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Proverbs, |1

Let us begin this lecture by expressing to the Llaardsense of dependence on Him. Let us pray
together.

Father, we are both excited and also intimidatedvbat it is You call us to do, to open Your Word an
to seek to understand it. Father, we recognize tas\ghort we fall of real understanding, in so many
ways, of this wonderful Word that You have giverQiten we have squandered opportunities to
improve our understanding. Often we have sleptughosermons or drifted off into our own daydreams
when we had opportunity to grow in understandingd Aet, Lord, we thank You that You accept us
even in our weakness. In fact, You have said that 3trength is made perfect in our weakness. So we
come before You now as weak vessels begging bowYour strength in us. Lord, teach us from
Your Word. We thank You that it is not a pamphiét.thank You that it is not just a few lines that w
could master in a day. We thank You that it isrameasurable Word that displays Your majesty and
something of Your immensity. We could not masieMttord; we could not learn it fully in our lifeten
But we thank You that You give us that opportunistudy. | pray that You would help us as we latok
this book of practical wisdom, Proverbs, that Yawid instruct us from it. And as we learn of Yowyma
we have wills that are bent to Your will so thatiYoay teach us more and take delight in us as ele se
to follow those good instructions that You havegiYour redeemed people. We pray this now in Jesus’
name. Amen.

We are still in Proverbs in this lecture. We belyaking in the last lecture at that section thajibs
with ‘The proverbs of Solomon son of David, kinglsfael,” the first nine chapters of the book. That
title, as we commented last time, may refer toaihire book as well as this section. In other wprds
Solomon is the primary author of Proverbs. Or iyrha referring only to the first nine chapters. flisa
a gquestion we cannot easily settle. We also lodksidtime at 1:1-7, the purpose and the first ppiec
of wisdom. This is the purpose of not only Provdrbsof wisdom in general: the Psalms, and really
biblical religion itself. “The fear of thedro is the beginning of wisdom.” This is the very fistep. No
matter how clever you may be, if you lose sighthaitt first principle you have taken a step in threnyg
direction and your cleverness will lead you evethfar from God rather than closer to God. “The f&far
the Lorp is the beginning of wisdom”; that is what undedgiall of what we consider in this book of
practical advice. We also mentioned that the themeaded in the first nine chapters are themesateat
worked out throughout the rest of the book. Theeethe first nine chapters, with their paragrapigta
treatments of themes, are very good chapters ttingexn orientation and context to a particulamtie.
Then we augment that by searching out what isaaadit that theme later in the book.

What | would like for us to do now is look at anetimajor theme that appears in these first nine
chapters. | would like for us to look at the issfi@vealth in Proverbs. The issue of wealth comes up
already in 3:9-10: “Honor thedrp with your wealth, / with the first fruits of alloyr crops; / then your
barns will be filled to overflowing, / and your gauill brim over with new wine.” We will pause lat®
talk about the nature of a proverb, because heénatgnay make you wonder about the people you
know who always tithed and gave generously of tileiome, and yet have since lost everything. We
will have to wrestle with that question of how waderstand a proverb. Is it a generality? Is it ntbea
that? But we will defer that for a little while. gtit now | would like us to look at this whole issafe
wealth and personal property. This is of concepeeslly to us living in the West where we are very
wealthy, relative to the rest of the world. If ybave traveled to third-world countries you knowt tha
comparison we are wealthy. That does not mean a&aeking in financial concerns. Because of the
way we try to live in the West we are sometimesemmnsumed with financial anxiety than individuals
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in the third world who simply do not vest as mueterest in what they own. So that is a problem that
we have inflicted on ourselves, perhaps.

