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We come to our last sermon in our Way of Wisdom series. We’ve been in Proverbs, we’ve been in
Ecclesiastes, today we will finish our journey in the book of Psalms. There are other wisdom books we could
have gone too. Job is a wisdom book, so is Song of Solomon, so is the book of James. All of these are part of
what we call Biblical wisdom literature. But this morning we finish in the Psalms, because | think Psalm 73 has
something to add to our thinking about wisdom.

Psalm 73 is a remarkable Psalm. The great Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann wrote a
commentary on the Psalms, and here is the first sentence of his commentary on Psalm 73: “We now come to
what may be the most remarkable and satisfying of all the psalms.” If | asked people coming into church
today, what are your top three Psalms, | would bet that none of you would have put 73 on the list. But it’s
right at the top for Brueggemann.

One of the ways you can tell Psalm 73 is a wisdom Psalm is the way it opens. Verse 1 is a kind of
Proverb. Asaph, the Psalmist, opens up with a statement about how the world works and then, he proceeds to
illustrate that statement with a story. In Psalm 73 Asaph is telling you a story, quite an intimate story, about
the struggles of his heart. Let’s hear the story. Let’s read this intriguing Psalm.

In the first half of this Psalm, it’s pretty clear that Asaph is worn out. We can’t know exactly what was
going on in his life, but | think we get a pretty clear picture of the general sort of thing he’s dealing with. |
imagine him as a young man living in Jerusalem. Asaph’s got an apartment in the city, and he’s got a job
working in a church. He’s a half time worship leader and the rest of his job is neighborhood outreach. Asaph
wants to do the right thing with his life. His parents had always taught him to walk in the way of wisdom, and
so he’s trying to live that out. He wants to live a life of service.

It’s rough going. He works long hours — way more than 40 a week. And then on top of that he’s on an
extra committee and volunteers down at the shelter on Tuesday nights. He doesn’t make much money — he’s
a church musician after all. He can barely afford the apartment; he’s still paying off his student loans. He’s also
been dealing with some chronic anxiety, so there have been some sleepless nights. But he’s hanging in there.
If he keeps his old car running and eats lots of Mac and Cheese, he can squeak by...Barely.

All this is complicated by the fact that, right across the road from him is a new building full of luxury
condos, and in those condos lives Biff. Biff and Asaph were high school classmates. They weren’t in the same
circle. Biff was popular — he kind of skated through high school on charm and good looks. Asaph was more
dutiful — he was the kid raising his hand and getting his homework done. Showing up before school started for
the Bible study. That wasn’t how Biff rolled.

And still today Biff’s life was completely different from his. In the words of verse 5 — “his life is free
from common human burdens.” Biff didn’t go to college, so he has no loans. Biff works in the family business
and makes lots of money. His dad is a rich camel dealer in town and Biff works with dad. If you want to call it
working. Biff works from 9-3 every day and then goes to the gym from 3-5 to work out. Biff likes to be buff (his
body is “healthy and strong” — verse 4). He drives a brand-new luxury car and every year he upgrades. He gets
his haircut every other week. He wears the latest clothes. Every Friday night he’s out at night, down at the
clubs partying. Seems like every weekend he comes home with a different girl; Asaph can hear them giggling in
the street through the open window of his apartment as he’s finishing up his paperwork. It drives him crazy.

A few weeks ago, Asaph was down at the local pub getting a sandwich. Biff was at the bar, and he was
loudly and confidently holding forth. He was standing there with his excellent haircut and expensive clothes,
and he was loudly proclaiming his opinions on politics, proclaiming his opinions on religion, proclaiming his
opinion on how the world worked. He’s sure about everything. His speech is crude... full of mockery and



aggression. F-bombs flying. And the thing is: all the people at the bar are lapping it up! Everyone is laughing
and nodding their heads. “Pride is his necklace and he clothes himself in violence. They scoff and speak with
malice. (verse 6) Their mouths lay claim to heaven, and their tongues take possession of the earth. Therefore,
people turn to them and drink up waters in abundance.” (verse 9) Asaph looks at Biff and he thinks: “this is
what the wicked are like — always free of care, they go on amassing wealth.” (vs.12)

