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WHAT IS WISDOM?  The wisdom of Solomon 

The book of Wisdom, from which the first reading is taken, is said to have been written by King 

Solomon. Solomon was called a wise king. What did wisdom mean? Wisdom meant first of all 

professional competence, something that you could learn through instruction and experience. 

Wisdom also meant life experience. Professionalism and life experience is a wisdom that you master 

yourself, a wisdom that you acquire yourself. But the wisdom in which Solomon excelled was a 

wisdom he had not made himself. It was a wisdom from above, a wisdom he had prayed for, a 

wisdom given to him. Wise is he who lives according to the Torah, the instructions given by God in 

the Law. This kind of wisdom is a more precious possession than power and wealth, more precious 

than gold and precious stones, more precious than health and beauty. 

 

The rich man 

The rich man of the gospel seemed to possess such a wisdom, because he lived according to the 

Torah: from early on he maintained the commandments. Yet something was missing: Jesus invited 

him to leave everything behind and to follow him. This was difficult for that man to understand. He 

had been taught that wealth was a blessing given to you when you lived well, as poverty was a 

punishment because you or your parents had done something wrong. Wealth was seen as a reward, 

a sign of God's favor. Wealth enabled you to do good works, which would lead you to heaven. So the 

rich man was shocked when he heard that he had to leave all his goods, and he left sadly. The 

apostles were also startled, especially when Jesus said: It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye 

of a needle than for someone rich to enter the kingdom of God. In other words, a rich man does not 

easily enter God's new world. 

 

Sell what you own 

Now you can wonder what this gospel means by sell what you own. Do you indeed have to renounce 

all property? When Anthony of Egypt once came in a church where this gospel happened to be read, 

he immediately was struck by this text, he sold his possessions, gave the proceeds to the poor, and 

retired to the desert. This was the personal calling for Anthony, but this does not mean that 

everyone has to do that. What is wisdom in this case? Wealth in itself is good, and poverty is an evil. 

Jesus himself was not rich, nor poor, he was not a vagrant or a beggar. The women who provided for 

Jesus and the apostles out of their own resources (Luke 8: 3) were not without means. Jesus spoke of 

the hundredfold that you will have already in this life. 

  

Share what you have received 

If we do not understand literally the answer of Jesus: Go and sell what you own and give the money 

to the poor, as Anthony really did, how then can we interpret Jesus' words? Let us set the rich man 

and the follower of Jesus against each other. The rich man asked: What must I do to inherit eternal 

life? Note the words I, do and inherit. The rich man wants to earn eternal life himself. His faithful 

adherence to the Law arose from human need to achieve something. Maybe he wanted to perform 

better and he therefore addressed Jesus. But Jesus speaks of receiving of eternal life (verse 30). 

Acquiring something yourself is opposite to receiving something from God's hand. Jesus does not ask 



you to do anything extra, but he would like you to do what you already do, but in a different way. It's 

not about more, but about better. It is not about quantity, but about quality. Calvin said it this way: 

Christ does not mean the rich man lacks something outside of the adherence to the Law, but 

something in the adherence to the Law. Jesus requires a radical change of mentality from his 

followers. The normal thing is to perform something, to have success, to have security. You work for 

that, and rightly so. All this lies in the sphere of wealth with which you want to be safe. But another 

thing is to realize that all you possess is a gift: your existence, your talents, your husband or wife, 

your children, your friends, nature ... You are carried by God, He has engraved you on the palm of his 

hands (Isaiah 49:16). He gives you opportunities, and when you fall short, He forgives you and gives 

you a new chance every time.  

Selling everything and giving it to the poor means realizing that everything you have is not your own, 

but a gift. Everything that has been given to you has been given to share with others. If we know that 

everything we have is not our own, we will also give it away more easily. We have received 

everything on loan to pass it on to those who have not received enough. 

The gospel speaks of eternal life (verses 17 and 30). Eternal life belongs to the kingdom of the eternal 

God. This life not only applies to the afterlife, but also to life here and now. This eternal life already 

begins now. This life we cannot make ourselves, like a camel does not pass through the eye of a 

needle. Jesus appeals to the rich man and also to us not to put the emphasis on ourselves and on our 

own possessions, on our own will and ability, but to put the emphasis on God, who has given us 

everything to share with each other. 

 


