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“Lay It Aside”

“Lay aside immaturity, and live, and walk in the way of insight.”

When we returned to Canada last year, we were reacquainted some aspects of life that are different from what
we had experienced in New York:

· The last letter of the alphabet is pronounced “zed.”
· Milk is sold in 4 liter bags, not in gallon jugs.
· 30 degrees is hot, not cold.
· Take off your shoes when you enter someone’s home.

I had experienced this last custom when I arrived in Niagara Falls, and at first it confused me.  In the States, it’s not
the usual practice to take off your shoes when you enter a home, either your own or someone else’s.  Except on
occasions when the weather is inclement or you live in an area with a lot of mud, shoes remain on your feet when
you come indoors.  But I noticed during my years at St. Paul’s that no matter what time it year it was, people
would take off their shoes immediately upon entering a home, often leaving a large pile of shoes when there was
a dinner or party.  Many people have become so proficient at this that they can take off and put on their shoes in
a split second, whereas I’m still struggling to untie my shoelaces and keep my balance as I try to comply with this
custom.

As unfamiliar as I was with the practice of taking off shoes upon entering a home, it makes good sense.  It keeps
the dirt that cling to footwear out of one’s home, and is a way of showing respect to your hosts who have invited
you into their homes.  Whatever we have picked up outside will not find its way inside, and we can enjoy our time
together without worrying that we are going to bring with us something that is going to damage or mar what our
host has carefully prepared for us.  

The custom of taking off shoes when entering a home is not unique to Canada; it is widely practiced in many Asian
countries, and even in parts of the world where it is not a custom many houses have “mud rooms” where people
remove their dirty shoes before entering the main rooms of the home.  It is a custom that has a long history in
many cultures, including the ancient Middle East; in the New Testament, there are many accounts of people
taking off their footwear before sitting down at the dinner table.  When Jesus is invited to dinner at the home of a
Pharisee, he is greeted by a woman who “began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry it with her hair.” (Luke
7:38); Jesus later chastises his host because “you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with
her tears and dried them with her hair.” (7:44).  In John’s account of the Last Supper, it is Jesus who washes the
feet of his disciples after they remove their footwear (probably sandals) before sitting down at the Lord ’s Table. 
Jesus takes the place of a household servant in order to teach his followers the meaning of discipleship: “So if I,
your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.  For I have set you an
example, that you also should do as I have done to you.” (John 13:14-15).  Taking off your footwear and washing
your feet were the way in which you would lay aside whatever had clung to you on your journey so that it would
not be carried into the place where your host had prepared a feast for you.

In today’s First Lesson from Proverbs, Wisdom is personified as a host who has prepared a sumptuous feast for
her guests.  “Wisdom” (Sophia) plays the part of a teacher or revealer who seeks a dwelling within humanity.  Like
a prophet, wisdom acts authoritatively to reveal God’s will; it invites, threatens, and forces people to make a
decision as to whether or not they will follow God’s Will and walk in the paths of God’s Wisdom.  For Luther, the
source of wisdom is in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ: “But now Christ frees us from death, the devil,
and sin and gives us righteousness, life, faith, power, salvation, and wisdom.” (Sermons on the Catechism).  As



Isaiah speaks of the day when “the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged
wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear” (Isaiah 25:6), Wisdom builds a house and
prepares a feast to which many are invited:

· “Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn her seven pillars.  She has slaughtered her animals, she has
mixed her wine, she has also set her table.  She has sent out her servant-girls, she calls from the highest
places in town, ‘You that are simple, turn in here!’  To those without sense she says, ‘Come eat of my
bread and drink of the wine I have mixed.’” – Proverbs 9:1-5.

The “seven pillars” may be a reference to the homes of wealthy patricians whose houses would feature this
number of pillars; it may also be a reference to the “pillars of the earth” (“For the pillars of the earth are the
LORD’s, and on them he has set the world.” – 1 Samuel 2:8).  “Seven” is used in the Old Testament as a symbol of
completeness, perfection, and fullness; in this passage, seven would refer to the perfection and stability of
creation in the house build by the Wisdom of the Lord.