Then Asaph looks at his own life. And there’s a little voice inside of him that says: “What am | doing?
Why am | trying to save the world? The way of wisdom is getting me nowhere!” Verse 11: “In vain have | kept
my heart pure.” Which means he’s directly questioning the wisdom of the proverb at the beginning of the
Psalm! Verse one says: “Surely God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart.” But now Asaph is saying,
“In vain have | kept my heart pure.” Asaph starts to imagine a different life for himself. He starts to imagine a
different version of himself — someone with less gentleness and more swagger. “Maybe | should just grab a
piece of the action while | can?” He starts daydreaming about money...and sex...and power.

Now is this exactly what happened to Asaph in verses 1-14? No. But is this the spiritual struggle Asaph
is describing in verses 1-14? 100% yes. It may be 3000 years since Asaph wrote this psalm, but the struggle to
find the path of wisdom and to stay on it is very familiar. This Psalm may be 3000 years old, but our spiritual
struggle has not changed.

So...in Verse 14 of the Psalm, it sounds like Asaph is on the verge of throwing it all away. He’s on the
verge of leaving the way of wisdom and giving himself over to the way of Biff. But then he changes. He pulls
back from the edge. He comes to his senses. What was it that turned Asaph around? What was it that helped
him to snap out of his destructive daydreams? What happened to him to turn him around? Did you catch it?

Asaph went to church. Asaph got together with God’s people for worship and that’s what straightened
him out. Look at verse 17. “When | tried to understand all this, it troubled me deeply, till | entered the
sanctuary of God, then | understood their final destiny.” Asaph was changed by worship. God used the
worship of his people to put Asaph back on the path of wisdom. Coming to the sanctuary changed his
perception of reality.

Really? Coming to worship did that? How is such a thing possible? Well, believe it or not, this is what
worship is supposed to do! This is exactly what was supposed to happen to a worshipper when they entered
God’s sanctuary. When Asaph or any other Israelite in those days, entered into the Tabernacle to worship —
and the Tabernacle would have been their worship space — both the architecture of the space and the worship
that happened there was meant to change the way you saw the world.

Let me explain. Here’s a brief review of tabernacle architecture. As you know, the tabernacle was an
extremely fancy tent. There were three levels to this tent. First, there was the outer curtain, then a second
level inner curtain which marked off the holy place and then a third level inner curtain which marked off the
most holy place —the throne room of God where the ark of the covenant was found. The people could come
into the outer court, only priests could go into the holy place, only the high priest could go into the most holy
place.

This design was meant to replicate the experience of God’s people at Mount Sinai. If you read Exodus
24, when they encountered God at Mount Sinai the people had to stay at the bottom of the mountain...level
one. The elders were allowed to come part way up the mountain...level two. And only Moses was allowed to
come all the way up the mountain...level three. So, when Asaph came to worship at the Tabernacle, it was like
he was at Mount Sinai. To worship at the tabernacle was to climb Mount Sinai, from the foot of the mountain,
up to the place where the elders met and finally to the peak and into the glorious presence of God

Another feature of the Tabernacle was its iconography — all the imagery contained in the furniture all
the images embroidered into the fabric. For example: All the curtains of the tent were richly made and there
was one recurring creature which is embroidered into all the curtains. Do you know what that is? What
creature is embroidered in the curtains of the tabernacle?? It’s the cherubim — those majestic, winged
creatures you see in Revelation and Ezekiel. And of course, the cherubim weren’t just in the curtains; there
was one other place in the tabernacle where cherubs were featured prominently. Do you remember where



that was? On the Ark of the Covenant. There were two cherubim at either end with their wings extended over
the cover of the Ark. Why the cherubim? Because they were heavenly creatures! They were beside the throne
of the living God of heaven and earth. So, when you entered into the tabernacle, it was as though you entered
the heavenly throne room!

