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Welcome to our journey together. Allow me to introduce myself as your tour guide. I have an MBA and over twenty years of sales and sales management experience in the business and technology field. More importantly, for your purposes, I am an avid and enthusiastic reader of the Bible. I love the Bible's how-to method of teaching life's lessons. I enjoy finding ways to apply the Bible to my everyday practical life as well as my spiritual life. In short, the principles in this book have allowed me to marry to spiritual and the practical for an overall enhanced life and better everyday living.
While reading the book of Proverbs, you'll find that there are no promises that if you do A plus B it will equal C. However, I would like to suggest that if you do A plus B, C is very likely to follow. In other words, learn the lessons, apply them, and things will often work out.
I am using the book of Proverbs, the twentieth book of the Bible, as the basis for the teachings in this book. The quotes are from the New International Version (NIV) because I have found it easier to read than the King James version -- particularly for those who are not avid Bible readers. Personally, I like to read several versions. I learn something from each in the nuances of the language and find all of them very helpful. For our purposes, I decided to standardize on the NIV.
Here is what you'll need for our thirty-one-day journey of transformation:
- A Bible. The NIV is preferable as that is what we are using. A modern English version is okay also, but any version you are comfortable with will suffice.
- Thirty to forty minutes per day. Whether that is in the morning, afternoon, or evening is totally up to you. This study is designed with thirty-one chapters so that you may experience transformation in just one month. As you go through the book, you achieve the best results if you read the entire passage referenced in the book of Proverbs.
As you read through each chapter, make note of the sections or verses that strike you or relate to your current situation. Mark them off or underline them in the text or maybe write a couple of notes. I find there is something special about physically writing commentary about what you are reading or thinking -- something that doesn't happen when you read without writing anything down. You more easily remember concepts and ideas when your hand moves to paper. You have probably experienced that if you've written goals -- having them in your head just isn't enough. Writing them down reinforces and imprints them in your psyche more effectively.
I encourage you to make the time even if you feel you don't have it. Write out those passages, and then refer to them throughout the day and in the days to come. If time permits, begin your study time the next day by re-reading the work that you did the previous day. It will be time well-invested in your transformation. It's time to begin our journey.
Theodore Henderson
http://www.thewisdomcompass.com
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"Wisdom calls aloud in the street, she raises her voice in the public squares."
Proverbs 1:20
If you have never read the book of Proverbs in its entirety or as a lesson in living, then this is the first day of the rest of a better life. As you read further, it is made plain the book was written to give us wisdom, instruction, perception, prudence, knowledge, judgment, learning, and advice. However, everything hinges on wisdom and all of these approaches are synonymous.
Wisdom is something available to all. No amount of money can buy it or make your mind open to it. You have to want it and listen for it whether it occurs in the written or verbal form. God's wisdom is responsible for all of the beauty and splendor around us. Take advantage of it as you begin your daily lesson.
The first chapter of Proverbs clearly identifies King Solomon and his lineage to King David. Notice also that it identifies these purposes for Proverbs beginning with Proverbs 1:2.
- For attaining wisdom and discipline
- For understanding words of insight
- For acquiring a disciplined and prudent life
- For the ability to make intelligent decisions especially in life's everyday matters
- For doing what is right and just and fair
Proverbs is a guide for doing what's right and making sound judgments in sometimes difficult circumstances. It is a fantastic guidebook for educating children and young people and providing practical application for the young. If you are already wise, spending time in the book of Proverbs only adds to your learning and discernment. Next, of course, you'll want to unravel the other proverbial teachings and parables to gain greater understanding through re-reading.
Those of the Christian faith want to attain fear of the Lord because that is the beginning of the transformation process. These five purposes noted in Proverbs 1:2 allow you to use your faith to get the benefit of living your life fully. Employing biblical principals opens the door for something supernatural to happen in your life. Once you begin the process, you'll grasp that it isn't just "positive thinking" or happening by your own initiative. If it were that easy, we could simply manifest our way out of trouble or avoid it. Fortunately, life has a different classroom in store for us.
So you may be thinking, "The five purposes sound great; but how do I actually do that in my daily life?" Well, let's look at some examples. First, let's pretend you are an athlete and you're training either for a team of some type (basketball, baseball, soccer, etc.) or maybe you're training for an event such as a triathlon. The first thing you do to be successful is practice. The coach sets up practice and encourages you to also practice outside of the bounds of the normally scheduled session.
If you've followed successful athletes, you probably noticed that most of their success is not always about athletic gifts. A lot of it is about discipline. They practice well before or beyond the regularly scheduled practice time because they want to hone their skills. You adopt the same discipline because you don't want to just remain on the team -- you want to be the best on the team and you want to help the team win.
It's all about striving to reach the next level. If you're a high school player, you're trying to get a college scholarship. If you're a college player and think you have the talent, you're trying to make it to the pros. Even if you don't make it to a pro team, that same attitude of discipline will actually transform you into a person who can succeed in business and other avenues of life.
Whatever the area may be, the same principles work whether it is in the business arena or playing for a team. When you look into the life of most successful people (all areas of their life; not just the financial portion), you will see this pattern of disciplined sacrifice is not an accident. The athlete who spends additional hours practicing after the rest of the team has gone home may also be more likely to achieve a successful career outside of sports -- even though people call him or her an overnight success. When the athlete is called on and excels, it usually happens because they prepared themselves with years of practicing the fundamentals.
You'll find the same discipline applies with students who by the normal standards of their high school or peer group are exceptionally intelligent. They seek out extra tutoring or start associating with other like-minded, academically geared peers, or even seek special assignments from the instructors. It isn't a surprise they end up with the scholarships or are able to remain at the top of the class in college when others become shell-shocked by the increased competition.
Here is another example from my own life. Each morning, I get up thirty to forty-five minutes earlier than necessary to prepare for work. I spend that extra time reading Bible verses, meditating on the Word, writing out particular goals and my daily schedule, and then refocusing on the goals and the schedule in a meditative format. It takes about a half an hour. After I finish on certain days, I do some form of exercise.
Yes, that's thirty to sixty minutes I could use for sleeping. However, I find that my career, my personal life, and all of the attachments that come with them have become much easier for me to pursue -- particularly when a crisis comes -- by keeping this almost daily habit. It provides a foundation, a focus, and a vision of where you're going, so you find yourself not being derailed anywhere near as quickly. And if you are derailed, you won't find yourself grounded and can get back on track swiftly.
8 Listen, my son, to your father's instruction and do not forsake your mother's teaching. 9 They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck. 10 My son, if sinners entice you, do not give in to them. 11 If they say, "Come along with us; let's lie in wait for someone's blood, let's waylay some harmless soul. 12 Let's swallow them alive, like the grave, [b] and whole, like those who go down to the pit. 13 We will get all sorts of valuable things and fill our houses with plunder. 14 Throw in your lot with us, and we will share a common purse." 15 My son, do not go along with them, do not set foot on their paths. 16 for their feet rush into sin, they are swift to shed blood. 17 How useless to spread a net in full view of all the birds! 18 These men lie in wait for their own blood; they waylay only themselves! 19 Such is the end of all who go after ill-gotten gain; it takes away the lives of those who get it. 20 Wisdom calls aloud in the street, she raises her voice in the public squares. 21 at the head of the noisy streets [c] she cries out, in the gateways of the city she makes her speech. 22 "How long will you simple ones [d] love your simple ways?"
