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Just to start out, who here knows who Edgar Allan Poe is? I would hope that Americans know one of 
America’s best known poets, but did you know that, though he is most famous as a poet and an author 
of short stories, when he was starting out in Baltimore, he was working as a literary critic in several 
magazines?  While it is uncommon for artists to start out by criticizing other people’s works 
professionally, Poe was apparently notorious for taking down other poets and tearing down their works 
to shreds.  It was so bad, in fact, that many considered it a personal attack, not just literary criticism.   
When Poe started to publish his own works, those people whose work he had torn apart then published 
articles of their own, tearing his work to shreds.  It became a vicious cycle as poet attacked poet, 
tearing down works of each other without ever trying to build up anyone.  I’m not sure why Poe went to 
these extremes.  Maybe he was trying to prove himself.  Maybe he was truly full of himself and believed 
his work to be the best of anyone, or maybe he just realized the truth about criticism that holds true 
even today—the people enjoy bad reviews more than good.   
  
We only have to look at places like People Magazine and its listings of what celebrities look horrible in a 
bathing suit this summer or a website that posts bad reviews of movies.  I am incredibly guilty of 
this.  Whenever I see in the newspaper or online a review of a movie that got an “F”, I review it, even if I 
have never heard of the film before and have no intention of ever going to see it.  I have to read about 
how bad this thing is.  I am fascinated with this, but I don’t flock to the “A+” reviews in that way.  If I see 
a movie got an “A+” and I haven’t heard of it, I don’t bother.  So, why are we, and why am I, specifically, 
so obsessed with these bad reviews?   
  
I think this kind of fascination exists in our own entertainment as well.  Why do we enjoy in our movies 
watching Bill Murray or John Belushi laying in on a preppy college student or government official with 
cutting sarcasm and wit?   
  
To use a famous example, let’s take a look at the movie “Ghostbusters” which most people, at least, 
are aware of.  In the movie “Ghostbusters”, the ghostbusters are visited by an agent of the EPA about 
halfway through the film because the government isn’t exactly sure what they are doing.  The agent is 
met by Bill Murray’s character, and while being questioned, Murray uses sarcasm and wit to knock the 
agent down a peg or two and kick him out of his office.  It is a funny scene.  Everyone on the audience 
laughs and cheers “Get him, Bill Murray!”, but if this happened in real life, hopefully you would say, “Bill 
Murray is a jerk.”   
  
In “Ghostbusters” there are disgraced college professors who run around New York City with laser 
weapons no one has ever seen before.  Goodness knows what type of ghost apparently exists that no 
one has noticed until right now, so the government has a lot of reason to be concerned with what these 
guys are doing in the middle of the most populated city in the world.  Murray accomplishes nothing with 
his sarcasm and disrespect except to “tick off” the agent who later comes back and, more out of 
vengeance than professional need, takes over their office and shuts down their ghost field which is a 
technical term for the movie’s third act where everything blows up.  What Murray does is probably the 
worst thing someone could do in that situation, but even now it’s still funny, so why do we cheer and 
laugh for this kind of act?  Maybe it is because it is scandalous, it’s provocative, and they are perhaps 
saying something that we are thinking, as well, but may be too polite to say.   
  
Also, in movies of entertainment, there are almost always insults and judgments lobbied against 
someone we don’t know, usually by someone who doesn’t know them either.  Most of the time, these 
celebrities like Kim Kardashian or Larry the Cable Guy will never hear these insults.   
  



It is difficult, however, when these insults are lobbied at those around us in the real world.  When we 
lobby these judgments against people we don’t know, we never see how badly it could hurt 
someone.  When we start making judgments and hard criticisms at people around us and start insulting 
them behind their backs instead of to their faces, it can sometimes be surprising how quickly these 
judgments and jokes (what we think may be good humor or good ribbing) can become rumor, and 
those can quickly become gossip which turns into exaggeration.  Those can become lies and, 
suddenly, what we thought was just a fun time has become very hurtful for someone.  We are all guilty 
of this kind of action—me, especially.   
  
If you would ask any of my friends this summer, you would probably find out that I’ve been talking about 
my former roommate who left me with an entire house to clean.  Nonstop, it seems, for two months, 
complain, complain, complain!  Did I give him the benefit of the doubt?  No, because I wanted to 
complain about it.   
  
As we hear from the pulpit time and time again, being a good Christian isn’t just about how we act 
towards God.  It is how we act towards each other.  The passages we read today address the subject 
of what a Christian should do in relation to others but also in different ways.  The Ephesians text is 
more blunt and simplistic.  Don’t steal, don’t lie.  These go along with the other Commandments like 
don’t kill, don’t commit adultery.  They are the basis for the ethical code of the Bible.   
  
The Proverbs text, however, is a little different.  Instead of a list of rules and things to do or not do, it 
gives us a short story.  “Wisdom creates banquet and invites everyone to it”.  The invitation in the text is 
specifically targeted to those who are simple, but the Hebrew text seems to not imply that this means 
someone who is stupid or foolish, but just those who don’t live wisely yet.  I assume it means that 
anyone who is wise is already at the banquet.  It also gives us a set of instructions that seems simple at 
first:  “Don’t correct the mocker, or they will mock you.  Don’t rebuke a wicked person or they will hurt 
you, but if you rebuke a wise person, they will love you, and they will grow wiser”.   
  
There is a clear division in the text between the mocker and the wise.  At a cursory glance, it seems we 
are being instructed to find the wisest people we can know and correct them on everything because 
then they will become wiser—right? That’s how it works.  If someone is totally wrong and they are being 
a jerk, just don’t aggress them.  Just leave them alone, let them be wrong, and let them say whatever 
they want.  All this changes in Verse 12 when she says “If you are wise, your wisdom will reward 
you.  If you are a mocker, you alone will suffer”.  She is not instructing us on who to correct, but who we 
should strive to be.   
  
There are two lessons to take from this text—one about what to do when we are corrected and one 
about how to correct someone.  Often, when we give advice, or we correct someone’s mistake, it is 
often more important how we rebuke them than what we are rebuking.  A kind word in private is 
incredibly more effective than sarcasm in public, but it also shows what happens when we are 
rebuked.  When someone corrects us, even in a nice way, we stand in front of a fork in the road.  We 
can reject and rebuke in its nonsense, taking it as an insult, either ignoring it or attacking the one who 
corrects us, or we can learn from it.   
  
In a basic way, this text asks us to explore our feelings about ourselves.  Do we believe ourselves 
beyond reproach?  Are we correct in everything we do, or do we know ourselves to be human, to be 
flawed sometimes and open to improvement?  Wisdom is not something we can achieve once and we 
are done.  It is described as a path of wisdom because it is something we continue to work at every day 
through the choices that we are presented with.  It’s not about going to school either, because there is 
no prerequisite to entering wisdom’s banquet, rather it is about choosing to learn rather than to mock, to 
understand rather than to dismiss.  Learning leads to wisdom, but it is a choice.  When someone 
corrects us or instructs us, we can turn on them, insulting them and becoming angry like a mocker, or 
we can learn from our mistakes and become wiser for it.  That’s the word.  
  
 