Put it all together and you see: when you worshipped at the tabernacle, it was as though you climbed
Mount Sinai and entered into the heavenly throne room with the cherubim and seraphim, into the glorious
presence of the living God. And from the perspective of the heavenly courtroom, of course everything looks
different! When Asaph was in the bar and watching Biff — seeing his good looks, listening to the way everyone
laughs at his crude and arrogant talk, seeing the way he attracts money and girls, the world looks different.
From that perspective, wisdom looks different! A whole different set of proverbs start forming in your mind.
“Nice guys finish last.” “To the victor the spoils.” “If someone hits you, hit ‘em back double.” “Second place is
the first loser.” Sitting in that place, Asaph found himself drawn to that wisdom.

But when he was in the sanctuary together with God’s people, Asaph was in the presence of the living
God and it’s like the fog is lifted, and he sees the true shape of the world. In worship the people hear the
stories of God’s mighty acts, they are reminded of God'’s eternal promises, they are reminded that God is Lord
over all and that he will wipe away all tears and put an end to evil. And that’s why his tone completely changes
in the second half of the Psalm. “The Lord is with me! The Lord will not let evil stand! The way of the wicked is
like a dream when one awakes. The Lord will bring down all who stand against him.” In the sanctuary Asaph
sees that “God will guide him by his counsel and afterwards take him into Glory.” In the heavenly courtroom
Asaph can see all the way to glory! Gathered with God’s people in worship, the way of Biff looks small and
wispy; and the way of God may be slow and hard, but it is eternally strong.

You see, wisdom needs to be grounded in worship. Wisdom is grounded in the worship with God’s
people in the sanctuary. Left on our own out there in the world, we will be just like Asaph in the first 14 verses
of this Psalm, but here in this place we enter into the heavenly courtroom, we enter the heavenly courtroom
through Jesus who is our tabernacle (Hebrews 10! Look it up!!), and we are connected with the living God.
During the week, the world works on us, and discouragement works on us, and we can lose the path. But here,
the promises are spoken, and the gospel is spoken and we can see though the pain and the disappointment all
the way to glory. On our own, none of us are strong enough to find and keep the path of wisdom. But here in
this place, together with God’s people the Spirit lifts us up, Jesus is beside us, and he helps us find the path.
Wisdom needs worship.

Early in my time at LaGrave — | think it might have been in my first month here — Mike Hoogeboom,
who was then our minister of outreach, invited me to the Celebration Church Service over at lonia prison — it
was a service that they had every week on the prison grounds. | joined a group of faithful LaGrave members
who worshiped with the inmates there once a month.

My first impression of the prison was cold, hard and bureaucratic. The guards who processed my entry
did not smile or make small talk. They were steely and efficient. You got the sense that they had a low opinion
of human nature, that they were used to people trying to put something over on them and that left them
suspicious. You got the sense that their context had pushed them toward their own kind of wisdom: “Trust no
one!” “Watch your back!”

Eventually we were admitted and we were brought into a plain cinderblock room with metal-folding
chairs laid out. Very institutional. But then the inmates came in, and they began by greeting all the guests.
They shook our hands, some of them were sheepish and shy; some of them were gregarious and friendly, but
greetings were exchanged all around. The new members were welcomed. The newbies stand up and say
which block they’re from and everyone says, “Welcome!” There was some singing and then everyone joined in
a Bible study. The inmates were personal and open and eager. The atmosphere was warm and accepting.

In my little circle, one of the inmates said, “Man | look forward to this all week. When I'm here
worshipping, when I’'m here with my brothers praying, | sometimes forget that I’'m in prison. When I'm
worshipping, | feel free.”



That young man was experiencing exactly what worship is supposed to be, inside and outside prison.
That young man was being lifted away from the hard wisdom of fear and suspicion that ruled in his cell block,
and he was being lifted up into the heavenly places where he could see that this is my father’s world. There
were no paintings on the walls or the ceilings, but Jesus was tabernacling in that place, and so even in that
windowless cinderblock room he could see all the way glorious freedom of the children of God. It’s the same
thing that happened to Asaph! And it’s what happens to us too, | think. Thank God for the wisdom of worship
and for this weekly reminder of who is Lord in this world. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



