Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #5

‘‘Leaning on the Everlasting Arms’’

Proverbs 3:1-35

Over the past few years I have had the opportunity to attend both football and basketball games at the University of Illinois. At both venues I have witnessed a practice in which one part of the crowd shouts out, “I-L-L” and the opposite side replies with “I-N-I.” This will go back and forth for several minutes as one side tries to out-shout the other. (If you are watching an Illini game on television, you can sometimes you can hear the fans doing this, but it is not the same as experiencing it in person!)


You might be surprised to know that Moses instructed the people of Israel to do something similar to this in Deuteronomy 27:12-13,

When you have crossed the Jordan, these tribes shall stand on Mount Gerizim to bless the people: Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Joseph and Benjamin. And these tribes shall stand on Mount Ebal to pronounce curses: Reuben, Gad, Asher, Zebulun, Dan and Naphtali. 


Can you imagine being in the valley between those two mountains as the nation of Israel called out the blessings and curses of the Law to each other? That must have been quite a thunderous sound!


I mention this because a good portion of Proverbs chapter three employs a similar format. 

This passage lists commands in the odd-numbered verses and the blessings that come from obedience in the even-numbered verses.
 Just like Illini fans echoing back and forth at a ball game, so these verses echo the responsibilities and the rewards of following God’s wisdom.


Without question Proverbs three is a key chapter in the book, if not the Bible as a whole. One of the ancient rabbis, Rabbi Bar Kappara, said that this passage is the text on which all the essential principles of Judaism hinge. In other words, it summa​rizes the Old Testament.
 Not only that, but commentator Simon Kistemaker observed that New Testament authors quote from and allude to Proverbs 3 more than any other chapter of the book.
 


Why is this chapter so important? Perhaps more than any other, these verses define and illustrate the key thought of the book of Proverbs, “the fear of the Lord.” As we saw in our first message in this series, in the Old Testament, “the fear of the Lord” became the symbol of a believer’s wholehearted response to his Lord.
 This stock phrase is practically a synonym for “true religion.”
 That phrase “the fear of the Lord” appears over and over in one form or another throughout Proverbs. But what does it mean in real life? How do I recognize it and practice it from day to day? This third chapter of Proverbs goes a long way to answer those questions.
The Responsibilities of Wisdom


As mentioned earlier, the odd-numbered verses contain the commands, or what I am calling the responsibilities of wisdom. Much of the Proverbs are written as conditional statements, with a required action leading to a resulting reaction. In this chapter three such requirements are stated.


The first is that we are to live according to the Lord’s commands. This is seen in verses one and three: “My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart… Let love and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart.”

Often we are challenged by God to remember Him or to remember His words. Here the command is put in the negative form—“do not forget”—but the rest of the phrase makes it clear that such remembering (or forgetting) is much more than a mental exercise. Notice that verse one does not say, “Do not forget my teaching but remember my commands…”; it says, “keep my commands.” Our faith is not measured by how much we know but by how much we do. Jesus told His disciples in John 13:17, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” He did not say you are blessed because you know these things; you will be blessed if you do them.


I am not suggesting that we earn our salvation by obedience to God’s commands—that is impossible—but once we are saved we evidence our salvation by obedience to His commands. James writes “Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do” [Jas. 2:18-19]. The first requirement of wisdom is that we live according to the Lord’s commands.

The second is that we lean on the Lord’s counsel. Perhaps the most familiar verses in the book of Proverbs are verses 5-6, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.﻿”


“Trust” is one of those words—along with “faith” and “believe”—that Christians toss around loosely without giving much thought to what it means. As with the word “remember,” we sometimes relegate trust or faith to a mental activity, that I believe the facts about something or someone. Trust in the Bible means so much more.


We can gain insight as to the full meaning of the word by considering the echoing verb in the same verse. Remember Hebrew parallelism—the second line is related to the first, either reflecting or contrasting the initial thought. Here the verb “trust” is contrasted with the negative “lean not.” The verb lean is not “incline,” as one would lean to one side or the other, but rather to “support yourself” or rely on.
 