The feast that Wisdom prepares within this house is a sumptuous one; she has set her table with meat and wine,
which were usually not consumed by common people (the prophet Amos chastised the wealthy people of Israel
who “eat lambs from their flock, and calves from the stall … who drink wine from bowls, and anoint themselves
with the finest oils, but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph!” – Amos 6:4-6).  Yet despite the richness of this
feast, those who are invited are not only the wealthy and elite but those who are of humbler means: “’You that
are simple, turn in here!’  To those without sense she says, ‘Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have
mixed.’” (9:4-5).  Such an inclusive invitation is reminiscent of Jesus’ parable where all are invited to the feast after
the honoured guests have responded with regrets: “Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and
bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame.” (Luke 14:21).  “Wisdom sends out her servants to invite
people to the feast, but also issues a personal invitation herself.” (Sara Koenig).

Those who are invited to Wisdom’s feast arrive at a mansion where all has been prepared for their sake; but as is
the custom when we arrive at the home where our host has welcomed us to lay aside our footwear and all that
clings to it, when we arrive at Wisdom’s house we are instructed to “lay aside immaturity, and live, and walk in the
way of insight.” (9:6).  The blessings that await us at Wisdom’s table can only be fully embraced if we first leave
behind the “simple ways” in which we once lived, our former ways of living and understanding that once might
have made sense to us but are now foolishness in comparison to what the wisdom of God offers us at this table. 
Later in this chapter, the nature of Wisdom’s meal is contrasted by that which is offered by Folly, who is also
personified as a host inviting people to a very different kind of feast:

· “The foolish woman is loud; she is ignorant and knows nothing.  She sits at the door of her house, on a
seat at the high places of the town, calling to those who pass by, who are going straight on their way, ‘You
who are simple, turn in here!’  And to those without sense she says, ‘Stolen water is sweet, and bread
eaten in secret is pleasant.’  But they do not know that the dead are there, that her guests are in the
depths of Sheol.” – 9:13-18.

In order to embrace the blessings offered by Wisdom at her table, her guests need to lay aside the foolishness and
immaturity that has clung to them like dirt on their shoes, leaving it outside the house where Wisdom invites them
to “live, and walk in the way of insight.” (9:6).

· “The wise person’s life – though the call is to the one who is simple and who lacks sense – is to dwell in
Wisdom’s house, where there are ample provisions and life, in contrast to the house of Folly with its lesser
offerings and its death… Thus, more than a final destination, to dwell in the house of Wisdom is a process
that continues throughout the life of the one who answers her invitation.” – Koenig.



This call to lay aside the foolishness and immaturity of our past to embrace the gift of Wisdom that leads to life is
also spoken to us this morning in our Second Lesson from the letter to the Ephesians, in which the Apostle
encourages us to “be careful then how you live, not as unwise people but as wise, making the most of the time,
because the days are evil.” (5:15-16).  This contrast between the wise and the foolish has its roots in the wisdom
literature of the Old Testament (“I have taught you the way of wisdom; I have led you in the paths of uprightness …
Keep hold of instruction; do not let go; guard her, for she is your life.  Do not enter the path of the wicked, and do
not walk in the way of evildoers.” – Proverbs 4:11-14).  The warning to “be careful how you live” highlights the
constant danger that the righteous might be deceived “because the days are evil.”  Living in this present evil age,
the faithful are encouraged to “make the most of the time,” a phrase that includes two important teachings from
Paul’s letters:

· “make the most of” (exagorazo) means to purchase or “buy back – redeem” something: “Christ redeemed
us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us: (Galatians 3:13); “in order to redeem those who
were under the law, so that they might receive adoption as children.” (4:5).

· “time” (Kairos), in contrast to “chronological time” (chronos) this word can refer to a particular time, a
favourable time, or the time of crisis in an eschatological sense: “Besides this, you know what time it is,
how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep.  For salvation is nearer to us now than when we
became believers …” (Romans 13:11).

The need for wisdom is intensified by this end-time perspective: “So do not be foolish, but understand what
the will of the Lord is.” (5:17).  In order to fully benefit from the blessings offered to us by the Lord’s Wisdom,
we need to lay aside the immaturity and foolishness that has previously governed our lives:

· “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became
an adult, I put an end to childish ways.” – 1 Corinthians 13:11.

· “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside  every
weight and the sin that clings so closely …” – Hebrews 12:1.

