges.

But I am going to talk about wisdom, and that
often reminds me of that phrase used in so many
of the Three Stooges films, “Wise guy, eh?” It
was always followed by some sort of slapstick
violence — a slap, maybe one slap for two
stooges, or a fist brought down on the top of a
head, or a hammer, or a board, or sometimes the
famous two-finger eye poke.

When I was in grade school, the Stooges
appeared with the police circus in St. Louis. (I've
probably told this story before.) One of my
friends lived next door, and he was a huge fan of
the Three Stooges. His parents bought tickets to
the circus and invited me to go with them.

I took along a little pair of folding binoculars
that my mom used to take when she went to see
plays at the Muny Opera. I watched the Stooges
with those opera glasses, and I saw them execute
the two-finger eye poke. They did not really poke
the eyes; the fingers hit just above the eyebrows.
It was very disappointing. My friends and I had
been doing it all wrong. No wonder our mothers
told us not to do that.

As we install new officers for this church
today, we should hope that they actually are
“wise guys,” but not in the way the Stooges used
that term. Our lesson from Paul tells us
something about the wisdom we should expect in
Church leaders. But what he says is perhaps not
what we might actually expect. And in fact, the
wisdom Paul speaks about should be in all of us.

Paul reminds the Corinthian Christians that
they were not wise by the standards of the world.
They were not powerful or of noble birth.

Apparently, most of them were ordinary people.
He says “not many” were these grander things,
so maybe there were a few. But it wouldn’t
matter anyway.

God was in the business of turning such
things on their head. What seems foolish is wise,
what seems wise is foolish; strength is weakness
and weakness is strength. The cross is foolish,
according to the wisdom of the world. If you
want to conquer something, you don’t do so by
dying, unless you first kill that opponent. An
army that just dies does not win. You don’t
become a champion by losing every game. Like
people say, if winning didn’t matter, they
wouldn’t keep score.

Our OT lesson also has some rather
surprising instruction about wisdom. It does not
use that term, but it really is about wisdom, the
wisdom of living in a way that pleases God.

Micah relays God’s message to the people.
He is disappointed in their response to him in
recent times. So now, what should they do if they
want to live a life that pleases God? Should they
bring thousands of animal sacrifices with rivers
of oil as an offering?

No, that is not what is necessary, says God. It
would not be enough. Even if a man were to
sacrifice his first-born son, as Abraham had been
willing to do with Isaac, the son of promise, it
would still not be enough. So what does a person
have to do?

Micah reveals the rather unexpected answer:
He has showed you, O man, what is good, and
what does the LORD require of you but to do
Jjustice, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly
with your God?

It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? First, do
what’s right, treat everyone equally, don’t favor
any one person over another, in business, in law,
in a classroom. In any circumstance, treat
everyone equally.



Second, you need to love mercy. “Mercy” is
an interesting word. The Hebrew word used here
occurs 247 times in the OT. In the King James it
is sometimes translated as “lovingkindness.” It is
derived from a couple of words that refer to
bowing one’s neck out of respect for an equal. If
you think of someone else as your equal, you
might be kinder to them than if you think of them
as an inferior. You also would not treat them
better than someone else, because they are an
equal, not a superior. This could be thought of as
a paraphrase of the Golden Rule: treat others the
way you want to be treated.

Finally, walk humbly with God. Be humble
before God, and it will help you to be humble
before others. Now, you might have run across
people who act holier-than-thou. They think they
are righteous before God because they follow
certain rules and such. But I will tell you here
and now, such people are not humble before God,
because they do not have a proper assessment of
their righteousness. If you are appropriately
humble before God, you will not think of
yourself as being a better person than anyone
else.

If you think about worldly standards of
wisdom or worldly formulas for success, these
ideas found in Micah probably do not match up.
Micah was not dispensing wisdom according to
the world’s standards, just as Paul was not.

Then we come to the gospel lesson, the
Beatitudes. If ever there were a bunch of
proposed ideas that the world would find foolish,
here they are. Here is the list of desirable
qualities, qualities that are blessed in the sight of
God: poor in spirit, mournful, meek, hungering
and thirsting for righteousness, pure in heart,
peacemakers, persecuted for the sake of
righteousness, reviled and persecuted for
following Christ.

That list does not sound very attractive, does
it? Consider it from a worldly perspective and we
don’t see much that is positive. We don’t hear
anything about being successful, rich, famous,
powerful. Try telling a celebrity or a politician or

a wealthy business executive that these qualities
are the ones that God is going to use in his final
judgement, and they will laugh it off. They will
tell you that God would not be so narrow-
minded, because most people have re-made God
in their own image. Even Christians are
sometimes guilty of that.

If we follow Jesus, we need to be wise
according to his standards. He told his followers
to be wise as serpents and innocent as doves,
because we are sheep in the midst of wolves. But
the wisdom we are to practice is quite different
from the worldly wisdom we are used to.

There really is value in that old cliché
question, “What would Jesus do?”” More often
than we realize it, we are faced with decisions
about how to think or speak, or act. And far too
seldom do we stop to think about what Jesus
would do in that situation. Far too seldom do we
stop to pray a very brief but very beneficial
prayer: “Lord, help me.”

As we install officers today we are setting
them apart from the rest of the congregation in a
way. We entrust to them responsibility to be the
spiritual leaders of the congregation. Yes, the
pastors are spiritual leaders but so are the officers
of the church. The council is given the
responsibility to make decisions of a wide
variety. | have watched them over the years, and
I know that every person elected to that board
takes the responsibility seriously.

So I have an assignment for everyone in the
church. If you’re not on the board, pray for
wisdom for the board members. But don’t pray
for worldly wisdom. Don’t pray for decisions
which make sense in the eyes of the world. Pray
for decisions which will do justice, and love
mercy, and display humility before God. Pray for
decisions and actions which will lift up the cross
of Jesus Christ for the world to see the strength
of God made perfect in sacrificial love. Pray for
wisdom which will show the world that Bethany
Church serves a crucified and risen Lord.

Pray for leaders who will display in their lives
the qualities Jesus taught in our lesson, qualities
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that are wise in God’s system but not in the your eyes if you want to be wise guys. Of course,
world’s. I can’t promise the same for the world. But if

And while you are praying for wisdom for the they decide to revile us and persecute us because
council members, pray the same for the pastors. we choose to be wise according to God’s wisdom
And then, pray for wisdom for yourselves as and follow Jesus Christ, that will make us

well. T promise God will not slap you or poke blessed. And we can rejoice and be glad. Amen.



