
Inside Out and Right side Up 
Sermon, September 6, 2015 

Texts:  Proverbs 22:1-10, 22-25; James 2:1-19 
 

Fortune cookies, as you know, are those crunchy little confections usually made from flour, sugar, vanilla, and oil 
with a "fortune" wrapped inside … a piece of paper with words of wisdom, pithy inspirational advice or a vague 
prophecy of great success, love, fame and fortune.  The treats are usually served with Chinese food in Chinese 
restaurants as a dessert.  Interestingly, I’m told the cookies are mostly unknown in mainland China and Taiwan; the 
fortune cookie seems to have been invented in America.  In fact, fortune cookies are now one of the comparatively few 
items that we actually export to China, with fortunes written in English!  When I was with my children recently at 
Cedarville University, I took them and six or seven of their friends to a local Chinese restaurant; the owners seemed to 
enjoy our company and generously gave us a whole pile of extra fortune cookies.  We had a great time eating and 
reading them; I saved a few of the fortunes we received and collected a few other samples from other sources:  

 “You learn from your mistakes ... and you will learn a lot today.” 
 “To be old and wise, you must first be young and stupid.” 
 “Stop procrastinating - starting tomorrow.”    
 “Be patient: in time, even an egg will walk.”  
 “Your kind word today can keep someone warm for years.” 
 “You are not illiterate.” (that would seem obvious if you could read this!) 
 “It is better to be the hammer than the anvil.”  
 “Judge each day not by the harvest you reap but by the seeds you plant.”  
 “Today is the tomorrow we worried about yesterday.”  
 “Rest is a good thing, but boredom is its brother.”   
 “It is much easier to be critical than to be correct; try to be the latter.”  
 “Before you wonder ‘Am I doing things right?’ ask ‘Am I doing the right things?’ “  
  “Shoot for the moon!  If you miss you will still be amongst the stars.” 
 (This one is a little self-serving) “A good way to keep healthy is to eat more Chinese food.”  
 “The man on the top of the mountain did not fall there.” 
 “Your fortune is as sweet as the cookie you just ate.” 
 “Don't pursue happiness - create it.” 
 (and appropriately, I close with this one:) “Keep it simple. The more you say, the less people remember.’ 

 
(After reading that last fortune, I’m tempted to stop now … but I won’t.)  In an insightful 2009 article, author John Frye 

proposed: “Why doesn’t some Bible publishing company come out with ‘The Fortune Cookie Bible’?  He writes, 

Many Christians treat the Bible like they do a fortune cookie after a nice Chinese food dinner.  Pithy, little positive sayings that perk up your 
life and create a little fun curiosity, that’s what fortune cookies do.  And that’s all that many Christians [seem to] want from their Bibles. “ 
Life is about me,” most American Christians conclude, “and so the Bible should be about me, too.  God is nice, but nice (and disposable) in 
a fortune cookie kind of way.”  Maybe his Word will tell me something I really want to hear; if it doesn’t, I’ll close it up until I want another 
fortune told.  I’ll read my ‘verse for the day’ and then I’ll be on my way to the important business of the day … my business.   

The truth that the Bible expresses the most revolutionary, turn-your-whole-world-upside-down-Story never occurs to [such people].  The 
Bible has been chopped up into nice, tasty bite-size pieces since they can ever remember, and so to grasp its total upheaval of life as we 
know it is foreign to them.  Not only foreign, but frightening.  “Please keep the Bible bite-size and disposable,” they say.  They’ve been 
trained to eat fast-food, so to eat their way through the tough-to-cut meat of the Bible sounds too hard.  At the most, you can just give the 
Cliff Notes version: “God is love; I am a sinner; Jesus died for my sins, so if ‘I accept him,’ I’ll go to heaven when I die.  But until I die, I get 
to live [my life as I see fit] like everyone else.  What a deal!  The New Fortune Cookie Holy Bible.  I think it would sell.  Don’t you? 1 

People often do approach the Bible like a fortune cookie.  We crack open this mysterious, old book and look 
around for a line or two to fall out that might speak to our lives.  The truth is that the Bible really expresses, as Mr. Frye 
put it, “… the most revolutionary, turn-your-whole-world-upside-down-Story ever written.”  Now, there ARE pithy, practical sayings in 
the Bible; Proverbs is full of them!  The Bible has its immensely practical parts.  However, fortune cookies were never 
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meant to be eaten alone; they were meant to follow a full and satisfying meal!  In like manner, we must see the Bible 
“fortunes” within a greater framework of the totality of the “meat and potatoes” (or, perhaps in keeping with the metaphor, the 
“stir-fry and moo goo gai pan”) of the Bible.  If I may mix metaphors, in the time we have here at worship we are only 
skipping stones across the ocean of God’s majestic, unfolding plan in these pages, a remarkable plan that involves a 
total and thorough involvement of our whole being, heart, soul and strength; I encourage you to spend time throughout 
the week plunging the depths of these words of Scripture.  The Bible makes the claim, from beginning to end, that God 
loves the world He created, has not abandoned any part of it (nor is there anything in this world He does not know about), and He 
is determined to redeem and restore this world and everyone in it … and we are given the high calling of being His 
coworkers, finding our place of service in this grand drama of redemption and restoration with the totality of our lives.   