How long will mockers delight in disdain? In Proverbs 1:8-19, you'll find a passage that -- even though it is ancient and biblical in tone -- could be ripped right out of the headlines of today's murder news. It says that lying in wait, mugging, killing, stealing what others have, and basically being an out-and-out criminal and miscreant is an easy choice. However, that is not what a successful, productive, balanced person does.
Proverbs 1:20-22 highlight three other types of people: the mockers, the fools, and the simple. Proverbs refers to mockers, fools, and the simple over and over again as people who are bad or questionable characters we should avoid.
The simple are viewed as the least-harmful group. They live without much thought and are basically too lazy to change. We all have a relative or a friend like this. They're harmless and simple, but we understand they're not really going anywhere unless they change their ways -- assuming they're capable.
Fools are smarter, but (in the biblical sense) they make a conscious decision to live by their own wits instead of using God's advice and guidance or other intelligent advice necessary to make proper decisions. Those who feel they can make a living at the roulette wheel or craps table or depend upon a lottery win will likely waste what little money they have on a fool's errand.
Now, the mockers are the worst of all. They don't just ignore biblical advice -- they rebel against it. Mockers are considered criminals, muggers, murderers, and thieves. They believe they will get away with their behavior because nothing will happen to them. As we all know, there are prisons full of people who haven't gotten away with their behaviors and actions, and there are graveyards full of people who haven't gotten away with it either. So, how do we apply Proverbs 1 to our life?
You'll find that successful people are readers and communicators. They are always seeking knowledge. Even someone with poor eyesight will seek out knowledge through Braille books or audio books. They are continually expanding themselves in some way that is important to their life -- personally, spiritually, and financially. They are living examples that you don't always have to sit in a classroom to improve.
For the sake of comparison, a fool would listen to someone who tells them, "You don't have to educate yourself. You don't necessarily have to be a reader. Just buy my program, and you'll get rich! No reading, no school, no advanced education." I suppose there may be an isolated incident somewhere where something like that may happen. However, we're far better off investing in knowledge that moves us ahead and enjoying the quality of a life we've earned through self-education and expanding our minds whether we have graduated from college or not.
In summary, real words of wisdom are plainspoken and clear. There shouldn't be any confusing language to throw you off track. Sometimes, an individual doesn't understand because the biblical teaching conflicts with their carnal feelings. In such a case, the problem is with the person and not the lesson being spoken. When a decision is to be made, it calls for simple wisdom. There is no sitting on the fence with God's word. Following the teachings and living a wiser existence translates to a better life.
Take a moment to think of a particular area of your life that will improve if you self-educate, read more, improve your process, or apply increased discipline.
1. What is the area you want to improve?
2. What actions will you take to improve that area? Name three to five actions with a deadline for each.
3. What measurable result do you expect to receive?
4. What is your deadline for completing this improvement?
~~~
Back to Beginning of Chapter 1
"Turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding …"
Proverbs 2:2
According to Merriam-Webster's Collegiate® Dictionary, 11th Edition, moral1 means of or relating to principles of right and wrong in behavior … conforming to a standard of right behavior … sanctioned by or operative on one's conscience or ethical judgment <a moral obligation>. In other words, being capable of right and wrong action isn't enough. By definition, the right thing to do is to take the moral action.
The only way to arrive at the desired or correct destination is to follow the right course. Life is a journey of unknown length. For some, it is long; for others, it seems to end much too quickly. Either way, we must choose a destination and a direction. The assurance of wisdom and wise decision making is that your life is generally better for it. The reason is simple -- wisdom's function is to protect and direct.
In Proverbs 2, we'll cover the further benefits of wisdom across moral, ethical, and practical lines.
1 My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, 2 turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding,
These two verses advise you to be still, pay attention, listen, understand, and apply. So many times, we are not listening to advice in a way that allows us to understand it. So open your mind, relax, and listen whether it is with this lesson or any of the lessons that life teaches you.
Numerous times, particularly if someone I am annoyed at tries to tell me something -- which, in some cases, is actually good advice -- I will simply say, "Mmm hmmm, yeah, I hear ya!" However, what I am really saying is, "The words are entering my ears, but, I have shut myself down. I am not taking in the information." That's not necessarily smart, and this arrogance could lead to bad decision making.
The lesson here is very uncomplicated: merely listen, take in the information, understand, and use it. Think about those situations where you do the same thing that I find myself guilty of. Perhaps you catch yourself "sort of" listening to someone, or you are letting him talk about what is on his mind. Whether you are sitting in a class or listening to a friend or business associate, regard everything the individual says as important information -- even if you aren't in the mood to take any advice. Everyone finds himself or herself unwilling to take advice from time to time, but at some point, we need be willing listeners. You may find after all that it will serve you well later. Assume, for example, that you are active in your church or are even a lay leader. If you are not a good, active listener, you'll be less effective in furthering church goals and will no doubt miss out on excellent opportunities to affect positive change. Observe churches you are familiar with that are troubled, and you will find key leadership elements in shutdown mode or missing altogether.
3 and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, 4 and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, 5 then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. 6 For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. 7 He holds victory in store for the upright, he is a shield to those whose walk is blameless, 8 for he guards the course of the just and protects the way of his faithful ones.
Wisdom is an interesting thing. I certainly believe it is a gift from God, particularly as a Christian. Wisdom is a gift that is acquired by paying attention to the details. However, it is almost always activated after a strenuous and vigorous search for it.
I will use a couple of different examples to illustrate my point. For one thing, if you want to be a professional, that generally demands doing the things necessary to achieve a certain status. Master carpenters spend years studying either out of books or apprenticing under someone, continuing to work and hone their craft. People who are not interested in being that level of carpenter or tradesperson can simply dabble in it. In that case, they reach a level of proficiency where they can fix some things around the house. However, they are certainly not acknowledged as master carpenters and are probably not running a business that revolves around carpentry in terms of producing handicraft or artwork.
Here is another example. Let's say that you want to be a business professional. If you want to practice law or become an accountant, you get an advanced degree. That is just the beginning because you certainly have to be intelligent and diligent enough to take the entrance exams to get into a university. However, you aren't an expert just because you graduate. You grow your expertise during the application of the education and the legal principles that you learn from being around other professionals. You continue to expand your expertise while working on different projects, working in the environment, listening for understanding, and applying it to the situations you encounter. There is a reason it is called a "practice."
There is wisdom in sports also. Think about the great athletes in golf, tennis, boxing, martial arts, football, soccer, or basketball. Once athletes reach the professional level, they can perform the basics far better than the ordinary person. What sets them apart as superstars amongst their own group many times is their mental edge. For example, basketball players can run, jump, and dribble with either hand -- particularly if they are guards who have to handle the ball. Some people can even shoot with either hand, depending on the distance. What makes them great is practicing, preparing, watching game films, reading the defense, understanding what their opponent is going to do, and interacting with teammates. They just didn't graduate college or high school, step onto the court, and instantaneously become great! Even though you may be able to immediately score, it takes time to learn all the facets of the game. That is why top professionals who seek to be champions in their business -- whether it's on a championship team or as an individual champion -- are willing to sacrifice to learn and understand. They want to apply what they learn to their given situation. Each one of us can be great in our own way by doing that in our life.
