WISDOM AND FELLOWSHIP
It has been said that experience keeps a dear school and that fools will learn in no other.  It may perhaps be added that the fee-paying students of that expensive though by no means exclusive academy are not always noticeably the wiser as the consequence of the tuition so dearly bought.  The calling that we have received in Christ, and which brings us together in fellowship at this table of remembrance, is an invitation to far better things than that.  It is an invitation to become the sons and daughters of the Almighty Himself, of whom it is written that He hath no pleasure in fools, and to whom reference is made more than once in the apostolic writings as "God only wise."

The privilege of that calling and its obligations are, conveyed in the inspired words of Paul: 
"What fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness?  and what communion hath light with darkness?  And what concord hath Christ with Belial?  or what part hath he that believeth with an infidel?  And what agreement hath the temple of God with idols?  for ye are the temple of the living God;  as God hath said, I will dwell in them, and walk in them;  and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing;  and I will receive you, and will be a Father unto you, and ye shall be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty."

"God hath said, I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people." Those words are cited from Leviticus 26 and in the verse which follows those words, the extent of Israel's blessing and privilege and by inference the extent of our own privilege and blessing also, is given in the words:
"I am the Lord your God, which brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, that ye should not be their bondmen; and I have broken the bands of your yoke, and made you go upright." 
God had chosen this comparatively weak and feeble nation that in them He might show Himself, and further that they might be in the sight of all nations, the manifestation of the power and the glory and, not the least, the wisdom of God.  Moses said to them:
"Behold, I have taught you statutes and judgments, even as the Lord my God commanded me, that ye should do so in the land whither ye go to possess it.  Keep therefore and do them; for this is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the nations, which shall hear all these statutes, and say, Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people."

That was to be their honourable status among the nations. The bands of their yoke having been broken, and they to be made instead to go upright, the manifestation in the sight of all nations of the wisdom of God.  As we read in Leviticus they were carefully numbered and therefore individually known of the Lord as His purchased possession, His heritage, His flock, each of them one of His sheep, as it is written: "We are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.” They were His peculiar treasure, a purchased people, and in token of that fact each man was to pay one piece of silver, a half-shekel, as a memorial before the Lord;  and not the least, as we have already noted, they were His sons and daughters.
So then, sheep - pieces of silver - sons and daughters. When therefore Jesus spoke those three parables recorded in Luke Ch. 15 he was drawing from those Scriptures which he knew so thoroughly the figures which the Almighty Himself had employed in reference to the people of His choice, to illustrate the gravity and the seriousness that even one of the many sheep, the pieces of silver, the sons or daughters should be lost from His possession.
In the overall picture that we have of the purpose of God it is perhaps easy to forget that the Almighty takes cognisance of individuals, He treats His children as individuals in their relationship to His purpose. We have read this morning that there is "joy in heaven over one sinner that repenteth, more than over ninety and nine just persons, which need no repentance." Jesus of course was here employing a gentle irony towards the scribes and Pharisees. In reality there are no just persons who need no repentance.  There never have been, except this same Jesus whom we remember in the memorial emblems. And so his parables have some application to all men.  It is written: "All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way;" and again:  "Thy silver is become dross."  "They shall cast their silver in the streets." "Their silver and their gold will not be able to deliver them, saith the Lord."  "Reprobate silver shall men call them, because the Lord hath rejected them.," And finally: "Ephraim is an unwise son."

Although all of Israel were so carefully numbered in the wilderness, only two survived to enter the promised land, of those who came out of Egypt, and since that time they have spent more time in captivity and exile than in possession of the land. Gentiles, however, are not less prone to foolishness than Israelites, and in both there have been and are illustrations of the several kinds of foolishness of which Jesus spoke in the course of his preaching.  He spoke, for instance, of the fool who sets his hopes and affections mainly if not wholly upon the things of this present life; “Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee:  then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided?"  There was the fool who by neglect of the sayings of Christ built his house upon sand, not upon a rock, with consequent ruin of the house. They were accounted foolish who were "slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken," and the general predisposition of mankind to foolishness is expressed by Jesus in the words:  

“wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in there.." 
The ultimate price of unrepented foolishness is destruction. Expensive indeed can be- the lessons afforded lay the school of experience. Yet the persistently foolish leave themselves with no other means of tuition;  the school of experience, that is all that they are left with;  and oven there they do not always learn true wisdom.
Experience does, of course, have valuable lessons for all men, whether prudent or foolish. It is to be through the experience of much tribulation that the redeemed are to enter the kingdom, and of even Jesus himself it is written that he "learned obedience by the things which he suffered." But the vital difference between the sons of God and the sons of men - wise men and foolish - is that the foolish will accept no other form of instruction except that provided by experience, and not always even that.  It is written:
"Though thou shouldest bray (or pound) the fool in a mortar among wheat with a pestle, yet will not his foolishness depart from him."
In those words we have an allusion to the eastern custom of removing the husks from the corn by beating it in a mortar.  It is said to be an arduous and a laborious task, and yet it is easier to do that than to separate a fool from his foolish way -remembering that the fool, in this context, includes not the least the foolish ones of whom Jesus spoke, those unduly anxious about material possessions and the cares of this present life, those who quietly assume that the ignoring of his commandments does not matter, those slow to consider, and still more slow to believe all that the counsel of God reveals. 
The calling in Christ entails that we should become transformed from the foolishness of the natural man to the wisdom of God. It is a process that never has been

easy.  The apostle Paul exhorts; 
"Awake, thou that sleepest, and arise from the dead and Christ shall give thee light.  See then that ye walk circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise, redeeming the time, because the days are evil.  Wherefore be ye not unwise, but understanding what the will of the Lord is."
In the opening chapter of the book of Proverbs in the last two verses, we read:
"The turning away of the simple shall slay them, and the prosperity of fools shall destroy them. But whoso hearkeneth unto me shall dwell safely, and shall be quiet from fear of evil." 
Now here is counsel which no amount of costly experience could give.  In like manner the Psalmist in Psalm 32 speaks of the blessedness that comes from the willingness to hear the counsel of the Almighty and to turn from that unintelligent and mulish stupidity of the fool.  He speaks of the readiness to acknowledge his transgression and sin and to turn away from it, and thereby to become in the sight of the Almighty forgivable.  Then in verse 7 of this 32nd Psalm David continues: 
"Thou art my hiding place; thou shalt preserve me from trouble; thou shalt compass me about with songs of deliverance. I will instruct thee and teach thee in the way which thou shalt go:  I will guide thee with mine eye. Be ye not as the horse, or as the mule, which have no understanding:  whose mouth must be held in with bit and bridle, lest they come near unto thee.  Many sorrows shall be to the wicked:  but he that trusteth in the Lord, mercy shall compass him about.”
The far reaching character of that mercy are seen in the three parables of Jesus, the lost sheep, the lost piece of silver, the prodigal son, and whilst we readily appreciate that the primary purpose of these parables was to rebuke the self-righteous we lose something of their lesson if we are not impressed by the illustration of the extent of the willingness of the Father to gain, to seek out and to forgive those who have the desire to turn from foolishness and to live. Once again we remember that there is none that sinneth not.  There has been only one innocent of all sin, and we remember him weekly in these emblems. In the words of the apostle:
“In many things we offend all.” 
Yet these parables teach that none can claim to be so unworthy as to justify the assumption that forgiveness and restoration are impossible. There is nothing that can separate from the love of God, from His willingness even to seek out and to restore that which is lost, except that dogged foolishness which refuses to see any point in trying to turn towards better things.
The lesson surely is that each one responsible to God is individually known to

Him, just as were those Israelites precisely numbered in the wilderness. In the

context of an exhortation to acknowledge our responsibility and to 'fear God’, Jesus, as we read in Luke 12, said: 

"Fear him.' Are not five sparrows sold for two farthings, and not one of them is forgotten before God? But even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not therefore: ye are of more value than many sparrows."
Jesus was certainly not given at any time to exaggeration, and those words of his surely give a complete answer to the many anxieties that are liable to arise in the present troubled condition of the world in which we have to sojourn. Because of that great privilege, however, there is a very real obligation to respond with diligence and with willingness, to turn from the emptiness and foolishness of this present world, from those husks that the swine do eat, and to seek continuously, in spite of known and acknowledged shortcomings of one kind and another, the wisdom that is comely and appropriate to such as are called sons and daughters of the God of wisdom.
Now the opening chapters of the book of Proverbs are clear and emphatic about the need that we have in this respect, and in addition in regard to the sustained endeavour, the real hard work that is indispensable to the obtaining of the wisdom and understanding that gives to men and women an infinitely more worthwhile education than can possibly come merely from the expensive school of experience. Moreover we are helped in our appreciation of these writings when we consider that these were amongst the very Scriptures which Jesus himself studied so thoroughly.  He was born to be King of the Jews and according to the Law it was the duty of their kings to write for themselves a copy of that Law, the Hebrew Scriptures. Can we therefore doubt that he would be given and that he would use to the uttermost the opportunity to do exactly that? Perhaps even to commit the Scriptures entirely to memory. With the mental capacity derived from the Father such a feat would be by no means impossible. Much lesser men have been able to memorise entire books of Scripture, and if as seems highly probable, Jesus did exactly that with the entire Scriptures, we are afforded a closer insight into the applicability to him of much that is written therein.

