
CALVIN 14

GROWING in WISDOM
As Jesus grew up he advanced in wisdom and in favour with God and men. Luke
2:52

There is an underlying theme in our readings for today. Guided by Eli in Shiloh
(1 Samuel 2:18-26) the adolescent Samuel slowly develops into a worthy prophet
of Israel. As the Old Testament says ‘… the young Samuel, as he grew up,
commended himself to the Lord and to men (verse 26).’ This is in sharp contrast
with Eli’s own sons, who were spoilt brats and are called ‘scoundrels.’

And then in Luke 2:41-52 we read a similar story about the twelve year old Jesus
who was found by his parents in the temple in Jerusalem, ‘surrounded by the
teachers, listening to them and putting questions; and all who heard him were
amazed at his intelligence and the answers he gave (Luke 2: 46-47).’ Luke sums
it up as follows: ‘As Jesus grew up he advanced in wisdom and in favour with
God and men (Luke 2:52).’

The final reading (Colossians 3:12-17) elaborates what St Paul expects of those
who follow the Lord and have advanced in wisdom: ‘compassion, kindness,
humility, gentleness, patience, forbearing of one another, and forgiving (verse
13).’ ‘To crown all, there must be love, to bind all together and complete the
whole (Colossians 3:14, 15).’ ‘Instruct and admonish each other with the utmost
wisdom (Colossians 3:16).’

Growing in wisdom. That is obviously what the Bible regards as God’s intention
for our lives. It is our earthly pilgrimage to salvation. We may never get there
completely, but we may slowly accumulate more frequent flyer points and so
get closer to the final prize when God says: ‘Well done. You are a good servant.
You have shown yourself to be trustworthy. Here is your reward (Luke 19:17).’
In other words, God expects us to go forwards and not to be stagnant or miss
the point altogether. That option leads to utter condemnation: as the parable of
the talents clearly tells us (Luke 19:27).

I assume that is what we expect our children and grandchildren to do: grow in
wisdom. We would like our offspring to be more secure than we are ourselves.
A good job, good education, good health, fitness, success in their earthly pursuits,
we think, are the means to that security. Safeguarding, Teflon coating our
children against the inevitable shocks and hurts of existence has always been a
basic motive in our upbringing of offspring.

Well the Bible appears to support this very practical view of wisdom. Wisdom
in Proverbs means success. And to be successful one has to have tact, respect
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for one’s superiors and be trustworthy. ‘Do not keep company with drunkards
or those who are greedy for the fleshpots, for drink and greed will end in
poverty, and drunken stupor goes in rags (Proverbs 23:20-23).’ Or ‘wisdom
builds the house, good judgment makes it secure, knowledge furnishes the rooms
with all the precious and pleasant things that wealth can buy (Proverbs 24:3-4).’

A wise man is not proud, or a hypocrite. He is not a false witness, or one who
stirs up quarrels (Proverbs 6:19). He is not an adulterer or haughty. He is prudent,
just, virtuous, honest and understanding (Proverbs 8:9). The best means to
security is to be blameless (Proverbs 10:9). But ‘the first step to wisdom is the
fear of the Lord (Proverbs 9:10).’

Here the Old Testament goes beyond this rather practical view of wisdom. Job
(28:28) also defines wisdom as ‘fear of the Lord’ by which is meant that reverence
for God is the essence of wisdom. Solomon’s wisdom is called ‘the wisdom of
God (1 Kings 3:28)’, because his sound judgment was perceived to be not just
an application of bits of practical advice but founded in a transcendental frame
of reference, a fundamental order underlying all existence.

The New Testament builds on this Old Testament foundation. The parables are
powerful illustrations of profound wisdom. Jesus depicts God as the loving,
forgiving father of a wayward son who finally finds his way home again after
discovering that when he got what he wanted he did not want any more what
he got. The prodigal son slowly matures. His experiences have made him wiser
and culminate in returning to the father.