On a personal level, I desire to continue along a path of spiritual enlightenment. I'm pursuing that as something that is good for me -- something that I believe in -- and hopefully you do also. I have just come to the realization that wisdom is God's gift. It is truly something that God has given us or will give us under certain situations. He doesn't give it to people who are foolish, who squander it, and who are in a continual state of rebellion. Instead, God gives it to those who seem to be diligent, who are seeking it, and who earnestly and strenuously put effort into looking for wisdom, finding it, and applying it.
The best way to go about gaining wisdom is to live your life's purpose. That means that you need to identify your purpose and pursue it vigorously. This will allow you to gain wisdom and apply it in a very energetic, enthusiastic way, and it will make you a better person for it. You may have heard that the pursuit of wisdom comes from pursuing your passion, no matter what your passion may be. I submit to you that passion for something does not provide wisdom. Wisdom is only gained through hard work, commitment, and living your life's purpose.
Think about the last five to ten years and the successes that you achieved over that period. What did you learn from those successes and the challenges that each imposed on your life while you were working on them? I've often found that I learn more from the challenges than the actual success.
Here is an example. After high school, I attended college as an undergraduate full time and worked nights and weekends. After graduation and entering the workforce, I decided to return to school to get an MBA while working full time. It required attending school twice a week in the evening for a couple of hours and then all day on Saturday. I wanted to finish a year ahead of time and even though it was quite difficult at times, I did indeed do just that.
The routine taught me to exercise discipline over myself. I learned the strategies that worked for me personally. That discipline continues to serve me well today. I am able to organize myself for something positive, no matter how strenuous it is. Whether it will take just a few minutes or several years, I know I will come out on the other end of it successful.
I took two or three classes each semester -- a big load when going to school at night and working full time. I kept my focus on the classes that semester. However, I kept the long-range goal in mind: to graduate with my degree. It kept me from saying, "You know what? This is too painful. I will never get through it. I'm going to quit now." When all you focus on is the current sacrifice, you see nothing but pain, grief, and agony. It's hard to give up some fun times and not see friends or family. However, taking one class at a time and learning to intelligently set aside time to spend with friends and family, I learned how to balance work, school, and business while securing achievement for my future.
9 Then you will understand what is right and just and fair -- every good path. 10 For wisdom will enter your heart, and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul. 11 Discretion will protect you, and understanding will guard you.
As a Christian, I look to the Bible to reveal the road map of God's wisdom. We gain wisdom through a continual process of growth. That process means that we continue to make choices -- some good; some not so good. You'll find that the good choices will prove themselves as will the not-so-good ones. But always remember that there is much to learn from our mistakes when we endeavor to make the moral, ethical, and wise choice.
I have learned to trust God in all situations. Even when a situation doesn't seem to be going my way, I have to understand and believe firmly that God has an equal or greater benefit coming to me beyond the given situation. It may seem negative at the moment, but I have to trust that something greater is coming to me as I build and grow through that experience. At times, this hasn't been easy; but I always try to stay the course.
12 Wisdom will save you from the ways of wicked men, from men whose words are perverse, 13 who leave the straight paths to walk in dark ways, 14 who delight in doing wrong and rejoice in the perverseness of evil, 15 whose paths are crooked and who are devious in their ways. 16 It will save you also from the adulteress, from the wayward wife with her seductive words, 17 who has left the partner of her youth and ignored the covenant she made before God. [a] 18 For her house leads down to death and her paths to the spirits of the dead. 19 None who go to her return or attain the paths of life.
When you think about the adulteress in Proverbs 16, consider that it might not be a woman or even a man. The adulteress could be something that is not good for us. It could be something sinful, illegal, or immoral that beckons -- immoral and promiscuous sexual activity, addictions to drugs, alcohol, gambling, or anything excessive such as eating too much food.
Harmless things can start out on the surface being good such as food or a prescription, but overuse can stimulate an addiction and ultimately cause you harm. Even too much pride can lead you down the wrong path. It is good to be proud of yourself and your accomplishments, but there is a difference between being proud of doing good things and prideful arrogance. There is a balance that you can learn to strike, but always be aware that it is much easier to fall into the trap of arrogance.
This is where prayer and meditation become so important. It causes you to look at something greater than yourself to avoid the enticements of temptations such as sexual immorality, pride, and addiction. Just like everyone else, I struggle with resisting activities that are not good for me. It helps to first recognize that the activity is bad and it is not okay to engage in the pursuit -- even if someone doesn't see me. One of the greatest tests of who you really are takes place when no one is looking. Resisting or fighting through temptation using prayer, reading the Bible, and meditating on the Scriptures helps me work through it and resist the urge to follow the crowd. It will help you take the high road even when it seems that everyone is cheating at something or taking the shortcut. You've probably heard the phrase, "What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas." Unfortunately, bad behavior on a consistent, repeated basis has a way of being exposed eventually. The fall is great; and the higher position that you have achieved, the longer the fall.
Re-read these verses that we have covered. Highlight those verses that are important or that stick out to you and make notes around them.
Wisdom is a path to walk. If you want to have the best chance to arrive at the correct destination, the path chosen is key. Both Proverbs and Jesus are clear in their direction and guidance. There is no middle ground -- only two choices: the bad one that leads to failure and the good one that leads to life. Wisdom is our compass that directs us in our walk with the Creator, the walk with the bad, or the walk with the righteous, just, and honorable.
1. How do you actively seek wisdom? Name three to five ways you do or should actively seek wisdom. Are you consistent?
2. Write down three moral or wise decisions you've made. Note the profound effect they had on your life.
3. How can you duplicate the profound effects in another area of your life that is experiencing challenges? How do you anticipate the effects will exemplify the walk mentioned above?
4. Think about the last five to ten years. List the successes that you achieved over that period. This exercise should only take about five minutes.
5. Select three of those successes, and write down two or three pieces of wisdom that you learned from each of those successes.
~~~
Back to Beginning of Chapter 2
"Blessed is the man who finds wisdom, the man who gains understanding, for she is more profitable than silver and yields better returns than gold."
Proverbs 3:13-14
The interesting consistency in Proverbs and throughout the Bible is that God keeps His promises when we are in His will. When we are following a guide such as Proverbs, we are living a life adhering to biblical direction. When we try to do it our own way, frequently the results are disastrous.
We can learn to live in God's will by studying the Word or reviewing the Bible or material that reflects the true spirit of it. After studying, we must obey and apply the learning to our life. Then, we must give our tithes and offerings while being cheerful and sincere about it as part of our obligation to honor God with the first fruits of our labor.
