
8TH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST, July 30, 2017 
Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Honolulu, HI 

THE LESSONS (Proper 17) 
1 Kings 3:5-12 
Psalm 119:129-136 
Romans 8:26-39 
Matthew 13:31-33,44-52 

THE SERMON: “What If… Wisdom or Wealth…?” 

The Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Love of God, and the Communion of the Holy Spirit 
be with us all. Amen. 

Introduction 
In their 1993 book, Absolute Zero Gravity, Betsy Devine and Joel Cohen tell a story in which an 
angel appears at a faculty meeting and tells the dean that in return for his unselfish and 
exemplary behavior, the Lord will reward him with his choice of infinite wealth, infinite wisdom, 
or beauty. Without hesitating, the dean selects infinite wisdom. "Done!" says the angel, and 
disappears in a cloud of smoke and a bolt of lightning. Now, all heads turn toward the dean, 
who sits surrounded by a faint halo of light. At length, one of his colleagues whispers, "Say 
something." The dean looks at them and says, "I should have taken the money." 

1 Kings 3:5-12 
This almost sounds like what happens to Solomon in our lesson today. When the Lord 
appeared to Solomon and said, "Ask what I should give you,” after a long spiel about God’s 
great and steadfast love, Solomon answered, “Give 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?” And, to prove that God answered his prayer, the authors of 1 Kings tell 
how two prostitutes came before Solomon to appeal their case about which of the women was 
the rightful mother of a baby. You know the story and how Solomon ordered that the baby be 
cut in half with each woman be given half of the severed child. Of course, Solomon gives the 
child to the mother who is willing to give up her half to spare the life of the child. But, in 2 
Chronicles, it seems that, like the college dean, Solomon had second thoughts about wisdom 
and chose the money. The Chronicles record how Solomon amassed the kingdom’s riches 
with oppressive taxes and secured international alliances with a stable of foreign wives. But, 
the point of the lesson is not about comparing Kings and Chronicles but it’s about us: What is 
our choice? To impress all of you, I’d say that I’d choose wisdom. But, privately, in my deepest, 
actually not so deep, in fact, in my shallowest thoughts, I’d choose money. That’s probably 
why so much of my energy is wondering how I can have more money and not worry about my 
financial situation so I can do anything any time I’d like. Even though I know that Paul 
cautioned Timothy that the love of money is the root of evil, if I were honest, I’d probably 
choose money. 

Psalm 119:129-136 
But, for the Psalmist in our lesson, money is not the answer to any of our problems. He would 
choose wisdom as Solomon did. Even though Solomon used his wisdom to get richer, the 
psalmist knows that the beginning of wisdom is the fear of the Lord and you can see that in 



our lesson, “Your decrees are wonderful; therefore my soul keeps them… Make your face 
shine upon your servant, and teach me your statutes…” As our Tuesday night study on Martin 
Luther’s Small Catechism emphasizes God’s statutes aren’t a bunch of “Thou shalt nots,” 
instead Luther explains that the Commandments were given to help us enter more fully into 
the abundant life that God intends for us. The Psalmist didn’t need Luther to tell him; he 
understood it, “… Your decrees are wonderful… Turn to me and be gracious to me… Keep my 
steps steady according to your promise, and never let iniquity have dominion over me. 
Redeem me from human oppression…” He knows that God blesses us so that we can bless 
others and, when all people are blessed, then life is full. What if, instead of all the 
confrontation in Jerusalem today, both sides would bless each other? Would the results be 
different? Then, why don’t they? They don’t because neither side really doesn’t trusts God. 
Although we know scripture says that wisdom begins with the fear of God, maybe we don’t 
believe that a corollary might be peace begins with the fear of God; respect begins with the 
fear of God; trust begins with the fear of God. All good things begin with the fear of God. 

