An Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #2

‘‘If I Had Only Listened!’’

Proverbs 1:8-19
Gang-related violence has been a growing problem in our society, and not just in major metropolitan areas like Chicago or St. Louis. Cities in central Illinois such as Champaign-Urbana, Decatur, and Springfield have seen a dramatic rise in gang activity and gun violence this year. Hardly a day passes without reports of gunfire and victims of violence being reported on the news. Tougher gun control laws and stricter sentencing guidelines have failed to stem the rising tide. Police and communities alike are at a loss to know how to combat this growing menace. 

While this is daunting, the problem of gangs and gang-related crime is nothing new. Believe it or not, this menace dates back into ancient times, and the Bible speaks about the problem and what can be done about it.

Our text for this morning is Proverbs 1:8-19,

Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck. My son, if sinners entice you, do not give in to them. If they say, “Come along with us; let’s lie in wait for someone’s blood, let’s waylay some harmless soul; let’s swallow them alive, like the grave, and whole, like those who go down to the pit; we will get all sorts of valuable things and fill our houses with plunder; throw in your lot with us, and we will share a common purse”—my son, do not go along with them, do not set foot on their paths; for their feet rush into sin, they are swift to shed blood. How useless to spread a net in full view of all the birds!  These men lie in wait for their own blood; they waylay only themselves! Such is the end of all who go after ill-gotten gain; it takes away the lives of those who get it.


In these words, written thousands of years ago, we find the building blocks to this very real, very relevant problem, as well as steps that can be taken to counteract or even prevent it from happening.

The Worth of Parental Teaching


Solomon first points out the worth of parental teaching in verses 8-9. “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck.” It all begins at home.


Throughout our country home schooling has become an increasingly popular alternative to the liabilities of public schools and the expense of private academies. Yet, once again, the Bible has pre-empted our preferences with the sound principle of parental training. Note in our text that both the father and the mother are to be involved in teaching, and they both warn him not to abandon what he’s been told.


The book of Proverbs echoes what Moses had written long before in Deuteronomy 6:4-9,

Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates. 


Later in the same chapter we read in verses 20-25,

In the future, when your son asks you, “What is the meaning of the stipulations, decrees and laws the Lord our God has commanded you?” tell him: “We were slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. Before our eyes the Lord sent miraculous signs and wonders—great and terrible—upon Egypt and Pharaoh and his whole household. But he brought us out from there to bring us in and give us the land that he promised on oath to our forefathers. The Lord commanded us to obey all these decrees and to fear the Lord our God, so that we might always prosper and be kept alive, as is the case today. And if we are careful to obey all this law before the Lord our God, as he has commanded us, that will be our righteousness.” 


Now that’s what I call home schooling! It doesn’t just happen between certain hours of the day at a table with textbooks and assignments. Parental teaching happens all the time, in a variety of settings. You may be driving in the car, at the dinner table, outside working on the yard or around the house—all of these ordinary situations can become opportunities for teaching and learning. And when children ask their favorite question, “Why?” we need to take advantage of that occasion to impart knowledge and wisdom.


First and foremost in what parents teach their children should be the truth about God and His Word. There is no more important subject matter than one’s relationship to God through Jesus Christ, and that education should begin at home early in life. But, as John MacArthur points out, 

Teaching children the gospel by no means exhausts the parents’ teaching responsibility. Also bound up in the principle of Deuteronomy 6:6-7 is the duty of teaching our children wisdom for life. The gospel is the necessary starting-point, because “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” No one is truly wise who rejects or disregards the gospel message.
But beyond the basic truths of the gospel are also many vital biblical lessons about character, integrity, justice, prudence, discernment, and all the practical issues of life. Parents are charged with the duty of carefully training their children with godly wisdom in all such matters.

The Book of Proverbs in the Old Testament is an inspired summary of such practical wisdom. The sayings recorded there were assembled by Solomon for his son’s sake…. Proverbs is therefore a fitting textbook for parents, and fathers in particular, to teach their children the kind of practical wisdom necessary for prosperity in this life. It is an inspired book of wisdom from the wisest father who ever lived, a vital compendium of the sort of practical wisdom all parents need to pass on to their children….