Remember, this is not a math formula that delivers an expected result consistent with each addition, subtraction, division, and multiplication. Instead, it is a compass that points us in the right direction with an expectation of desired results. For example, the first step is to seek proper guidance in a chosen area (biblical principle). Second, follow the proper guidance when found with faith and conviction. Third, enjoy the blessing of having used your compass (biblical principle and God's will). Remember to use the compass for important decisions that must be planned, prayed upon, and meditated upon such as career choices, marriage, spiritual direction, personal relationships, and sizeable investments.
Take a moment to read Proverbs 3 from your own Bible. As this section further explores wisdom, I'll highlight some characters in the Bible who are generally acknowledged as being wise:
- Joseph was a wise leader.
- Moses was as a wise leader.
- Disraeli was a wise artist.
- Joshua was a wise leader.
- David was a wise leader.
- Abigail was a wise wife.
- Solomon, of course, was a wise leader. His writings are the ones that we're discussing here in Proverbs.
- Daniel was a wise counselor.
- Astrologers are wise learners.
- Stephen was a wise leader.
- Paul was a wise messenger.
- Christ was a wise youth -- a wise savior employing the wisdom of God.
For more reference:
- Joseph (Acts 7:10)
- Moses (Acts 7:20-22)
- Desalel (Exodus 31:1-5)
- Joshua (Deuteronomy 34:9)
- David (Samuel 2:14, 2:20)
- Abigail (Samuel 1:25)
- Solomon (Song of Solomon 3, 1 Kings 3:5-14, and 1 Kings 4:29-34)
- Daniel (Daniel 5:11-12)
- Astrologers (Matthew 2:1-12)
- Stephen (Acts 6:8-10)
- Paul (2 Peter 3:5 and 3:16)
- Christ (Luke 2:40 and 2:52, 1 Corinthians 1:20-25)
Proverbs 3 clearly demonstrates wisdom's value across four general areas:
- Prosperity (Proverbs 3:2)
- Love and faithfulness (Proverbs 3:3)
- Acknowledgement (Proverbs 3:6)
- Straight path (Proverbs 3:6)
In regards to prosperity, it's common to see the Hebrew word Shalom. It broadly means wholeness of life -- having good health and harmonious relationships with all the areas of our life in balance and working together. This is general, broad prosperity. Notice that it's not just money -- it refers to harmony, balance, and the inner workings of all of the aspects of our life. It means that every aspect is working together in harmony to produce the abundance of a good life.
I remember a time several years ago when I was particularly unhappy with my life. I was making a great deal of money. However, it didn't make up for the problems in my life: living in a relationship that wasn't working, not seeing friends or relatives due to long hours, or spending most of my waking hours with people I did not like or get along with.
Proverbs 3 also discusses love and faithfulness. It is represented as kindness and truth. These are repetitive themes in the Old Testament; however, let's take a closer look because Proverbs 3 is really focusing on unwavering fidelity and constancy.
The second point expressed is unflinching integrity and trustworthiness. Notice the good things that we have in our everyday life. We have no fear of operating in "fidelity and constancy" once we start to notice and appreciate them. The result is better relationships with our spouses, family members, friends, and business associates. Unquestioned integrity allows you to prosper in business and in your personal life while the absence of integrity takes away your peace of mind.
Acknowledgment isn't just about knowing; that's way too easy and transparent. In reality, it is about being aware and having fellowship with others. To have true companionship, you must be aware of yourself and aware of the people that you associate with. Therefore, you're acknowledging by being aware of yourself and the people around you.
For a person of faith, the straight path simply means that God will remove obstacles. It does not mean that you won't experience conflict with them. It also doesn't mean that you will not have to conquer them. However, the supernatural blessing of God will help you remove those obstacles. Someone who is not a person of faith may be amazed at how the things we've mentioned (prosperity, love, faithfulness, and acknowledgement) may work for him or her anyway. It creates a compelling case for faith, doesn't it?
The obstacles encountered when we operate with prosperity, love, faithfulness, and awareness present in our life are somehow removed or limited because of our integrity, fidelity, and constancy. Those are the bedrocks of moving forward in a wisdom-filled life.
Now in Proverbs 3:1-10, there are five critical lessons for living. Each one is presented as a command; but interestingly enough, there is an award or a reward that comes by obeying that command. For example, in Proverbs 3:1, God is saying, "Keep His commands in your heart at all times and throughout your life." You will be rewarded with prolonged life and will bring yourself prosperity for the time that you are alive.
3 Let love and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart. 4 Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man. 5 Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; 6 in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.
The reward is favor and a good name in the sight of God; but most importantly, it says God and man. These verses tell us to trust in God's direction and not lean on our own understanding. If you didn't need God's direction, you would not need to read this series or know anything about the Bible or Proverbs or spiritual guidance of this nature -- you would automatically know what to do. However, those of us who are smart and want to live a more prosperous life seek the guidance of those who are wiser and read the things that will set us on the appropriate course.
These scriptures advise us to trust in God with all our heart. Don't just try to figure it out on your own -- acknowledge God's rules, and your path will be straight. Remember what I said before about the obstacles being supernaturally removed in some cases? That is God working supernaturally in the background with you.
7 Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil.
When it's all about how smart someone is or how much smarter he is than everyone else, he's already lost. No matter how successful we are financially or in some other aspect of our life, there's always someone smarter or more innovative. There will always be people out ahead of us. The ability to learn allows us to prosper even greater and not live within our limitations or the limitations others set for us.
This also speaks to living poorly. Many times, people think by following the rules or some guide to living such as the Scriptures (in this case Proverbs), we will miss out on something good and fun. Well, if your lifestyle includes hanging out in bars and nightclubs, are you going to miss out on the smoking? Are you going to miss out on the hangover the next day? Are you going to miss out on a "one-night stand" with a stranger? Are you going to miss out on the effect this has on your health (short term and long term), or will you benefit by spending your time with other people heading in a much more positive direction? Think about the negativity that we will attract with the self-destruction of bar and nightclub hopping. I've "been there, done that, and got the T-shirt."
Compare that to spending time with like-minded people heading in the same positive direction that you are by reading this book and implementing the strategies. By being wise in your own eyes, fearing the Lord, shunning evil, doing the right thing, and ignoring evil or improper living, you will be rewarded by bringing health to your body and nourishment to your bones. By avoiding activities that abuse your body such as overindulging in alcohol, smoking, improper nutrition, or lack of exercise, you will live a healthier lifestyle. Abuse only leads to poor health, and we pay a price for that poor health somewhere along the line. However, when you avoid the abusive habits, you will reap the benefit of good health. It will become one more area of prosperity in your life.
Let me be clear about "nightclub hopping." I enjoy dancing, and I particularly enjoy Latin and Swing music. There is nothing wrong with music, dancing, and the fun of meeting friends for an enjoyable evening. Only when you take it over the line and engage in the behavior I've outlined above does it become self-destructive.
9 Honor the Lord with your wealth, with the first fruits of all your crops; 10 then your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new wine.
The key phrase in the commandment is to "honor the Lord" -- or honor the instructions and the commands that He has given you "with your wealth and with the first fruits of all of your crops." A person of Christian faith probably understands that first fruits are those gifts on top of tithing or the normal giving. So if you have an extraordinary season as a farmer, businessperson, worker, or in any area of your life, you should give the first fruits of that additional increase and benefit over your normal giving.