A common example of this is seen in the activity of sitting. If I sit on a chair or a stool and rest my full weight on it, I am relying on that chair or stool to keep me upright. If it collapses to the floor, I’m going with it! Now if I notice that the chair or stool is a bit wobbly or weak, I may not put all of my weight on it, keeping my feet under me so that, if it fails, I will still be standing. In that sense I do not trust that chair fully. I am not relying on it to keep me off the floor.


Trusting God (or believing in Him or having faith in Him) means the same thing with regard to my life on earth and my eternal destiny. I am to rely upon God fully, depending upon Him to the extent that, if He were to fail, I would lose everything.

Faith in this sense of dependence on and trust in God was thus a common empha​sis in the lives of Old Testament believers. But there is a negative side to the coin of faith also. After urging his readers to place their complete trust in the Lord, the writer of Proverbs 3:5 advises as follows: “Do not rely on your own insight.” 

Faith is the opposite of arrogant self-confidence. As we should always seek the Lord’s counsel because “he who trusts in the Lord will be enriched” (Prov. 28:25), so also should we avoid relying on our own wisdom because “he who trusts in his own mind is a fool” (Prov. 28:26).
 No wise man is ever arrogant. As a matter of fact, arrogance is the giveaway, the telltale symptom of ignorance. Pride is a form of ignorance and is never found in wise men.
 As one commentator writes, “One is a fool to rely on his thimble of knowledge before its vast ocean or on his own understanding, which is often governed by irrational urges that he cannot control.”


Now, this warning doesn’t suggest that as God’s children we turn off our brains and ignore our intelligence and common sense. It simply cautions us not to depend on our own wisdom and experience or the wisdom and experience of others. When we become “wise in [our] own eyes” (Prov. 3:7), we’re heading for trouble.
 Even more so, when we carry our own burdens we are saying to God, “No help needed!”
 The classic preacher G. Campbell Morgan pulled no punches when he put it this way:

“In all thy ways acknowledge Him,” are comprehensive words, recalling us at every point of our lives from atheism. I have used the word atheism quite carefully, in order that I may arrest your thought, that I may even startle you into consciousness of the insidious peril which threatens us every day and everywhere. There is a very practical and widespread atheism which would very much resent the term. There are a great many atheists who would be very angry if we called them such. What is an atheist? One who is without God. Atheism is not merely intellectual. There is a volitional atheism, which may recite the creed and imagine it believes it, while through all the busy days it violates and denies it… Godlessness, I repeat, is infinitely more than intellectual disquietude, questioning, and unbelief. Godlessness is life lived without reference to God. That is the peril against which this text warns us. That is the danger from which it seeks to deliver us.


Instead of relying on our own understanding, Solomon directs us to “acknowledge Him” in all our ways. What does that mean? Simply put, to acknowledge is to know or to recognize. It has to do with our vision—our spiritual vision. Morgan continues, 

It is as though the Preacher had said, “In all thy ways see God.” It calls us to recognition of the fact of the presence of God at every point of our lives. It reminds us that in all our ways, God is. It denies the heresy that God is in the sanctuary, and not in the market place. It denies the heresy that God is interested in the central spiritual fact of human life, and has no relationship with the mental and the physical. See God everywhere.


When we are able to see God in every aspect of our lives, it is much easier to trust Him to do what is ultimately best for us. 

And notice what verse 5 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart.” What is the Lord saying? “He is saying we are to cast upon our God our total trust, not holding back in any area of our mind or will or feeling. That, my friend, is quite an assignment!”


Verse 7 reflect the previous two verses: “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil.” The positive command “fear God” and the negative “shun evil” are inseparable and together present the sum of godliness and goodness.
 If we “fear God”—which means we take Him seriously—then we will shun evil as a result. As Walter Kaiser writes, “The Old Testament knows nothing about an autonomous ethic; it is intimately joined to a personal knowledge of God.”
 The more we know God, the more it will affect our views of right and wrong, and ultimately affect the way we live.