What does Proverbs, looking at it thematically, aslabout wealth? First of all, wealth properlyresl
can be the Lord’s blessing. There is nothing wrenth wealth. God gives us all things richly to enjo
Wealth can be the Lord’s blessing. Look at Prov&i$, which says, “Long life is in her [wisdom’s]
right hand; / in her left hand are riches and hdriRemember that Proverbs is a father addressmg hi
son: “My son, listen to my instruction.” Daughtenr® also addressed, but not directly. Therefore
wisdom is personified as a woman inviting the youran to embrace wisdom (3:13). Proverbs 10:22,
from the Solomonic or central collection, says, &Tilessing of the drp brings wealth, / and he adds no
trouble to it.” Wealth can be a blessing. All ofu®bably know people who have immense wealth and
great troubles. But if that wealth is a resultted blessing of the Lord, then He adds no trouble fthe
New American translation renders 10:22 this wayhéDlessing of the Lord brings wealth / and no
effort can substitute for it.” That is a differehbught, but also a good thought. | think probahk NIV
and the New King James have it about right, bt iha possibility from the Hebrew and it is worth
thinking about. God’s blessing brings a kind of likeéghat no amount of effort can act as its subtit

As believers we should have a right sense of oalttvas we look around and are tempted to envy the
greater monetary wealth of our fellow citizens.r€alize that we are the ones with the real treasure
encouraging. Proverbs 13:21-22 says, “Misfortunspes the sinner, / but prosperity is the reward of
the righteous. / A good man leaves an inheritancéis children’s children, / but a sinner’s weakh
stored up for the righteous.” Again, wealth carabresult of God’s blessing. And this again rai$es t
guestion that we will need to consider: what kifich @romise or prediction is this? There are godly
people who have not left an inheritance for thaildren’s children. Is this generally true? Howwle
understand this? We will consider that later.

Wealth can be the Lord’s blessing. But the secamdtound in Proverbs is that wealth does not prov
the Lord’s blessing. That is often a big mistakat the make. We in the West tend to think, because
God blesses diligent effort, if | am wealthy Godsnhe pleased with me. Look at Proverbs 11:16,
which says, “A kindhearted woman gains respeatt flsthless men gain only wealth.” | am inferring
the principle here, but the second line does detrateshat a wealthy man could well be a ruthlass,

a righteous, man. He has gotten his wealth rutlylessot through his righteousness, not as a result o
the Lord’s blessing, but by his own covetous meblaving money does not prove in any way that God
has blessed someone, though wealth can be a lgessin

The third point is that wealth results from hortestd work, in a proverbial sense. | know that theee
many people who have diligently worked hard foorag time and have not gained wealth. There are
other circumstances that have to be considerederys 10:4 says, “Lazy hands make a man poor, / but
diligent hands bring wealth.” Diligence is, in aperbial sense, a means to gaining wealth. Proverbs
13:11 says, “Dishonest money dwindles away, / leutvho gathers money little by little makes it grow.
Here is a contrast between money dishonestly gameidh will just dwindle away, and that which is
gained by integrity, which will grow. The opposaédishonesty is honest integrity. Proverbs 22:16
says, “He who oppresses the poor to increase hatiweand he who gives gifts to the rich—both come
to poverty.” This recognizes that there is a righy to gain wealth and there are also wrong ways to
gain wealth. The two wrong ways mentioned hereoppessing the poor—exploitation, taking
advantage of those who are in a disadvantagedquostand bribery, trying to curry favor with the
wealthy and influential by giving them gifts. Weesexploitation in our society immediately around us
all the time, as well as globally. | do not meamniict all large corporations, but often we sedtmu
national corporations exploiting individuals, gettitheir cheap labor, and leaving them little bdhin
when they leave.
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Proverbs 23:4 is an important one to read, | thiokalance what we said earlier about diligenak an
industry: “Do not wear yourself out to get ricthdve the wisdom to show restraint.” Not many
employers promote this attitude. They might havepier employees if they realized the wisdom of this
and that people, the employers’ best resourcesiarehowing wisdom in wearing themselves out; they
will actually do better in the end if they have hgpeople. Proverbs 28:20 says, “A faithful man v
richly blessed, / but one eager to get rich will go unpunished.” This does not mean he will nat ge
rich, but his riches themselves may be somethirtbepunishment. When we study Ecclesiastes we
will see how a person’s very wealth can be his epgpor. Ecclesiastes talks about him lying awake at
night trying to figure out how he can hold on toavhe has. | have seen that in my own extended
family. | have lawyer relatives who have done bditeancially than | have, and | remember one of
these lawyer relatives being very concerned aswte was going to hang on to what he had achieved.
| was thanking the Lord that He had not given mensch to be worried about. We should seek
faithfulness, not greed. We should show moderatimhrestraint.