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52 
According to one Rabbi there are three types of fear: one is the sense that something bad will 
happen to us; two is that we are afraid that we’ll get punished for doing something bad; and 
the third is, what he calls “true fear.” That kind of fear is the awesome realization that God is 
great and almighty and is the Source of everything and that God is in control, not us. The third 
type of fear is what Jesus is trying to teach us. That’s the gospel; that’s the good news. God is 
in control. That could be scary if we think God causes sickness, financial disaster, or death. 
And, similarly, it could be scary if we think God is going to punish us if we do something bad. 
But, because God is love, we know that, even though we will never be good enough, God still 
loves us. Jesus is trying to tell that to the crowds in his parables. He paints a picture of a 
mustard seed growing in the field and, even though the seed is tiny, it can grow into a huge 
plant. That’s what the gospel can be. If one person shares God’s love and those two share 
God’s love to two more and those four do the same so that the pattern is repeated ten times 
and 1,024 people will know God’s love; twenty times would be over a million. It seems like he’s 
telling the crowd to share the good news of God’s love and it’ll multiply exponentially. And, to 
those who weren’t farmers, he says the gospel is like yeast and, when it is mixed into a bowl 
of flour, the yeast leavens the whole batch of flour. But, he changes gears when he talks about 
the kingdom of heaven being like a treasure or an expensive pearl. When someone has a 
chance to get that treasure or pearl, he/she will give up everything in order to own that 
valuable thing. And, because every Jew would know what Moses had taught them, that 
valuable treasure is God’s commandments and, as the psalm said, “Your decrees are 
wonderful; therefore my soul keeps them. The unfolding of your words gives light… Keep my 
steps steady according to your promise…” Jesus knew that the treasure was wisdom and it 
begins with the fear of the Lord. That’s why he told the lawyer in Mark’s gospel that the 
greatest commandment was “‘… you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ No other commandment is greater than these.” So, this commandment 
is God’s treasure for us. And, when Jesus makes the reference to the net drawing all kinds of 
fish, I think Jesus is implying that God’s treasure is available to all but some (the good fish) will 
digest it and won’t be thrown into the garbage. I think Jesus’  earlier reference to throwing 
pearls to swine would have been a good example here. But, the point is that God’s good news 
is the treasure. Our original sin of wanting to be God, to be in control, separated us from God 
and God gave us the Commandments to restore us to God. But, humankind twisted the 
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Commandments so badly that no one could be good enough; it was like throwing God’s pearls 
to swine, trying to feed the garbage-eating fish good bait. So, how could God restore 
fellowship, relationship with humankind? 

Romans 8:26-39 
I’m glad you asked. Paul answered that in today’s lesson from his letter to the Romans, “What 
then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not 
withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us… Who will bring any charge against God's 
elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? … Who will separate us from the love of 
Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or 
sword?… No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I 
am convinced that …(nothing) will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.” Since God’s Law couldn’t restore us to relationship, God restored it himself by 
letting Jesus make us good enough (or in a theological word, “justified us). Paul says that God 
made us good enough through Jesus Christ; God did it all and we don’t have to do anything 
except believe. It’s a free gift. It’s grace. When Paul says that God “predestined” us to be 
conformed to God’s image, he did not mean what most people mean by “predestined;” Paul 
meant it was God’s original plan to have everyone be given the choice to be restored. So, 
what will we do with that treasure? 

The Call and the Challenge 
The men of POP talked about that in our study on David Platt’s book, “Follow Me,” who 
suggested that too many American Christians are satisfied with a personal Jesus who loves 
just them. But, he said the biblical Jesus taught that we should share that love. That’s what we 
heard in our gospel. We are like the mustard seed and grow by sharing that love with others. 
First, it’s two; then it’s four; then 8, 16, 32… 1024… then millions. If we believe that, why isn’t it 
happening? Well, I’ll tell you that I’m not comfortable asking someone if they know Jesus. But, 
again, in our men’s study, Pastor Bill Hybels says that all we have to do is walk across the 
room and introduce ourselves and become a friend to that stranger. Despite all of the social 
media, people do not have real flesh and blood friends. That’s what the church should be. 
When we confess in the Holy Spirit, we mumble that we believe in the Communion of Saints. 
We are that part of the Holy Spirit that lonely and lost people need and want. That’s what God 
wisdom seems to be telling us. People need to know that they are not alone. That God is with 
them. That God loves them. We can be the incarnation of God’s love… Will we?