Scripture suggests you should sow back into your community. It refers to the immediate community (which should be first) and also the greater community. Giving back and sowing sets specific laws in motion that come back to benefit you. By working together for the greater good -- both locally and beyond the local environment -- you set positive actions in motion both for yourself and your family.
Most people (and I have been there myself) give what they have leftover to God. It's easy to understand that people cannot tithe when their life is controlled by lack of discipline in the form of debt -- consumer debt in particular. This is dramatically more serious than business debt or mortgage debt because most consumer debt sacrifices the future for some pleasure of the present. You'll most likely be still paying for it after the pleasure itself has passed on. At least with a home or a business, the debt associated with it makes sense if you entered into it with sound reasoning. Most likely, you were granted a conventional fifteen or thirty-year home mortgage based on a reasonable expectation that your employment would continue allowing you to make the payment.
Perhaps you use consumer debt to purchase items, such as school supplies, schoolbooks, and appropriate clothing for your family. There is nothing wrong with this practice if you have the discipline to pay it off within a short time. Generally, I recommend you pay off consumer debt within thirty days, but sometimes our budgets require us to stretch repayment to sixty days.
However, you don't need a big-screen television or some other new creature comfort if it will interfere with achieving the progressive increase of your financial prosperity. By lacking discipline regarding discretionary purchases, you can quickly accumulate consumer debt in the tens of thousands of dollars. Instead of delaying gratification until you have the money saved for the purchase, you are increasing the debt. Even if you have good credit, in many cases you're paying a consumer debt interest rate of 14 percent or more. If you have bad credit, you're paying in excess of 20 percent -- sometimes in excess of 30 percent. The debt will rob you of your wealth now and leave you in no position to leave a legacy for the next generation.
How in the world is anyone going to be thinking about tithing or giving first fruits if he is running away from his creditors? It just doesn't make sense! The discipline of delayed gratification relieves you of burden. It allows you a life where you sow back into yourself, your family, your local community, and the greater community for the greater good.
11 My son, do not despise the Lord's discipline and do not resent his rebuke, 12 because the Lord disciplines those he loves, as a father [a] the son he delights in.
The Lord disciplines those He loves. As a father, He disciplines the son He delights in. The key point here is to honor the Lord with your wealth and do the right thing. If you do that, "your barns will be filled to overflowing and," in some cases, "your vats will brim over with new wine." By accepting discipline without resentment, you're able to benefit in the greater prosperity of finding wisdom, using wisdom, and living through the benefits of wisdom.
Think for a moment of the tabloids. You can't boot up online to look at Yahoo or AOL without seeing some celebrity who has done extremely well financially but whose personal life is negatively splattered across the Internet and the newspapers. They're a total mess. So do you ever imagine trading places with that person? Certainly you want to trade places with that person financially; but do you want to live a lifestyle where you wake up next to a stranger without any recall of how you got there? Naked? Not remembering their name? Fumbling around to figure out how you are going to get home because you're not really sure where you are? Do you want to live a life of regret because you didn't have the discipline to put certain things in motion for yourself and to stay the course and finish the race? Most of us would not choose that path.
In my own life, I wanted to become a Distinguished Toastmaster (DTM) -- the highest educational designation that Toastmasters International awards. It requires years of diligence, discipline, and dedication of working toward the designation. It is often recognized by corporate human resources departments as an outstanding achievement.
To reach this level, I had to put a plan together to regularly attend Toastmasters club meetings and deliver speeches both in my own club and in other clubs. I also became involved in leadership projects that helped me advance and broaden my own skills while helping my local club and its members. My achievements helped increase the status of our area, division, and district in the Toastmasters International organization.
Here is the greater lesson: by investing my time in improving my communication and leadership skills, I also invested in my local club. Participation in other clubs helped the division as well as the district achieve its goals. I became a leader in the division and the district by helping other clubs improve. It all comes back to helping yourself by having the discipline to institute beneficial habits for the greater good. However, if you're too busy living a life controlled by lack of discipline and mismanaging important areas of your life, you can't embrace and experience the benefits of self-control. I would never have reached the designation of Distinguished Toastmaster without creating new habits and having the self-control to keep them. Without the new habits and self-control, I would have been continually frustrated by the lack of progress.
Say that you didn't have to earn and save your money to achieve prosperity because you inherited your money or you were able to receive a windfall. Without those important life lessons of creating prosperity on your own, you could basically waste away your life and the money. The folks that you see plastered across the tabloids may live comfortably because of financial success but for every story you read, prosperity there seems to be tainted by self-destruction and dissipation.
You may be tempted to skip the end-of-chapter exercises. You'll find it rewarding to work through this book and complete the exercises as well. Committing you ideas to paper will help you stay on track for improvement. It reminds you of what you need to do every time you refer to it. You'll find out that something powerful happens when your hand grabs a pen, it hits the paper, you write your thoughts, and then read it back aloud if possible. There is something that clicks inside of us.
However, writing things down and repeating things really don't have any value unless you personalize them and put your name on them. Promise yourself that you're going to practice ideas and find meaning in activities even when they seem mundane. Make picking up the kids up from school or doing something a little extra for your spouse or friend seem special to them. See if there is something that you can do in your community to help out or to give back.
21 My son, preserve sound judgment and discernment, do not let them out of your sight; 22 they will be life for you, an ornament to grace your neck. 23 Then you will go on your way in safety, and your foot will not stumble; 24 when you lie down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet. 25 Have no fear of sudden disaster or of the ruin that overtakes the wicked, 26 for the Lord will be your confidence and will keep your foot from being snared.
What is promised here by using good commonsense and discernment consistently? For one thing, your road through life will be safer. Commonsense isn't very common. But with some commonsense, your feet will not stumble. You can go to bed without fear, lie down, and sleep soundly.
Remember what I said about being in debt? If you have personal issues -- particularly financial issues -- you know the burden of feeling exposed to the risk of losing everything. Perhaps you know the feeling of losing your job or you are way over your head in debt, and it is a weight on your shoulders. When it is relieved and you gain the discipline and wisdom to avoid it in the future, you will live a much better life and certainly sleep a lot sounder.
Focus on the meaning of Proverbs 3:25 where it says, "Have no fear of sudden disaster or of the ruin that overtakes the wicked." If you're deeply in debt and you find yourself living in the difficult times of our nation's economy, you are likely feeling the burden of excess risk. In 2008 and 2009, a number of financial institutions were either bought, went out of business, or had their assets seized. As a result, many people lost their homes. Others lost their jobs because of the financial crisis and could no longer afford their homes and other consumer debt. Most of the personal risk in troubling economic times is connected with credit that is too easy to attain making ill-conceived dreams to easy to chase.
The bottom line is that we're all responsible -- whether we're in government, working for a financial institution, or managing our life and our finances -- for preparing for a sudden disaster.
If you are buried in debt, you're certainly not saving at least 10 percent of your income for a rainy day such as a sudden disaster, layoff, or even retirement. You're living paycheck to paycheck and, most likely, you're living well beyond your means. You may want to keep up with the Jones' but the Jones' are probably broke themselves. Trying to keep up with others and live beyond your means is a recipe for disaster.