This is the same with the parable of the Good Samaritan. It is a powerful
illustration of practical help being higher on the scale of human values than
theological convictions of the religious establishment. Jesus is saying the wise
man acts in close accordance with basic principles. And these principles in turn
are based on what restores and aids fellow human beings rather than on
intellectual convictions about life that do not issue in practical action. The
despised Samaritan therefore lives up to social expectations in contrast with the
priest and the Levite who leave the robbed individual on the side of the road.
Wisdom here consists in abandoning fear for one’s security in order to aid a
fellow human being in his hour of need. Helping the robbed Israelite overrides
ethnic belonging.

For Paul, Jesus was personified wisdom. ‘Jesus is the power of God and the
wisdom of God (1 Corinthians 1:24).’ And by this St Paul meant that Jesus
practiced what he preached. Jesus represented convictions about destiny being
synonymous with the way he actually lived and died. To Paul he was wisdom,
because he preached through his life without even a hint of hypocrisy. Preaching
with one’s life rather than with one’s words was to Paul reaching human
perfection or achieving salvation. Jesus to him not only embodied wisdom, but
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also ‘righteousness’, that is to say, ‘integrity’ and ‘wholeness’ (1 Corinthians
1:30).

What does Calvin have to say about wisdom? At the very beginning of the
Institutes of the Christian Religion (I ii) he defines true wisdom as knowing oneself,
an idea which one does not find in the Bible, but is close to the heart of Socrates
and Plato’s philosophy of life. And therefore Calvin hastens to say that one
cannot know oneself unless one also knows God, ‘for in Him we live and move,
in him we exist (Acts 17:28).’

God, to Calvin, is the fountainhead from which all our talents and endowments
spring. Without God we are nothing but an unmitigated disaster. Humans are
innately disposed ‘to rest in themselves’, but they arrive at true wisdom only
by humbly accepting God’s gifts of ‘solid virtue and exuberant goodness.’ If we
don’t, we remain in the cesspool of ‘ignorance, vanity, want, weakness, in short
depravity and corruption (Inst. I i 1).’

All this is typically Calvin. Basically humans are animals acting on their instincts
alone. This conviction plus the necessary humility to get out of this miserable
animal state of living are everywhere in Calvin’s voluminous writings. It is God
who changes humans from beasts into valuable co-workers in the Kingdom.
Calvin has learnt from St Paul that the Holy Spirit makes all the difference. It is
superimposed on a corrupted physical existence and therefore the pivotal source
of salvation.

Yet God is not just acting in history and in the lives of individuals in the present.
To Calvin God’s wisdom is evident in all past creation, in medicine, astronomy,
the physical sciences. An example is the human body; its connections, symmetry
and beauty ‘proclaim the admirable wisdom of its Maker (Inst. I v 2).’ But that
does not mean that one can equate God with nature. Calvin has it in for those
who replace God with nature (Inst. I iv 5). They draw a curtain between God
and themselves, usurping God’s place.

God’s wisdom also shows in that he has implanted a conscience in our immortal
souls (Inst. I xv 2). God is the carer, perpetual keeper of our immortal souls. Our
capacity for reason, justice, honesty etc. lifts us above our animal nature and
allows us to rise above our bodily instincts, thereby ascending to an
understanding of God’s order and wisdom.

The social sciences (anthropology, psychology, and sociology) did not exist in
Calvin’s days. If they had, Calvin would undoubtedly have treated their findings
as ever so many proofs of God’s wisdom. Very likely he would have pointed to
the intricate social connections as very similar in nature to the physical ones.
All the values that we have come across so far contribute to a saner and healthier
society.
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Let us delve somewhat deeper into some of these contributions. Our reading
from Colossians 3:12-17 mentions compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness,
and patience as a hallmark of God’s people or the community of Christians in
Colossae in what is now the western half of Turkey. Being compassionate, kind,
humble, gentle and patient the members create a sense of belonging which Paul
says ‘binds all together and complete the whole (Colossians 3:15).’ And all this
is a counterfoil to selfish individualism, self-assertion, pride, hostility, cruelty
and aggression that break up the sense of belonging and security.