Wealth brings responsibilities, and this is whatoften forget—those of us sitting in the relatively
wealthy West. We sometimes forget that wealth dwes responsibilities along with it. Generositydan
fairness in the use of wealth are required of usvétbs 14:31—a sobering verse if there is any—says
“He who oppresses the poor shows contempt for Maker, / but whoever is kind to the needy honors
God.” That is a lesson we all need to learn. Tlaeeemany beggars in Cambridge. It is very easy to
think, when someone asks you for money, “You hastebeen diligent. You should be better.” But in
thinking this | actually know nothing about the g&m. | do not know what kind of adverse
circumstances he or she has encountered, angugtdssume beggars should not be where they are,
and furthermore that they will use any money | givem for some illicit purpose. But in the end, not
that | can say | always do this, but | decidedould be better to err on the side of helping an iy
person than to withhold help from a worthy persdrowappened to be under at that time. | decided,
“Well, Lord, I may actually be buying drugs now aaghin for people, but | am going to seek to help
these people.” And if | have another, wiser opfiavill take it, but | think it is better not to asse the
worst. We could be guilty of oppressing the poat ahowing contempt for their Maker, saying, “You
are an unworthy person.” | think we just need tothg Lord to guide us in those things. Generaeitg
fairness are required of us, those of us who haings. Proverbs 22:22-23 says, “Do not exploit the
poor because they are poor / and do not crushe&eynn court, / for thedro will take up their case /
and will plunder those who plunder them.” If thermaghtness and the requirement of generosity are
not enough, here is a threat. The Lord will takehedr case and will plunder those who plunder thém
we need that threat to motivate us, we have it.

Wealth does bring responsibilities. Generosity &lae a blessing: it generates returns. This shaatld
be the motivation, but this is the way God’s unseworks. It is encouraging to hear this so thatare
be open handed with our wealth. Proverbs 22:9 sAygenerous man will himself be blessed, / and he
who shares his food with the poor.” A generous mdinhhimself be blessed. We all have probably
heard that “it is more blessed to give than toikecéWell, this proverb is saying those who givélw
also receive—they will be blessed by God. Proveg7 says, “He who gives to the poor will lack
nothing, / but he who closes his eyes to them vesainany curses.” Again, that is one that ringsyn
mind when | am approached by a beggar. “He whosgiwehe poor will lack nothing, / but he who
closes his eyes to them receives many curses.” Bopgethose curses are ill founded, but sometimes
they are not. Sometimes we are just too busy, weraed, and unwilling to get involved. Proverbs
25:21-22 says, “If your enemy is hungry, give hood to eat; / if he is thirsty, give him water tond. /
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on heat, / and the Lord will reward you.” That is aious
proverb, is it not? What does that mean? This is@nesting verse because it sounds in one way lik
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the way you can inflict the greatest pain is tdoeaithe grievance. In other words, you did notneto
that person in kind the cruelty he expressed towatd and thus you have a grievance against him and
you are heaping, delightedly, burning coals orhleiad. Well, there are two possibilities. One ig tha
rather than exacting your revenge you are simglyrméng good for evil and leaving the person in the
hands of God. And that can be kind of threaten@rgthere is another theory that the expression may
reflect an Egyptian expiation ritual in which algyiperson, as a sign of his repentance, carrieaisan

of glowing coals on his head. Going back to theaidf returning good for evil, you may lead thesper
to repentance; you may challenge him and wake Ipino dnis own sin by your kindness. And then the
person may be like those going through the expiaitoal of heaping glowing coals in their head. “I
your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat”—how imueore someone who is not your enemy, but
only a stranger! Then 25:14 says, “Like clouds amt without rain / is a man who boasts of gifts he
does not give.” This is a warning against falseegesity or claims of false generosity, to whichave

all sometimes subject.