I've been in debt in the past myself and have been way beyond my limits. I learned that sticking to these principles was key to getting out of it. At times in my life, I deviated from the principles and took on too much debt -- owing tens of thousands of dollars beyond my mortgage debt. But by doubling down, paying attention, and cutting fat out of the financial diet, I was able to bring things back in line and release myself from the prison of debt.
27 Do not withhold good from those who deserve it, when it is in your power to act. 28 Do not say to your neighbor, "Come back later; I'll give it tomorrow" -- when you now have it with you. 29 Do not plot harm against your neighbor, who lives trustfully near you. 30 Do not accuse a man for no reason -- when he has done you no harm. 31 Do not envy a violent man or choose any of his ways, 32 for the Lord detests a perverse man but takes the upright into his confidence.
These verses instruct us to help those who deserve it. If you can help your neighbor, help them. Don't tell them to come back tomorrow. It doesn't do you any good to help someone who is suffering today by telling them to come back tomorrow.
The verses go on to advise us to avoid getting involved in plots of revenge against our neighbor. Don't harbor grudges and spend your time trying to figure how you're going to get even. Instead, get even by being successful and moving on! That is the best payback! Occasionally, I encounter people in my professional life who seem to be plotting against me and trying to figure out how they can subvert me. Even though the situation is discouraging, I must keep moving forward -- progressing and prospering. It will drive them crazy. Plotting against and subverting someone only hurts you in the end.
Don't use physical or mental violence as Option A, B, or C. Try to remove yourself from situations where violence is present. If you can't protect yourself, look for an opportunity to escape the abuse. Avoid spending time in places where you're inevitably going to come in contact with violent people and behavior. The exposure can't get you anywhere and if you're prone to becoming involved in it, it will come back to bite you in a detrimental way.
33 The Lord's curse is on the house of the wicked, but he blesses the home of the righteous. 34 He mocks proud mockers but gives grace to the humble. 35 The wise inherit honor, but fools are put to shame.
If you're not living a life of commonsense, discipline, discernment, and wisdom, you're shaming yourself. You don't need the Lord to step in to curse you. He blesses the home of the upright. As a person in a relationship with a wonderful woman who is one hundred percent in my corner, I can tell you from personal experience that integrity and faithfulness in this relationship has been one of the best things that has ever happened in my life.
I encourage you to do the exercises and write the verses down on paper. Put your name in the verses, identify the particular areas in your life where you can improve, and note what the benefits of each improvement are.
Keep your blessings in mind as you bring your life in line with these principles if it is not already. Reflect on how being blessed has blessed those around you. As we live a more balanced and abundant life in general, we find better relationships with our family members and friends. We become more able to have to patience and wisdom to diffuse or avoid conflict -- particularly in the hostile environment of toxic work situations or bad marriages. Keep in mind this is the more fruitful path but it is not always necessarily the easiest or the one you feel most inclined to pursue emotionally.
Review the scriptures of Proverbs 3 before answering these questions.
1. Write down each of the commands in Proverbs 3:1-10.
2. Make a note of three distinct things that you can do to improve your life for each command.
3. Describe what type of person you could be if you followed the advice in this chapter.
~~~
Back to Beginning of Chapter 3
"Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get understanding."
Proverbs 4:7
The core message of Proverbs 4 is that "wisdom is supreme." In this chapter, we explore why wisdom is supreme and learn how to utilize Proverbs 4 to acquire wisdom. We'll also look at the people who have wisdom and the benefits of having wisdom. As with all chapters in this book, you'll benefit by reading Proverbs 4 before you proceed.
3 When I was a boy in my father's house, still tender, and an only child of my mother, 4 he taught me and said, "Lay hold of my words with all your heart; keep my commands and you will live."
These verses refer to a father's instruction. If you meditate on these verses, you will notice it says that a wise person is generally kind and loyal, trusts in the Lord, puts God first, turns away from evil, knows right from wrong, listens, learns, and does what is right. The benefits of this wisdom are a long and satisfying life, favor with God and people, a good reputation, wise judgment, success, health, vitality, riches, honor, a pleasurable life, peace of mind, and protection.
Where you hear wisdom speak, that's the Father's instruction. Later in the book, you'll find that wisdom itself speaks in Proverbs 8 and 9. And when it speaks, people who have wisdom recognize they discover knowledge and discernment; that they hate pride, arrogance, and all forms of corruption; and how they respect and fear God. They speak to giving proper and good advice, and they have commonsense -- a recurring theme in Proverbs. It also happens to be a recurring theme in life. Look at yourself and the people you know who don't use it when they should. What do you observe about their results and their life?
Wise people love correction, are teachable, and know God. The benefits they speak to are riches, honor, justice, righteousness, life, and having God's approval. They are constantly reading and learning. Their success comes from understanding.
5 Get wisdom, get understanding; do not forget my words or swerve from them. 6 Do not forsake wisdom, and she will protect you; love her, and she will watch over you. 7 Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, [a] get understanding. 8 Esteem her, and she will exalt you; embrace her, and she will honor you.
So how does someone interact with wisdom? What is Solomon's recommendation? Reflect on your own life. Have you personally experienced how valuing and embracing wisdom has rewarded you? How would it change your life if you pursued and achieved wisdom?
Proverbs 4:1-27 refers to children, listening, and parenting. The references are all in the context of God as parent and you as child. By extension, you may be married and have children. The verses refer to how you're disciplining, explaining, and encouraging them and operating using wisdom. It is clear that one of the great responsibilities of parents is to encourage their children to become wise and to use commonsense. Solomon discusses it even further in 1 Kings 2:1-9. In 1 Chronicles 28-29, it describes David doing just that. Wisdom is something that can be passed from parents to children or from generation to generation. But ultimately, it just comes from God. In the end, it is up to each individual to use it.
If you're given the gift of learning and understanding, you have to apply it to show the value. It doesn't happen on its own. One time, I was watching a television show on a business channel. The host of the show was highlighting teenage entrepreneurs. It was fun to see these young people with very sophisticated ideas -- just as sophisticated as adults. The thing that stood out was the running theme of parental support. Either they were there in person or mentioned in very a positive manner. The parents' support, encouragement, and, in some cases, direct involvement was instrumental in the young entrepreneurs' success.
It is dramatically easier for young people to succeed when their parents are supportive and encouraging. If you have children or just young people you are close to, reflect on how you have encouraged them to succeed. Reflect on the people in your life who have encouraged you. We need to surround ourselves with positive people -- not those who are dream stealers and future killers. We need people who are dream enablers and goal encouragers. You might find it beneficial to become part of a mastermind group where you meet regularly with people who are like-minded and help hold you accountable to your goals.
Proverbs 4:5-7 says we have to actively pursue wisdom. This requires determination. It's not going to fall out of the sky on you. It is up to you as an individual to go after it, seize it, and use it. Be determined not to abandon the search for wisdom once you begin no matter how difficult the road can become at times. It is not a once-in-a-lifetime action -- it is a daily process of making the right choices. Case in point: perhaps you are pursuing an educational goal while you are working in a demanding job and raising a family. If you stay with the company, you understand that you're going to need a bachelor's or master's degree or some type of advanced accreditation. You'll have to determine that you're going to pursue that goal and somehow make the time for it. It will require discipline because it is much easier to come home and turn on the television, grab something to eat, and relax.