[These] admonitions also apply to our children, and if we hope to teach well, we too must master the wisdom of Scripture and live consistently so that these principles of wisdom are reflected in our own character.


We cannot teach what we do not know ourselves, so we must be faithful in learning about God through the Scriptures if we hope to pass that knowledge along to our children. Don’t expect someone else to do the job for you! While it is good and right to bring your children to church and Sunday school, that should not be the sole source of their spiritual education! Mom and Dad need to take the lead, and allow these other sources to supplement what they are already doing. Paul writes in Ephesians 6:4, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” I can’t think of anything that exasperates children more than when a parent tries to teach them something they don’t live themselves.


Now, on the other side of this equation, children also have a responsibility to pay attention to what their parents say. “But you don’t know my mom and dad!” someone might object. “They have no room to tell me anything!” Not so fast, as John Stott writes,

Although I almost feel the need to apologize for saying something so traditional, children and young people need to listen to their parents. ‘Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction, and do not forsake your mother’s teaching’ [Prov. 1:8]. For the fact is that parents have more experience, and therefore usually more wisdom, than their offspring tend to give them credit for. Mark Twain had the candour to admit this. ‘When I was a boy of fourteen,’ he said, ‘my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how much he had learned in seven years!’


Children need to listen to what their parents say, not because they are always right, but because it is necessary that they learn authority and submission.
 You will always have someone in authority over you—a teacher, a boss, a policeman, and, ultimately, God Himself—so you need to learn at a young age how to deal with authority figures such as your mother and father. As Proverbs 19:20 states, “Listen to advice and accept instruction, and in the end you will be wise.”
The Whisper of Peer Temptation


Solomon moves from parental teaching in verses 8-9 to the whisper of peer temptation in verses 10-14. Without question the two most influential groups in a young person’s life are their parents and their peers. In the absence of parental teaching, the pull of peer temptation is nearly irresistable.


On the surface, the call of the crowd seems to be “to get rich by exploiting others.”
 The wording here calls to mind armed robbery and even murder. Certainly today this could be expanded to include selling drugs, human trafficking, intimidation and extortion, all with the threat (if not the reality) of violence. But the heart of this temptation has more to do with the excitement and sense of power that goes along with these violent activities, as well as acceptance as “one of the gang.”


This sense of belonging and identity is crucial to young people. If they do not have a strong sense of belonging and identity from their parents (or if they purposely reject it), they will turn to whoever will give it to them.


The Scriptures are filled with warnings about the dan​ger of going the way of the crowd. Psalm 1:1 states, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.”  The apostle Paul wrote, “Do not be deceived: ‘Evil company corrupts good habits’” (1 Corinthians 15:33). As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “If you’re walking with the wrong crowd, you’ll end up doing the wrong things.”
  Unfortunately, thousands of individuals (often young people) have ruined their lives because they did not choose their friends wisely. Today they have a police record, the physical and mental effects of illegal drugs, or an unhappy marriage, simply because they became friends with the wrong people.


“But everybody does it!” you can already hear the young people say. (Of course, every good parent replies with, “If everybody jumped off a bridge, would you do it, too?”) There’s more to it than that, though. Morality is never subjected to a democratic vote. Just think of all the times in the Bible where the majority was dead wrong: the ten out of twelve spies who were convinced the Israelites could never conquer Canaan; the nation of Israel who insisted (against God’s advice) for a king “to be like everybody else”; or the overwhelming vote of the Sanhedrin that condemned Jesus to death on false charges. Frankly, if we take seriously what God’s Word says about human nature, it is doubtful if the majority is ever right! And we can agree with Wiersbe when he writes, “Anybody who makes it easy for us to disobey God certainly isn’t a friend.”