The third responsibility is that we learn from the Lord’s correction. Verses 11-12 read, “My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline and do not resent his rebuke, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father﻿ the son he delights in.” Plain and simple, those who willfully reject or ignore God’s guidance are headed for trouble. They are also headed for God’s discipline.
 Bruce Waltke comments, “When the father’s admonitions are violated, the son can expect the Lord to back it up with a ‘spanking’ to prevent the wrong from becoming habitual.”


How does God do this? He may work in a variety of ways. He might bring about some physical difficultly or financial setback—those get our attention in a hurry! We might reap the direct consequences of our poor judgment, or the correction may come in an unrelated area of our lives. But, one way or another, God will get our attention to let us know that we are not pleasing Him, and He most often does that through painful circumstances. As C. S. Lewis put it, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”


Not all divine discipline, though, is punishment for wrongdoing. While God will punish His people for their sins, He often afflicts His people for the purpose of teaching them.
 (Think of the grueling exercises athletes undergo to prepare for their sport.) When the author of Hebrews quoted this passage in Hebrews 12:5-6, he used a Greek word meaning the whole training and education of children. Kenneth Wuest points out, “The word does not have in it the idea of punishment, but of corrective measures which will eliminate evil in the life and encourage the good.”


How should we respond? Our attitude should be one of respect. Whenever we experience disappointment or painful circumstances, we should at least consider the possibility that God is trying to rebuke us—telling that that we have wandered from His path. It may not be the case—our pain may come from someone else’s choices or just a part of life on earth—but that is a good place to start. If through prayer and reflection we do not have something to confess and make right, then we can still respectfully accept the circumstance as a way God is teaching and training us to be more like Christ. The good news is that no matter how much the experience hurts us, it will never harm us, because God always disciplines in love.


The responsibilities of wisdom, then, are to live according to the Lord’s commands, to lean upon the Lord’s counsel, and to learn from the Lord’s correction. Remember—rely—respect; these are our duties when it comes to living in wisdom.

The Rewards of Wisdom 


When we do this, we reap the rewards of wisdom. God keeps His promises when we obey His precepts, because our obedience prepares us to receive and enjoy what He has planned for us.


Before we get into the specific rewards of wisdom, we should remind ourselves that the proverbs are not absolute promises. Nor are results of the choices they describe guarantees of what will happen. Instead, the proverbs encourage us to make wise moral choices. They describe what will usually follow when we do.
 This is particularly true when we read of benefits we enjoy here on earth. We may or may not receive the same rewards as others, but our true reward awaits us in Heaven.


The first reward of wisdom is a positive reputation and relationship with God and with others. Verse four states, “Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man.” The wise man or woman will have a good reputation, even among unbelievers. Twice Luke mentions this as Jesus grew up: “And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him… And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 2:40, 52).


Too often we mistakenly think that we can only have a good name with either God or men, but not both. We imagine that if we live in such a way that pleases God, then other people will think we are weird or stupid. On the other hand, we conclude that if we’re getting along with people and have a good reputation, there must be something wrong with our relationship to God. It is possible to have both, as long as we don’t sacrifice our relationship with God for the sake of our reputation with people. As long as we are making God happy with our lives, the other will take care of itself.


The final nine verses of Proverbs 3 also speak of our relationship with God and with others. This text takes the form of negative commands—there are five things we are told not to do—but if we obey these injunctions, we will also find ourselves in a right relationship with God and with others around us.

Do not withhold good from those who deserve it, when it is in your power to act. Do not say to your neighbor, “Come back later; I’ll give it tomorrow”— when you now have it with you. Do not plot harm against your neighbor, who lives trustfully near you. Do not accuse a man for no reason—when he has done you no harm. Do not envy a violent man or choose any of his ways, for the Lord detests a perverse man but takes the upright into his confidence. The Lord’s curse is on the house of the wicked, but he blesses the home of the righteous. He mocks proud mockers but gives grace to the humble. The wise inherit honor, but fools he holds up to shame.


There is nothing more damaging to a Christian’s testimony or to the cause of Christ than acting toward others sinfully. Whether we are devious, dishonest, or just plain destructive toward them, we are damaging our own reputation as well as the reputation of God.