There's nothing at all wrong with relaxing after a hard day's work. However, taking the next step sometimes means that you're going to have to delay immediate gratification and sacrifice maybe two or three nights a week to pursue that goal. God approached Solomon because he was doing so well in His eyes and he was also the son of David whose line He promised to bless. He asked him what he wanted because He was going to grant the wish. Solomon asked for wisdom! He didn't ask for a pile of gold the size of Mount Everest, a harem of ten thousand women, or a larger boat. He asked for wisdom -- the very thing that he could use to govern well and to live an incredible life that was beneficial to both his kingdom and to himself.
We should all look to activate our faith by incorporating daily prayer and meditation as part of our life. We don't need to pray all day but that certainly would not hurt if you did. However, you may want to start your day out with five or ten minutes of prayer. During that time, review the goals that you have in life as part of that prayer, and give thanks for what is going well in your life and for the ability to map out your goals.
It's good to have three or four major goals. Maybe your goal is to have a good marriage, become more involved in some form of community activity, be more successful in business, or get out of debt. Don't be afraid to ask God for assistance in meeting your goals and remember to thank Him.
Not sure how to pray? I have two suggestions. First, search for The Lord's Prayer on the Internet, and pick out the version you are most comfortable with. Say it before or after reviewing your goals or whatever you are praying for. Second, if you are reading a scripture, insert your name into the scripture as if God is speaking directly to you for divine reinforcement.
For example, I might say, "Theodore, take hold of My instructions, don't let them go; guard them, for they are the keys to life." "Theodore, don't do as the wicked do; don't follow the path of evildoers." This is a great way to use scriptures that touch you as a way to better anchor yourself.
13 Hold on to instruction, do not let it go; guard it well, for it is your life. 14 Do not set foot on the path of the wicked or walk in the way of evil men. 15 Avoid it, do not travel on it; turn from it and go on your way. 16 For they cannot sleep till they do evil; they are robbed of slumber till they make someone fall. 17 They eat the bread of wickedness and drink the wine of violence.
We all know people who just seem to be in the middle of every negative activity going on anywhere in their general vicinity. Sometimes on the surface, they are very likable. In fact, one of the tools they use to wreak havoc is to be likable by the right type of people -- generally their immediate boss or someone in authority. However, they tend to be the opposite to the people they manage or whom they exert some type of control over. As the verse says, "They eat the food of wickedness and drink the wine of violence."
Violent, criminal people generally come to a bad end unless there is some reformation in habit, character, and approach. It doesn't have to end poorly. Certainly some circumstances in life are totally in our control. It's up to each of us to seize the moment and exercise that control.
Think about the people in your life. Note the ones that may not be good for you and the effect they have on the dreams and goals you have. Who is discouraging you? When you say you want to go to college because you want to improve your life or get a better job, they are the people who tell you, "Awww, you don't need to go to college!" "You can't go to college!" "You won't be successful!" On the other hand, they clearly encourage you to follow them on the road to nowhere. Be honest with yourself and identify those people.
On the other side of the fence, think about the people who tell you that you can achieve your dream even though it may be tough. They are the people who will help you get the information together to pursue your dream. Seek out and surround yourself with people who are encouragers.
Unfortunately, we need to clearly understand that even our friends can make us fall. It is difficult for people to accept the fact that the people they hang around with could steer them onto the wrong path. This is particularly true of young people who want to be accepted and who don't want to be confrontational with or be criticized by the group. They are easy prey for negative controlling people. This doesn't mean that we should always be skeptical or suspicious, but we should use commonsense.
You might find that you're being encouraged to engage in self-destructive or criminal behavior at the same time someone else is encouraging you down a different, more positive road. While the positive road may not seem as glamorous or gratifying initially, the positive road emerges as the one that will be the happier, more constructive road to travel in the end.
Look at our prisons! They are filled with people who had great ideas about quick dollars or who were violent and indiscriminate in their activities. Ultimately, they were caught and now spend their time behind bars. It is just not worth it! It is a wasted life. This is the point of wisdom. Decisions that look easy, gratifying, and pleasurable up front may not be the right ones. We must really want to think through how we spend our time and who we spend it with.
23 Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.
24 Put away perversity from your mouth; keep corrupt talk far from your lips.
Guard your heart. Our feelings of love and desire dictate to a great extent how we live. By and large, human beings will try to find the time to do the things that we enjoy. These verses remind us to operate with wisdom, commonsense, discretion, and discernment. There is nothing wrong with pursuing a passion; but if your passion as a married person leads to situations where you will become involved in adulterous behavior, run! It might make you feel good initially but will only lead you down the wrong path and cause you great embarrassment at some point.
We aren't hard pressed to find examples of that behavior playing out in real life. We had a recent president who indulged in an indiscretion that was publicly exposed. No matter how you feel about his politics or the politics of the time, that sort of indiscretion led to great personal embarrassment to him, to his family, and to our country. It caused a fracturing of the governmental process because we needed him to be focused on other things. Instead of watching our leader pursue goals in the national interest, he was focused on determining whether he was going to be impeached because of his sexual indiscretion. The decision to move along a short-term pleasurable route in the end made no sense. If we can't do it in the light of day, it probably doesn't make sense. Unfortunately, it is not always easy to do.
Make sure your affections lead you in the right direction, and put boundaries on your desires. You don't have to go after everything you see. Look straight ahead and keep your eyes fixed on your goal. Don't go off track because detours and shortcuts many times will lead you completely down the wrong road to the wrong end.
In summary, we must follow the compass found through prayer, meditation, and Scripture on the principles described here. I believe there is a divine plan for each person, but it is up to us to seek and follow its direction. After all, we are creatures of free will, and we don't have to follow the right path. We should seek guidance by seeking and listening to the right people such as family members, teachers, and peers; learning and using the biblical principles; and using the wisdom obtained to negotiate the turbulent waters of living. Don't let wisdom slip past you or you will let the real "good life" get away. Remember Proverbs 4:13: "Hold on to instruction, do not let it go; guard it well, for it is your life."
1. Take two or three minutes and make note of actions that you've taken that were not wise.
2. List two, three, or more things you will do to ensure you will not turn your back on wisdom but instead embrace it. How will taking these actions make you better?
3. What are some ways that you have been discouraging to either your children or those closest to you?
4. What are some practices you are going to adopt so you can be encouraging?
5. Who are some people in your life who are not encouraging to you (dream stealers)? Who may be actively discouraging you from your desired accomplishments? What do they do to discourage you?
6. Who are some positive, encouraging people you can surround yourself and spend time with? These are dream enablers who can be a part of your mastermind group and will help you understand better how to pursue your dreams more effectively.
7. Write a short prayer asking for God's assistance and thanking Him for that assistance. For this exercise, you may want to write down three or four major goals keeping in mind the principles covered in the first four chapters. Some of your goals may be to have a good marriage, become more involved in a community activity, be more successful in business, or get out of debt. As we move through this program, there will be opportunities around which to flush out both more strategies and more goals.