For instance, we have the words of the Psalmist, in the reading of which, surely we are afforded a clear picture of Jesus in youth and early manhood: 
“Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way? By taking heed thereto according to thy word."
"O how love I thy law:  It is my meditation all the day. Thou through thy commandments hast made me wiser than mine enemies:  for they are ever with me.  I have more understanding than all my teachers: for thy testimonies are my meditation. I rejoice at thy word, as one that findeth great spoil."
None of us can expect to do all that with anything akin to the perfection with which Jesus was able to do it.  Nevertheless we err greatly if we do not recognise that his example unmistakeably points the way for ourselves as prospective kings with him.
The writings of the book of Proverbs are addressed to one whom the writer terms "My son." The phrase occurs not fewer than forty times in the book of Proverbs, and four times in the opening chapter which we have read this morning. Since the Proverbs are the work of Divine inspiration we must see in that expression an allusion primarily to Jesus, the only begotten Son of the Father, and secondarily to those who are sons and daughters of God through adoption in Christ.  In this dual aspect we may perhaps reconsider the words which we have read in verses 7 to 9 of this 1st chapter:  
"The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge:  but fools despise wisdom and instruction.  My son, hear the instruction of thy father and forsake not the law of thy mother: for they shall be an ornament of grace unto thy head, and chains about thy neck."
The apostle John in the opening chapter of his gospel record gives clear indication of the fulfilment these words found in Jesus, saying: 
"The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father) full of grace and truth." 
That was Jesus in his perfect submission to the wisdom of which the book of Proverbs speaks:  "an ornament of grace unto thy head, and chains about thy neck."
But then John proceeds to indicate the secondary application of these matters to all who should do themselves the honour of thankfully receiving this eagerly proffered wisdom and understanding, for John in the same chapter writes: 
"And of his fulness have all we received, and grace for grace."
And in an earlier verse: 
"As many as received him, to them gave he power (or privilege, which is perhaps the more accurate meaning of that word) privilege to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name."
In harmony with those words we have those of James in the 1st chapter of his letter and at verse 18: 
“Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should be a kind  of firstfruits of His creatures. Wherefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath: for the wrath of man worketh not the  righteousness of God."
"Swift to hear." That agrees exactly with the earnest counsel that we have read from Proverbs 1: 

· "To receive (that is the same thing as to hear) the instruction of wisdom, justice, and judgment, and equity."  (v3)

· "A wise man will hear, and will increase learning." (v5)

· "My son, hear the instruction of thy father, and forsake not the law of thy mother." (v8)

An incidental exhortation there, surely, for parents and children alike: the children to accept with readiness the wise counsel of the parents; the parents to see to it that the children receive, both by precept and example, the kind of counsel which honours the Word of God and its principles, and which therefore is worthy of all acceptation.
To reject the example of Christ by rejecting the wisdom which he made his own is surely inconsistent with our presence in fellowship at this table of remembrance.  What are we here for, if we will not accept his example as the standard at which we aim? 
Do we as individuals and as an ecclesia follow those things which make for the rich indwelling of the word of Christ? To the Colossians Paul wrote: "Let the word of Christ dwell richly within you in all wisdom."
The ecclesia collectively forms part of the bride, the spouse of Christ, if it be richly endowed with spiritual understanding, accompanied by appropriate works. As such she may be considered to be analogous to the woman in the parable of Jesus who searched by the light of a candle until she found that which had been lost. Just think of the diligent search that woman made simply by the light of a candle. It is the duty of the ecclesia and of its individual members to seek out the perishing, to bid them come to the light of the Word, but if the light that we have be feeble, or even extinguished, non-existent, she will be in no better case than the blind who attempt to lead the blind.
All of these considerations combine to raise in our minds the question as to what it is to which, mainly, we give our time. Do we, by implication, reject the example of Christ by the neglect of the Word which he found to be so needful, filling our lives instead with the trivialities of this present life and of the present world, which is as far removed as the poles from the mind and the wisdom of the Almighty?
In conclusion, we may not inappropriately take to ourselves the exhortation of the prophet Isaiah:

"Wherefore do ye spend money for that which is not bread? And your labour for that which satisfieth not? Hearken diligently unto me, and eat ye that which is good, and let your soul delight itself in fatness. Incline your ear, and come unto me:  hear, and your soul shall live."
(1975, W. H.)