No principle in child-rearing may be more vital and yet more neglected than this one: Teach your children to select their companions wisely. Solomon wrote, “He who walks with wise men will be wise, but the companion of fools will be destroyed” (Proverbs 13:20). Parents must take the offensive on this. If you do not help your children select, and help them learn to select for themselves, the right kind of companions, the wrong kind of companions will inevitably select them. 

The responsibility of teaching children how to choose their friends wisely is therefore a fundamental element of successful biblical parenting. Your kids’ personal moral standards, the language they use, and the activities they engage in, will probably not rise above the lowest common denominator of their companions’ standards. Rarely does a child have the capability to elevate himself beyond the constituent group in which he functions.


Of course, young children don’t understand that, and they cannot objectively see how their friends influence them. That is where parental teaching is so vital. Your children may not like your involvement when it comes to their friends, but you’re not in a popularity contest here! The stakes are so much higher.


Later on, your children will appreciate your influence in this important matter of choosing friends. As Chuck Swindoll comments,

The longer I live the more careful I am with my choice of friends. I have fewer than in my youthful years, but they are deeper friends…treasured relationships. As we read in Solomon’s counsel, do not consent to relation​ships that drag you down and hurt your walk with God. Those who ‘ambush their own lives” (v. 18) will get you involved in counterproductive activities that will keep wisdom at arm’s dis​tance. You don’t need that.


He speaks from years of experience, something our children do not have. But we as parents (and grandparents) do, and we are obligated to share that experience to mold and shape these young lives. 

The Warning of Promised Trouble


Solomon concludes with the warning of promised trouble in verses 15-19,

My son, do not go along with them, do not set foot on their paths; for their feet rush into sin, they are swift to shed blood. How useless to spread a net in full view of all the birds!  These men lie in wait for their own blood; they waylay only themselves! Such is the end of all who go after ill-gotten gain; it takes away the lives of those who get it.


There is a moral to the story. Those who try to get rich quick pay for their greed with their own lives.
 Paul warns in 1 Timothy 6:9-10,

People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.


The Bible clearly teaches that when you disobey God by harming others, you only harm yourself.  Wiersbe observes,

You’re free to take what you want from life, but eventually you’ll have to pay for it, and the price you pay is higher than the value you gain. You end up sacrificing the permanent for the immediate, and that’s a bad investment.


This concept does not only apply to money or material possessions, though. Any kind of sin has a way of coming back to bite us. Numbers 32:23 predicts, “You may be sure that your sin will find you out.” Galatians 6:7 warns, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” Proverbs 29:6 states, “An evil man is snared by his own sin, but a righteous one can sing and be glad.” 


Whenever I hear this concept I always think of the cartoon character Wile E. Coyote from the old Looney Tunes show. He would come up with the most elaborate schemes to catch the roadrunner, but the schemes always backfired and got him instead! When this happens in real life, though, it’s no laughing matter.


To the young people hearing this message, I urge you to listen to the wisdom from these verses of Scripture. You have a great opportunity to discover the truth now, before you make serious, even life-changing blunders. I’m sure you’ve heard about people who “live and learn” from their mistakes. Unfortunately, by then the damage is done, and sometimes that damage is irreversible. How much better it is to “learn and live,” avoiding the high cost of tuition in the school of unwise experience.
 Listen to your parents and grandparents; listen to those who have traveled a bit further down life’s road. Gain from their experience, learn from their mistakes—don’t insist on making them again for yourself! And at the top of that list of lessons to be learned is to be careful who you allow to influence your life. You may think that you have it all under control, that no one’s going to tell you what to do or think or say, but the fact is you are influenced by those you hang around with. It is unavoidable. So be careful about who you let in your life.


Parents (and grandparents), we must take this duty seriously. Even if you don’t live in the kind of neighborhood where gangs might recruit your children, you can be certain that eventually your kids will face tremendous peer pressure to conform to a standard of conduct that is ungodly and sinful. We must teach them to select their companions wisely, so that they will not be intimidated into the wrong kinds of alliances.

Let’s not allow our children surround themselves with the wrong kind of peer pressure. Instruct them how to choose companions who lift them up.
 

Let’s not allow the next generation to become mere statistics.
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