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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

September 6th, 2015 

“Choosing a Good Name” 

Proverbs 22:1-2,8-9,22-23 

~~~~~~~~ 

This sermon begins with a warning label –   

three warnings, in fact. 

 

Warning Number One: In some form or another I try to say this 

almost every Sunday  –  proverbs, proverbial wisdom, living 

by a set of do’s and don’ts –  no matter how helpful –  are not 

the heart of the Christian faith.  Our faith is grace, beginning, 

middle, and end.  So, though today’s sermon will focus on 

some of the wisdom handed down to us in the book of Proverbs, 

a book attributed to King Solomon, proverbs and living by them 

are not the main thing.  The main thing is God’s grace.   

 

You just heard this important message in Lisa’s rendition of 

Better Than a Hallelujah by Amy Grant.  God hears the prayers 

of us all – in a mother’s tears... the drunkards cry...the soldiers 

plea ... We pour out our miseries ... the tears of shame for what 

we’ve done...the honest cries of broken hearts ... are better than 

a Hallelujah sometimes.  God is full of grace and compassion 

and always open to our cries whether we are wise or dumb, 

good or shameful, broken or strong ... to God we are a beautiful 

mess. 

 

In the words of Paul Tillich,  

one of the pillars of 20th century theology –  

We are accepted!   
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Using traditional theological language –  

We are justified before God who is holy and righteous.   

To use psychological language –  

We are set free from the anxiety of earning God’s approval.  

God created, redeemed, sustains the universe in love;  

so, grace is the main thing! 

 

If we can come to a place of mature faith that recognizes that we 

do not have to live our lives fearful of the divine wrath and can 

live our lives in gratitude for the gift of life, for the gift of God’s 

good creation, and for the gift of love from God, then we begin 

to ask questions about how then to live in the freedom of 

acceptance that is God’s gift to us.  We seek wisdom –  not to 

earn a place in God’s heart or in God’s heaven – but as a way to 

celebrate the place we already have within God’s loving 

embrace that is both now and not yet.   At this mature place of 

faith, the wisdom literature of the Bible becomes helpful.   

 

God, in God’s grace and love for us, has revealed and continues 

to reveal ways to live that bring fullness, peace, and wisdom.  

We are the inheritors of the wisdom that God has shown to 

people who lived before us.  Proverbs are valuable because we 

are not the first to have faced problems with living meaningful 

and holy lives; others have struggled with some of the same 

issues with which we struggle and have left us their thoughts.  

But I get ahead of myself... 

~~~~~~~~ 

Warning Number Two: be wary of one liners!  God and 

meaningful living are rarely captured in single statements.  The 

Christian faith and life is subtle and multifaceted.  There are 
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many nuances and intricacies to living into God’s grace and 

God’s glory.  Be wary of a bumper-sticker faith. 

 

One of the churches along the route from here to Rabun Gap has 

a constant rolladex of catchy sayings on their church signs.  

The one there now says – Don’t be so open-minded that you 

have no spine!  Well, I can agree with that to some degree, but I 

bet what I take from that sign is very different from what the 

person who put it up takes from it.  There is another church on 

the route that has a sign that reads – Put off forever the things 

you shouldn’t do today.  O.K., that is pretty good advice.  Still 

another – Is Your Soul Wrinkled with Sin? Come in for a Faith 

Lift. I trust, however, you see the point.  One liners can be 

funny and slightly provocative but they tend to flatten the depth 

of our faith in a way that makes the Christian tradition seem 

trivial, trite, shallow, unimportant.   

