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 I heard on the radio the other day, as I drove to work, that a study had been 

conducted to find out if you could learn while you slept.  Wouldn’t that be awesome?  If 

instead of having to put in sweat equity and effort, you could just gain in knowledge and 

wisdom while sleeping?   The methodology was to play tapes of the French language to 

people who were sleeping.  The positive outcome would have been if these people then 

awoke, knowing more of the French language than they did the evening before, without 

having to put any effort into it at all.  Well, guess how that worked out?  The study, 

unfortunately, proved what we already all knew---you have to be awake to learn new 

material.  Can you imagine how different life would be, if you didn’t?  No more going to 

school, no more expensive college or technical school degrees, no weary hours of 

studying; just sleeping the night away while learning all there is to know.  Nope!  It’s just 

not that easy.  Wouldn’t you know, the sleepers knew no more French when they woke 

up than before they went to sleep.  And we are all reminded of the basic reality that our 

lessons hold up for us today:  learning and wisdom require effort and intentionality.  If 

we want to become wise, we’ll have to be willing to put our backs into it, while our eyes 

are open.  And learning is essential to make our way through life; virtually every job, 

relationship, and leisure pursuit requires some kind of knowledge, learning, or wisdom.   

 The pursuit of knowledge, learning and wisdom is not new, of course—it’s as 

ancient as our species.   And the human attempt to pass on truths and wisdom is also 

ancient.  Folklore, fables, truisms, sage advice---they have abounded throughout human 

history.  Holy Scripture is a part of this great tradition of seeking to pass on truth and 

wisdom, and this morning, our Old Testament lesson and our 2nd lesson address these 



concerns.  The Old Testament lesson is taken from the book of Proverbs. Proverbs is 

filled with wise sayings, homespun gems of wisdom, that the ancient Israelites wished to 

pass on.  And in our 2nd lesson, the letter to the Ephesians, St. Paul, writes: “Be careful 

then how you live, not as unwise people but as wise, making the most of the time, 

because the days are evil.  So, do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord 

is.”  St. Paul and the Proverb’s writers urge us to be wise.  The worst thing you can be, 

the last person you want to be, in the book of Proverbs, is a fool.  Jesus also urges us to 

be wise.  In the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 10, verse 16, he tells us, “Be wise as 

serpents, innocent as doves.”  Later on in Matthew, Jesus contrasts the wise and the 

foolish: the wise listen to his words and build on them, like a person who builds their 

home on a solid foundation; the foolish forget his words and it’s as though they build 

their house on shifting sand.  Above all, in these two lessons, we are urged to not be 

fools, but to be wise. 

 So, what is wisdom?  The simplest definition from the book of Proverbs, that 

collection of wise sayings, is this: wisdom is “skill in living.”  Skill in living.  Not 

necessarily abstract complexities, not mysterious profundities, but skill in living.  Don’t 

you want to live skillfully, to live well?  If so, you seek wisdom.  St. Paul adds to the 

definition.  He says that wise people make the most of the time, and that unlike foolish 

people, they understand what the will of God is.  Wisdom, then, involves skill in living, 

making the most of the time, understanding God’s will.  Wisdom, it would seem, also 

differs from mere knowledge in that it may involve some life experience, a broader 

perspective, the benefit of having picked ourselves up a few times after life has knocked 

us down.  Wisdom may have a spiritual component to it, an understanding that is both 



practical but also takes into account our faith.  So, do we here this morning qualify?  Are 

we wise?  Or are we fools, the worst thing to be?   

 Maybe we are in the position of the young man in the lesson from Proverbs.  If we 

read that whole chapter 9, we would see that the chapter presents the dilemma of a young 

man who must choose between two women. It’s as though he is walking along the road 

of life and hears these two women calling out to him to come into their respective homes. 

The first woman is Wisdom. My Old Testament Professor referred to this woman as 

Dame Wisdom.  We heard Dame Wisdom’s invitation in the lesson this morning.  She 

has set up her house, prepared a feast, and sent out servants with invitations.  She cries 

out, “You that are simple, turn in here!  Lay aside immaturity and live and walk in the 

way of insight.” 

 But another woman, later in the 9th chapter of Proverbs, in the verses that 

immediately follow our verses, also calls out to the young man.  This other woman is 

foolishness, Dame Folly, and she invites the young man to a life of immorality and cheap 

gratifications of his desires.  Her invitation sounds very similar to that of Dame Wisdom, 

but there is a difference: where Dame Wisdom offers a meal of meat and and bread and 

wine---which was a choice and unusual meal for the average peasant in the time of 

Proverbs-- Dame Folly offers merely a meal of bread and water.  Not nearly as appealing, 

once you analyze your choices.  But this is a young man, perhaps impulsive and 

inexperienced.  He may not have the maturity to analyze his choices. Both Dame Wisdom 

and Dame Folly may look appealing, and the young man must choose.  If you’ve spent 

much time lately with adolescent males, you realize the choice may not be as clear-cut as 

it seems it ought to be. But it’s not just the young who choose between these two Dames.  



All of us must also choose before Dame Wisdom and Dame Folly, and given the state of 

the world, it would seem that many must prefer foolishness to wisdom.  And maybe 

sometimes we are among the fools!  I find myself wondering why. 

 Why isn’t this choice an easier choice?  Shouldn’t it be obvious that wisdom is 

better than foolishness?  Don’t we all desire skill in living?  The problem may that the 

two alternatives are not as easily distinguished from one another as we might wish.  