Another reward of wisdom is physical and mental health. Verse 8 says, “This will bring health to your body and nourishment to your bones.” As Wiersbe writes, “Obedience to the Word can add years to your life and life to your years.”
 In all, a right relationship with God leads to a state of complete physical and mental well-being, not simply to the absence of illness and disease.
 Verses 16-18 continue, “Long life is in her right hand; in her left hand are riches and honor. Her ways are pleasant ways, and all her paths are peace. She is a tree of life to those who embrace her; those who lay hold of her will be blessed.”

This is not an absolute promise of abundant health and length of years for every Christian; we can all think of those faithful men and women who suffered poor health or who died young. But more often than not he godly life is characterized by health and wholeness, and a life of health and wholeness is likely to be a long life. Why? Charles Stanley explains: 

When you value your time on earth as a servant of God, you are going to want to take care of your body. You are going to seek out God’s wisdom about how to eat, how to exercise, how to get sufficient sleep, and how to engage in relaxing activities. You are going to get God’s wisdom about how to defeat stress and live in contentment. You are going to fill your day with things that are fruitful and profitable. And as you put God’s principles to work in your life, you are going to experience health and strength.


Those who live is wisdom also experience good mental health, as seen in verses 23-26,

Then you will go on your way in safety, and your foot will not stumble; when you lie down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet. Have no fear of sudden disaster or of the ruin that overtakes the wicked, for the Lord will be your confidence and will keep your foot from being snared.


Peace of mind and confidence are two elements of mental health many people are lacking today. And this can lead to physical ailments as well; it has been estimated that fear, sorrow, envy, resentment, hatred, guilt, and other emotional stresses account for over 60% of our illnesses.
 


Where does such emotional stress come from? Simply put, the inability to trust. When we cannot rely on God but “lean on our own understanding,” we place tremendous pressure on ourselves. The famous psychoanalyst, Erik Erikson, says that the capacity to trust is the very foundation of emotional health. Unless a person can have this basic inward peace and confidence about life and its outcome, he will never achieve emotional maturity or wholeness.


What is the opposite of trust in God? Worry. When we take on life’s challenges and responsibilities on ourselves, we end up worrying about everything. Oh, we might joke about our hair turning grey or pulling our hair out (if we have any left!), but as Swindoll notes, “Worry is no laughing matter. Quite frankly, it is sin. It is, however, one of the ‘acceptable’ sins in the Christian life. …Worry is serious business. It can drain our lives of joy day after day. And there is not one of us who doesn’t wrestle with the daily grind of it.”


The Bible provides the antidote to worry, though, in Philippians 4:6-7,

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus. [nlt] 

If you want to defeat stress and anxiety in your life, there is the answer. Rely on God, place your trust in Him, and His peace will guard your mind—how’s that for good mental health? A worried, anxious Christian is a contradiction in terms…and a lousy testimony to boot!


A third reward of wisdom is financial stability. The basic principle for voluntary giving in the Old Testament is reflected in Proverbs 3:9-10: “Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine.” The idea was to give to the Lord generously and to give to the Lord first. Again we are told, “﻿One man gives freely, yet gains even more; another withholds unduly, but comes to poverty” (﻿Prov. 11:24﻿). In other words, if you want to increase your money, share it generously; if you want to lose your money, hoard it.


This does not mean that those who give to God will automatically get rich, or that if you send some idiot on television a hundred dollars, God will send you a thousand. Our tithes and offerings aren’t “payment” for His blessings; rather, they’re evidence of our faith and obedience. As Christian industrialist R. G. LeTourneau used to say, “If you give because it pays, it won’t pay.”
 Besides that, God blesses us with much more than material wealth. This past week I read a quote from one of my favorite theologians, Garth Brooks: “You aren’t wealthy until you have something money can’t buy.” Has God blessed your life with those kinds of riches?


I purposely spent more time on the responsibilities of wisdom than on the rewards, simply because our motivation for living wisely should be more than what we get out of the deal. But it is good to know that when we pursue the path of wisdom as God intends for us to do, we will reap the benefits that go along with it. Just remember that if you don’t seem to be rewarded much in this life for obeying God’s Word, He’s keeping it for you in Heaven, where you will be able to enjoy it for all eternity! 
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