And this is just as true for the tiny group of Christians in Colossae as it is for all
citizens of the town, many of whom condemned the Christians for introducing
a new religion. Paul assumes that by being compassionate, kind, humble, gentle,
and patient the Christians would set a pattern of wholesomeness for the entire
community. The best of its citizens would be impressed with the exemplary
behaviour of the Christians. By being models of virtue and decency, Paul assumes
that Christians would automatically attract potential converts to the cause.

And if the concept of wisdom sums up all these characteristics then growing up
in wisdom means that young and old who are on this path of maturation and
good citizenship will contribute to a better, healthier society. The Old and New
Testament, Calvin and all Christians, ancient or modern, agree on this point. If
distrust of motives, aggressive techniques, excessive careerism, and selfish
consumerism pervades present day Australia, Christians must counter these
values and norms with their age-old concept of wisdom: understanding, kindness,
humility, gentleness and patience.

There is much to be critical about in modern society. To this some editorials in
last weekend’s papers testify. The Australian complains about the vanishing of
a moral substratum providing the foundation for our social relations, our forms
of justice, our political life. It is critical of the current philosophy of choosing
our own individual values without much reference to others, often masking
‘intense selfishness.’ It speaks about moral decline, but then expresses the hope
that the younger, better-educated generation may reach some core values by
which to strengthen society.

I doubt it! The ‘me’-generation of the 1990s does not seem to be looking for those
institutions in our culture which perpetuate the very heritage which has
traditionally reinforced these basic values. Paul’s letter to the Colossians
admirably summed them up. And however much Athens differed from Jerusalem,
they both agreed that ‘hubris’ (or pride) was a basic flaw in any society only to
be relieved by more humility. And neither humility nor concern for the social
good seems to be very high on the list of priorities of the ‘me’-generation.

Religion is often rejected by the very generation that is searching for new ground.
It is usually rejected because it has not taken the trouble to understand what it
rejects. But some of the criticism of Christianity may be justified. Do we in the
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church practice what we preach? Are we like Jesus whose entire life was a
sermon? Who represented wisdom and integrity personified?

At The Australian National University here in Canberra in the 1960s we
researched the state of religion in a large number of countries. We discovered
that church attendance varied widely according to whether or not a particular
church was a state church or not. Wherever a church had a monopoly, attendance
was much poorer than when there was competition. That is still the case. Maybe
that religious vitality correlates with such mundane factors as organisational
competition. Wisdom requires that we balance obedience to God’s word with
listening to those who ignore our message. God may speak through them as well!

And while on balance, growing in wisdom implies that we also grow in our
ability to juggle the numerous contrasting elements of living. It means that we
can juggle both the demands of the mind and the demands of the heart, reason
and affection without letting the one completely overshadow the other. Or that
we find the right balance between overestimation and underestimation of
ourselves, that we juggle the demands of career and family, job and responsibility
for wife, children or parents. It means that we do not let rational economics,
competition, and an exaggerated faith in the market mechanism, overshadow
our concern for the neighbour in need of our practical assistance.

Tomorrow we celebrate the centenary of the Australian Federation. The future
of our country may well hinge on our cooperation with, rather than on our
cynical suspicion of, the political arena, or more generally on forbearing and
forgiving rather than on hostility and opposition. We will become a lonely world
if animalistic instincts of aggression and attack are allowed to prevail over charity,
understanding and love. Growing in wisdom means strengthening Christian
integrity rather than secular antagonism.

It also means that fitting in and meeting expectations rather than aloofness and
destructive criticism lead to increasing wisdom. Often stress and depression
relate to withdrawal from meaningful social participation. Certainly feeling
rejected or cold-shouldered by a harsh world does not improve our mental health.
Wisdom requires that we make our contribution to the wellbeing of others
through sharing our material as well as our spiritual resources with those worse
off than we are.

And this is our message for today. Like Samuel and Jesus, or the Christians in
Colossae, we owe it to God to grow in wisdom, to live the very values we profess
to believe in. Or to say it with Calvin, to transcend the selfishness of animal
survival instincts and to ascend to God’s order and be true to our immortal soul,
of which he is the carer and guardian.
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