Foolishness can be attractive---Dame Folly is not without appeal.  Foolishness often 

gives us short-term pleasure or gratification, and sometimes that seems to be enough for 

us.   Dame Wisdom says, “Lay aside immaturity and live and walk in the way of insight.”    

Ah, so choosing wisdom over folly involves laying aside immaturity.  It involves growing 

up.  No wonder it’s such a tough choice.  Who wants to do that? Have you noticed that 

“adulting” has become a verb these days?  My sister-in-law will say of her sons, “I sure 

hope they start adulting more soon”---meaning she wants them to take responsibility for 

themselves and their choices.  And maybe that’s another reason we don’t always chose 

wisdom over folly—we’re not sure we’re up to adulting either, regardless of our age.  We 

may not want to take responsibility for ourselves and our choices.  St. Paul, in Ephesians 

makes it quite clear that wisdom involves effort and intentionality on our part; it’s not 

something we can learn while we’re sleeping.  So, folly can not only look appealing, but 

it’s easier, at least in the short term.  Instant gratification is more appealing than 

consistently making good choices and intentionally learning from our living, both from 

our mistakes and successes, and from those around us.  Yet in this way, as in so many, 

Christians aren’t called to walk the easiest path.  We aren’t called to be fools.  We are 



called to be wise, and let’s explore a little how Paul suggests we might do that, in lieu of 

the “getting wise while you sleep” method-- which only works in our dreams.    

 Paul immediately emphasizes the intentionality of being wise, by beginning, “be 

careful then how you live”.  The wise take care in how they approach life, not willy nilly, 

but with care.  As if it matters, which it does.  Wise people, Paul tells us, “make the most 

of the time.”  I think that’s a really intriguing phrase.  I think about time a lot, do you?  

Both in the short term, and also in the long term.  And time is experienced differently by 

everyone.  My husband just told me the other day that he can’t wait for it to be Christmas, 

not probably for the reasons you might think, but because by then, his congregration’s 

capital appeal will be over.  I love Christmas, but I’m no hurry for it to come, because 

there’s a lot of wonderful seasonal stuff that happens between now and then:  the state 

fair, autumnal beauty, harvesting gardens,   football, Julebyen, and so on.  So, if he and I 

were riding horses representative of time, he’d be spurring his horse on to a gallop, and 

I’d be pulling back on the reins saying “Whoa, slow down.”  The irony is that either way, 

the pace of the horse in unaffected.  Time moves along at a steady and relentless pace, we 

all have the same number of hours in the day, and maybe Paul is urging us to make time 

our friend by using it wisely, rather than turning into an enemy by squandering it, trying 

to speed it up or slow it down,  sleeping through it, treating it as if it had no value.  Our 

days, as the psalm reminds us, are numbered.  Time is not an inexhaustible resource 

within our human lives on this planet.  “Make the most of your time”, this Scripture urges 

us, in order to be wise.  But a caveat there---that doesn’t mean filling our time just to 

seem busy and important.  I preached on the importance of Sabbath and balance in our 

lives a few weeks back, and that really seemed to strike a chord with many, so I know we 



are apparently a group of over achievers who tend to over function in the time we are 

given.  Making the most of our time doesn’t mean working ourselves into an early grave 

or being busy just for the sake of business.  Another translation of this verse read, “Make 

the most of your opportunities”.  I think that’s a wise translation.  One of the gifts that 

time, as our friend, offers us --is opportunities.  Opportunities for work, yes.  But also 

opportunities for rest.  For pleasure.  For appreciation.  For relationships, and travel, and 

good food, and exploring new experiences.  Making the most of our time, making the 

most of our opportunities won’t happen by accident, we can’t do it in our sleep; it 

involves choice and intentionality and effort—in fact, it involves wisdom.  And by doing 

so, we increase our wisdom. 

 You know what else the wise do, according to Paul in our lesson?  Rather than 

looking to overindulge in wine or presumably drugs of any kind for their highs, they find 

their share of life’s riches by being filled with the Spirit, the Holy Spirit of God.  Looking 

to the Spirit, such wise people are led towards particular behaviors which include singing, 

making music and melody to the Lord, and giving thanks to God.  Wise people, then, are 

in communion with God, they praise God, and they are thankful. They live with a musical 

and grateful spirit, whether or not they have musical gifts. That works, right?  You can 

look about you with dull eyes or with the eyes of an artist, whether or not you can paint 

or draw.  And you can make music to God in your heart, carry a song within you, 

whether or not you will ever sing with the metropolitan opera.  That’s what the wise do.   

 A wise man, St. Patrick, in the 13th C., wrote the hymn we are about to sing.   

That’s one of the qualities of wisdom---it endures the test of time.  This hymn includes 

the verse:  “Be Thou my wisdom and Thou my true Word; thou ever with me and I with 



thee, Lord.  Thou my soul’s shelter and thou my high tower; raise thou me heavenward, 

O power of my power.”  This hymn acknowledges that true wisdom involves being 

humble before God and trusting in God to be our vision and to provide light for our 

learning.  Wisdom is not something we can do in our sleep, it requires our intentionality 

and our choices, to make the most of the time, to carry God’s Spirit and song in our 

hearts, to live thankfully.  Today, we are encouraged by Scripture: “Be careful how you 

live, not as unwise people, but as wise.”  Amen.  

   

   

  