To summarize so far, wealth properly earned cathéé.ord’s blessing, but it does not prove the [ord
blessing. Wealth brings the responsibility to hwliat God gives us with an open hand, realizing that
God will reward that. God is the source of all food that we receive. Therefore it is absurd forous
clutch and hang on to what we think is ours rathan freely share of it with God’s other creatures
because God owns the cattle on a thousand hillsaé®d not worry that we will run out if we let some
of ours be distributed to others. We should be eomexd for the poor not simply when they enter our
world—when we are accosted by them when the begmaes up to us or when we walk by someone
and they say, “Give me something.”—but rather waeusthbe more proactive in actually reaching out to
the poor. That is true, and that is somethingshiags a little when we hear it because that ifscdit

for us.

Wealth poses dangers. | have heard people sainttie Old Testament wealth was a blessing while in
the New Testament wealth is viewed as a cursenlodidhink that Old Testament/New Testament
dichotomy is accurate, but it is quite clear thatith poses dangers and there are severe warnitiys i
New Testament. “It is easier for a camel to goulgifothe eye of a needle than for a rich man torente
the kingdom of heaven,” Jesus said. He warns oflimgers of wealth. That does not mean it is aegurs
but it does pose dangers. And the Old Testamesepts that as well. The proverbs tell us that wealt
can bring various problems with it; it can bringgéts and false friends. Have you ever thoughtabou
what it would be like to be extremely wealthy? Waaturse that would be in some ways. You would
never know whether your friends were only yourrfde because of what they could get from you. So
wealth can bring false friends and threats, awdntalso bring false confidence. It is easy to $eelure
when we have wealth, but we need to realize thamount of money can actually secure our existence.
Remember the parable of the rich man who builtdalzrns and died that night. He was not secure.
And wealth can divert our attention from God. Pminge30:7-8 says,

Two things | ask of you, Odro;
do not refuse me before | die:
Keep falsehood and lies far from me;
give me neither poverty nor riches,
but give me only my daily bread.
Otherwise, | may have too much and disown you
and say, “Who is the Lord?”
Or | may become poor and steal,
and so dishonor the name of my God.
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My wife and | prayed through this passage beforewsee even married because this is the way we
wanted to live and knew we ought to live. It hasbamazing over almost 25 years of marriage how
well He has done that, giving us enough but notmach. Our faith is constantly tested, but that is
blessing because you learn something about theibhaeeing Him provide. We could not engineer our
finances so as to stay right where we need to dsawéhe Lord has done. He gives us just enoudb. |
not mean that we have not had wonderful matereddihgs, but they have not made us wealthy. God
took us as missionaries to Germany. We could neg Ipaid for it, but by God’s grace we were
missionaries in Europe, and so we were able técseape for four years. We saw Switzerland. God
does reward you and your life can be rich and goatlwonderful—even in praying this prayer. This is
a good prayer, | think, because it encourages trsiso God. Having too much can divert our attamtio
from God.

Wealth poses dangers. It can be very deceptigeelns to offer security but it does not really, and
ultimately it is worthless. As the saying goes, yannot take your wealth with you. Now, the
interesting twist to that is that we can store apdurselves treasures in heaven. How do we d@ Bt
using what God gives us in this life as He direrstsn building up His kingdom. In this way we are
storing up for ourselves treasures in heaven. \Wikeado with our wealth is of eternal significance D
not hoard it, thinking that you will pack a bagt fuat the end of your bed, and take it with yoluen
you die. No, it is not to be trusted. Proverbs &1sdys, “Whoever trusts in his riches will falbut the
righteous will thrive like a green leaf.” Poetryteri uses interesting imagery. This verse usestfe |
metaphor of the righteous: “The righteous will Heriike a green leaf.” Why did he choose that
metaphor, that particular image of the righteousfnk it is interesting that the metaphor chosea |
leaf because a leaf is not a very strong thingoltid be ripped off the branch. And yet it is asrsg) as
the sap flowing through it. It is the health of thee or the trunk that keeps the leaf green. iy be
referring to the organic connection of the rightetmthe life-giving source, the Lord.