 

So, the point is: be wary of one-liners or bumper-sticker religion 

because a meaningful life takes more depth of exploration and 

wider connections than one-liners can capture.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Now, Warning Number Three, and one that seemingly 

contradicts the first two: Be careful in discarding the proverbial 

wisdom of Scripture.  Our age may be the most arrogant age in 

history.  We believe that we can solve all our problems with 

technology, with money, with power, and many of us believe 

that anything old is outdated or irrelevant and that any answers 

that come from those who have lived before us are 

unsophisticated and untenable to modern times.    
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This attitude misses the important point that God has revealed 

God’s-Self to people of every age and that we have very much 

in common with every human being –  no matter the century or 

circumstances.  We, for example, are not the first to deal with 

issues of wealth and poverty.  Proverbs offers a few one-liners 

that will lead us in the right direction in dealing with the issues 

around money. These one liners in the book of Proverbs in the 

Bible are born out of centuries of struggle and discernment as to 

the call of God upon humanity, and they deserve our attention. 

~~~~~~~~ 

A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches,  

and favor is better than silver or gold. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Now there is a one-liner for our day.  Here is a word from 

several thousands of years ago that has wisdom for our time and 

our circumstances.  Of course, for the most part, we ... do ...  

not ... believe ... it.  Is it really better to have a good name than 

to be rich?  Being rich means you do not have to be dependent 

upon anyone for your comfort or ... as we have heard quite a bit 

lately ... for your campaign funds!  Being rich means you can 

do what you want to do, when you want to do it, and where you 

want to do it.  You are not beholden to anyone. That sounds 

pretty good to our materialistic world-view.   

 

And here is this sage of yesteryear saying –  

 A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches. 

Maybe we have made the mistake to define a good name in 

terms of dollars.  Our culture, our politics celebrate the rich. 

Yet, proverbs ask us a searing question – which is most 

important to you, to have a good name or to have a lot of 
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money.  The point is that we are to be vigilant in our pursuit of 

establishing our good name by doing works of charity, outreach, 

love.  We are to be people vigilant in seeking after the 

well-being of our neighbors.  We are to be people vigilant in 

our pursuit of a name that means integrity, faithfulness, 

generosity.   

~~~~~~~~ 

The Bible is pretty clear throughout on the challenge faced by 

those of us who have wealth.  Not only in Proverbs but the 

book of James and Jesus said a few things about it too, including 

– to whom much is given, much will be required... 

 

I do not think this means that wealth is bad; rather, I think the 

point is that wealth can be a powerful allure to something that 

will not in the end be righteous or fulfilling.   

~~~~~~~~ 

In this week’s edition of The Economist (August 29, 2015) there 

is a short article about a study that was conducted in the arid 

lowlands of southern Tanzania – a place where water is hard to 

come by.  Villagers rely on irrigation to grown maize, potatoes, 

and spinach.  Informal laws govern how much water each 

farmer diverts to his or her own field and how much he or she 

leaves neighbors downstream.  Some farmers turn out to be 

more grasping after the water than others.  A group decided to 

conduct a study to see if reasons could be found for the variation 

in generosity. They began by asking about the farmer’s social 

status from high to low. Then they gave the villagers differing 

scenarios to measure who would be most generous in the 

sharing of water.   
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In hypothetical times of scarcity only high-status women share 

the water fairly.  Low-status men and women would share 

fairly when water was plentiful, but were stingier when water 

was scarce.  High status men hogged water at all times.  These 

men were less worried about being greedy either because the 

gains dwarfed any fine, or because they assumed their 

downstream neighbor would not dare complain.  

 

For our purposes here this study is a simple reminder that all of 

us – rich or poor, high status or low – can be selfish, but the rich 

have the means to insulate themselves from the impact of their 

selfishness.  To be wealthy then is a responsibility that has to 

be taken very seriously.   

 

The proverbial wisdom before us this morning is that we who 

are wealthy need to put our wealth in service to others and our 

wealth needs to be consistent with who we want to be and how 

we want to be known.... 

~~~~~~~~ 

Our focus, then, is to be on building a name for ourselves built 

upon our character and our response to God’s grace in our lives.  

What are some things more valuable than money –  

family... love ... friends... peace of mind... health... kindness... 

forgiveness... humor... generosity... music... honesty... (and 

chocolate, cats, dogs, candy)...  

Let us listen to the wisdom of the author of Proverbs and trust 

that in the end our lives will be richer and fuller if we focus on 

the things in life more important than money.  

~~~~~~~~ 

In conclusion, a set of one-liners for you: 
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A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches. 

The rich and the poor have this in common:  

the Lord is the maker of them all. 

Those who are generous will be blessed,  

for they share their bread with the poor.  Amen. 