The instruction “do not get drunk” (methyskomai) is used metaphorically for the blindness or unconsciousness of a
drunken humanity (“So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be sober; for those who
sleep sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night.” – 1 Thessalonians 5:6-7).  The antithesis to being
drunk is being “filled with the Spirit” which results in a life that is filled with singing and thanksgiving, “giving
thanks to God the Father at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (5:20).  Those who
are blessed with this Spirit-inspired wisdom have put aside their former efforts to seek the Lord through their own
abilities, for the wise person acknowledges that “by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus
Christ my Lord or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with
his gifts, made me holy and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the
whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one common, true faith.” (Small Catechism).  It
is through this blessing of being filled with the spirit that we receive the blessings of wisdom that will lead to lives
filled with joy and thanksgiving:

· “The spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him: the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel
and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.  His delight shall be in the fear of the LORD.”
– Isaiah 11:2-3a.

· “I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and
revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what
is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints,
and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his
great power.” – Ephesians 1:17-19.



As the gift of being “filled with the Spirit” “reveals Christ, just as it is written in John 16:14, ‘He will glorify me,
because he will take what is mine and declare it to you.’  Then he also brings the other gifts: love, prayer,
thanksgiving, chastity, endurance, etc.” (Philip Melanchthon, Apology of the Augsburg Confession).

As Wisdom invites all people to her feast table in order to “walk in the way of insight,” we are invited to join all
God’s people at the Lord’s Table in which we will feast on the very “living bread that came down from heaven.”
(John 6:51).  We come to the Lord’s Supper believing that it is “the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ
under the bread and wine, instituted by Christ himself for us Christians to eat and drink,” and that “forgiveness of
sin, life, and salvation are given to us in the sacrament”(Small Catechism).  It is the meal in which we hear the
invitation of our Lord every time we gather together in the Words of Institution, that “this is my body, given for
you … this cup is the new covenant in my blood, shed for you and for all people for the forgiveness of sin.”  Every
person who receives this meal hears the words that assure us that this is truly “given and shed for you.”  While
there is nothing that we need do to prepare ourselves to receive this meal or make ourselves worthy of a place at
the Lord’s Table, when we come into the house of the Lord we are called to lay aside anything that might be
clinging to us, any other loyalties or allegiances that might tempt us to turn away from the Lord’s Table toward
another table that offers us blessings for life.  As accepting the invitation to the table of Wisdom meant rejected
Folly’s invitation to a table that did not nourish one’s life, when we accept our Lord’s invitation to partake of this
Holy Supper we are leaving behind anything that we might have formerly believed would bring us blessings and
fulfillment, laying is aside as we might take off our dirt-encrusted shoes before entering the home of our host.  We
need to lay aside immaturity, the ways in which we one thought would bring us hope and fulfillment, so that we
might receive that which is the true source of blessing, the meal we receive along with our Lord’s promise that
“the one who eats this bread will live forever.” (John 6:58).  In his letter to the Philippians, Paul reflects on all that
he needed to lay aside when Christ called him to be an apostle: he was “circumcised on the eighth day, a member
of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a
persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under that law, blameless.” (Philippians 3:5-6).  Paul had to lay aside
his identity, his status, his favoured position in his community; all of this he needed to leave at the door when he
entered into the presence of the Lord.  But rather than viewing this as a sacrifice, Paul shares how what he laid
aside paled in comparison to the blessings he would receive:

· “Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.  More than that, I regard
everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  For his sake I have
suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in
him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes through the law, but one that comes through faith
in Christ, the righteousness of God based on faith.” – 3:7-9.

The custom of taking off your shoes when entering a home has become more familiar me since we returned to
Canada; I now find myself doing it almost out of habit.  It’s a good tradition that leaves the dirt our footwear has
collected outside of the house, and also is a way of showing respect to our hosts who have gone to great lengths
to prepare their homes to welcome us as guests.  As we come into the house of the Lord to receive this gift which
blesses us with faith, hope, wisdom, and life, let us also lay aside anything that is clinging to us, anything that is
weighing us down, holding us back, preventing us from receiving all that God has prepared for us.  We lay it all
aside so that we are prepared to “enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise … For the LORD is
good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.” (Psalm 100:4-5). Amen.