Wealth can be very deceptive; it is not to be gdsAfter all, it is only temporary. And finally,ealth is
not to be our first priority. | say that not ontythose planning to go into full-time Christian\gee
because every Christian is in full-time Christi@nvéce. For every Christian wealth is not to beryou
first priority. We do want to be a faithful servaftGod in the workplace so that we will be a good
witness, but we easily slip over into a misconaapti was at a men’s retreat last spring whereasne
the men said, “Are we not called to be the besinprofessions? As Christians should we not be the
best?” As we thought about it, the answer was nbnacessarily. We are called to be as faithfuas
possibly can, but that may not make us the besrelmay be some other worker who has sacrificed
everything—his family, time with his children, Higliefs, all the things that make life worth livirnige
has thrown it all aside to devote himself solelyising to the top in this particular professiore 14 the
best; you are not, but you are being more faitf8olwe are not called to be the best, rather we are
called simply to be faithful. There are many thiriggt are more important than money. Wealth isoot
be our first priority.

Proverbs 19:14 says, “Houses and wealth are imefibm parents, / but a prudent wife is from the
Lorp.” There is something that is much better than theal prudent wife. | am thankful for my wife
who actually prayed that prayer with me and welstagether with it. Many things are more important
than money. Also, wealth should be a byproductigiiér ambitions. If it is the Lord’s will that wealie
wealth, it should be a byproduct of right ambitiongher ambitions. Proverbs 22:4 says, “Humilitgla
the fear of the Lord bring wealth and honor anelliAgain, that raises the question of how we take
that. Is this a prediction? Not everyone who is hlevand fears the Lord is wealthy in material tising
not by any stretch of the imagination. So how douwwderstand that? We need to come to that inle litt
bit. But humility and the fear of the Lord are hegtambitions, and God honors those. And finally, ou
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worth is not measured by our wealth. Proverbs 23y, “Rich and poor have this in common: / the
Lorp is the Maker of them all.” | remember in our misgry days when we would come back from
overseas we were tempted to think, “I am not wegtte latest fashions here; | do not have the right
kind of shoes on.” It was very tempting to sayc6uld have what my wealthy relatives have.” One of
my lawyer relatives earns much more money thanwido the same amount of education. It was
tempting for me to begin to measure myself by hind become frustrated because | thought, “They do
not view me as worthy; they do not view me as theqiral because | do not have what they have.” | had
to remind myself that we are not measured by wieahave. A person’s life does not consist in the
things that he or she owns. We should not measuselves or others by wealth because “rich and poor
have this in common: / theoko is the Maker of them all.” We should not give uadwnor to the one

and not to the other. Remember what the writeaaiek, a wonderful New Testament wisdom book,
has to say about that in James 1:9-10. He calls timppoor to rejoice in their high position and tich

to rejoice in their low position. That is a studyitself, trying to figure out exactly what that ames. But

the Lord is the maker of them both, and we shooldmeasure ourselves by our wealth.

This is a rather rapid overview of what this onelbbas to say about wealth and our attitudes toward
There are other things that could be brought amisure. In doing this, | wanted to show how you ca
do a thematic study. There are other ways of shgithis material, but this is one example of howdao
about it, and see how much we can learn fromwestruggle with it and even just quickly studyffit.

we had more time to really meditate we would learen more. Meditation on the Word helps to form
the way we think. The reason we want to study tiselem books is so that we will become wise so that
we will begin to think in the ways God wants ughmk. It is not just that we conform to a rule Ibiois
actually becomes the way we see things becausaveelbarned it and seen it in operation. We realize
that it is true and it becomes who we are.
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