I’ve cited this before, but I love the quote attributed to C.S. Lewis that some preachers give the impression they 
are simply "… mild-mannered people exhorting mild-mannered people to be more mild-mannered."  (As if my job is to find 52 different ways in 
a year of Sundays to say, "Be Nice" … and maybe throw in a few little fortune cookie sayings for good measure.).  Well, that’s not the 
preaching in the Bible!  The Old Testament prophets and the New Testament apostles were not mild mannered 
milquetoasts giving fortune-cookie inspirational messages; they were passionately preaching thorough and total and 
complete life transformation through faith in the living God.  They were preaching that we need to be thoroughly turned 
inside out and right side up: We need to be turned inside out, from being absorbed and wrapped up with ourselves and 
the way we think things ought to be, to being absorbed with love for God and the way He thinks things ought to be, 
which involves loving all that God loves and all whom God loves!  And we need to be turned right side up, because our 
values are completely upside down!  We need to be turned from worshiping and giving our devotion and undue 
attention to created things or created ideas of our own to worshiping and giving our devotion and undivided attention 
and our service to the Creator.  This transformation is not easy, nor is it done once and for all; in fact, some of the most 
self-absorbed, upside down people we know can be outwardly religious people.  The faith transformation God seeks 
and offers through Jesus Christ and directs throughout the Scriptures is an extensive, intensive and life-long process 
that must affect our attitude toward everything ... AND everyone, as James rather pointedly puts it this morning.   

In today’s text, James is writing to a church wrestling with problems of favoritism toward the rich, apathy toward 
their poor, and the notion that all that is required of church people is “faith in Jesus” … whatever that means.  So, 
James asks, "What does real faith look like?"  Is faith just a trust that God will forgive us no matter what we do to the point 
that it makes no difference what we do?  Or, is faith the life-encompassing conviction that God permeates all of life, 
and has ordered all of life with norms and structures that when followed can be trusted to enhance life?  Can one claim 
to have faith in God if that faith does not shape and produce behavior that reflects the God in Whom we believe?   

This epistle has sparked many a debate within Christendom over the centuries over the issue of “Faith or Works?”  
I don’t want to get into that debate at the moment, other than to say if I had to put it in a fortune cookie, I would write: 
“The hallmark of being Christian is neither faith nor works; the hallmark of being Christian is faith THAT works!” (or, a faith that goes to work.)  A 
faith without works is a faith that doesn’t work!  And a faith that doesn’t work is no faith at all.  Faith that is not put into 
action throughout our lives is like a body without an animating spirit; it is dead. For instance, James writes, can we play 
favorites or have preferences for one type of person over another in the congregation?  In James' day, it was favoring 
the rich over the poor; a constant temptation for congregations, especially during stewardship campaigns!  But, what 
about favoring the young over the old, or the married over the single, or the smart and articulate over the simple and 
plainspoken, or one ethnic group over another, or the good looking over the not-so good looking … does God have 
such preferences?  Of course not!  James makes it clear that such partiality is simply unacceptable in the sight of God.  

On a related note, at a conference I attended a few years back in Orlando, I was uncomfortable with one of the 
proposed goals of those assembled; these were people who were concerned for the long-term well being of the 
church.  The proposed goal was something like, “Let’s have more baptisms than funerals in our denomination by the year 2018!”  
Now, on one hand, I get it; we do want the church to grow.  However, I was disturbed by an offputting sentiment that I 
think was inadvertently, but practically, communicated … “Let’s focus on young people!”  As if we should somehow focus 
our ministry efforts on, and reach out to, the young, because Lord knows we have too many white-hairs in our pews.  
No!  We never want to communicate that we somehow favor the young over the old; that’s really … abhorrent! (and I’m 
not saying that because I am past the six decade mark and have white hair!)  Every single human being … young, old and in 
between … is an immortal soul to be valued and treated accordingly!  God's love and mercy are for all.  To paraphrase 
our reading from Proverbs, "… the rich and the poor, the young and the not-so-young, the smart and the not-so-smart, the articulate and 
the not-so-articulate have this in common: the Lord is the maker of them all."  According to the Bible, this is a direct barometer of our 
faith relationship to God: Do we love the things God loves?  And do we care for the people God cares for?   

The faith you and I are called to believes in God and understands that belief permeates every single area of our 
lives.  Such faith not only believes in God, but believes God, and responds accordingly … allowing God to turn us 
inside out and right side up, loving God with all that we have and are, and loving one another as we love ourselves.   

Actually, that last part is not quite adequate. The challenge is greater than loving one another as we love 
ourselves ... because, truth be told, some of us (myself included) haven't done the greatest job at loving ourselves.  The 
challenge of authentic faith is to love one another … as God loves us. 