~~~
Back to Beginning of Chapter 4
"The evil deeds of a wicked man ensnare him; the cords of his sin hold him fast."
Proverbs 5:22
In some versions of the Bible, Proverbs 5 is titled "Avoid Immoral Women." It is really a warning against adultery. Although many sections of the Bible may sound sexist by today's politically correct standards, I'm not going to change the genders. I don't want to confuse the reading of it when you refer to the text on your own. Whether you are a man or a woman, I want you to keep in mind that the issue highlighted here is immoral behavior regardless of gender. The immoral woman is actually a prostitute as it is described in Proverbs.
Proverbs includes many warnings against what we would call illicit sex today. First, a "prostitute's charm" refers to any type of temptation that will lead you down the wrong path or away from the pursuit of wisdom.
Remember, the goal is wisdom. For people of faith, the goal of this entire collection of lessons is to live according to God's wisdom. Therefore, use these lessons to develop the wisdom of using commonsense and proper discernment.
Secondly, sexual immorality of any type -- whether it was 6,000 years ago, 2,000 years ago, 1,000 years ago, yesterday, or today -- is still extremely dangerous because it destroys family life by distracting spouses from familial duty. It can even destroy careers. When that happens, it will have a negative effect on the community. If it is pervasive enough, it will have a negative effect on the greater society. Some might say we are living in that cycle now.
You may think of examples of people you know in your own life. To use a public figure as an example, consider what happened to President Bill Clinton because of his immoral sexual behavior. Here was a man who had risen to great heights but his presidency was shaken to its very foundation because of extramarital indiscretion. His sexual immorality got in the way of good judgment and almost destroyed lives and careers. His presidency survived, but the resulting damage to the office could have been horrendous. Look beyond the political realm to sports figures such as Tiger Woods. In the world of entertainment, we witnessed Sandra Bullock's high-profile divorce from Jesse James. Both experienced marriage destruction via adultery. In former President Clinton's case, his marriage miraculously survived.
Third, it erodes a person's ability to love. The continual pursuit of fulfillment in fleeting affairs (visiting with a prostitute in this case) or any illicit temptation is dangerous. As well as threatening the family, it also erodes a person's ability to have an intelligent, loving relationship. Someone -- if not everyone -- who is involved will become degraded as the whole scenario develops. It turns people into objects and potentially could lead to the transmission of disease, children born out of wedlock, or even unwanted children.
Sexual immorality is totally against God's law. You're going to be hard-pressed to find someone who lives a sexually immoral life, particularly on a continual basis, who is living a happy, fulfilled existence. For example, I saw an interview with a professional wrestler who had become a "born again" Christian, and he was discussing why his life took a downward turn before becoming saved. His comment on his marriage was particularly telling. He basically said he couldn't be on the road for weeks drinking, drugging, and having sex with groupies and then come home and have a normal relationship with his wife. It can't be any plainer than that.
3 For the lips of an adulteress drip honey, and her speech is smoother than oil; 4 but in the end she is bitter as gall, sharp as a double-edged sword. 5 Her feet go down to death; her steps lead straight to the grave. [a] 6 She gives no thought to the way of life; her paths are crooked, but she knows it not. 7 Now then, my sons, listen to me; do not turn aside from what I say. 8 Keep to a path far from her, do not go near the door of her house,
Notice it warns against "smooth talkers." These days, that term is used quite a bit, and it can have a flattering tone. However, it is anything but flattering in Proverbs 5. Just remember the phrase "For the lips of an adulteress drip honey, and her speech is smoother than oil; but in the end, she is bitter as gall, sharp as a double-edged sword." The best advice here is to make a turn and go around that roadblock.
11 At the end of your life you will groan, when your flesh and body are spent. 12 You will say, "How I hated discipline! How my heart spurned correction! 13 I would not obey my teachers or listen to my instructors.
It's going to be way too late to ask for advice at the end of your life. We've all been there. We really want something -- to be in a romantic relationship with someone or to own some object of fascination such as a select model of car, a particular type of fashionable clothing, a choice brand of handbag or watch, or type of pet. Whatever it is, we lose our rationality. The only thing that is going to get "the monkey off your back" is to have satisfaction.
The best time to learn the dangers and the foolishness of going after anything forbidden, harmful, or ill-advised is long before the temptation comes. Resistance is much easier if we've already made the decision to resist. When you have a moral compass, you don't have to worry about the direction your ship is traveling. Prepare for temptations by deciding now, activating the moral compass, and keeping it on alert. It will govern how you will act when you face temptation.
15 Drink water from your own cistern, running water from your own well. 16 Should your springs overflow in the streets, your streams of water in the public squares? 17 Let them be yours alone, never to be shared with strangers. 18 May your fountain be blessed, and may you rejoice in the wife of your youth. 19 A loving doe, a graceful deer -- may her breasts satisfy you always, may you ever be captivated by her love. 20 Why be captivated, my son, by an adulteress? Why embrace the bosom of another man's wife? 21 For a man's ways are in full view of the Lord, and he examines all his paths.
This provides a clear definition of faithfulness in your marriage. Most everyone has been in a serious, committed, or emotionally charged relationship with someone who got hurt because of infidelity. The verse advises married people to enjoy the spouse that God has given them. The Bible was written in a desert so water is considered precious -- a life-giving commodity in sparse supply. In the desert lands, water from a well is pretty much a family's most important possession. Without it, not only will crops not grow, people will either leave the land or die. It is not something that is readily available in abundance. Instead, it is something that is to be treasured when it is found -- just like your spouse or the person you are in an exclusive relationship with.
In the Old Testament, it was considered a serious crime to steal water from someone else's well. It was a crime on the level of stealing a man's horse in the Old American West or to have intercourse with another person's spouse. In the Old Testament, it could lead not only to punishment but also to death. Remember the story of the woman brought before Jesus to be judged for adultery? If He had not shown God's mercy, that lady would have been punished by being stoned to death.
Lastly, infidelity is damaging to not just one person's life. The person who leads or allows another person to become involved in something illicit is also endangering the entire family and their extended relationships. It could certainly harm the spouse or the other person in the relationship, but it can affect children and other family members depending upon the circumstances. Without a doubt, immorality as it relates to faithfulness, marriage, and relationships is on the level of stealing one's water in the desert.
The message contained Proverbs 5:15-21 is that couples need to look to one another for lifelong satisfaction and companionship instead of looking to external things. That doesn't mean that you don't go to movies, the museum, a party, or some other type of entertainment. However, you should look for fulfillment from the person you're sharing your life with. You want to "take your pleasures at home" and not take them in the street. Your faith says you should rejoice in the blessing that God has given you -- the person that you are engaged in a committed relationship with.
One way to rejoice is to show your appreciation. That simple action can pull a relationship closer together. By having an open, sharing, appreciative relationship, you're going to get much more satisfaction out of it.
Again, remember to use commonsense and discernment. Give due respect to the loved one who is in your corner and is a source of comfort, satisfaction, and protection to you. If you are having trouble visualizing this, think back to a time when you had that sort of relationship but for some reason someone's actions led to its destruction. Remember how painful it was? Why indulge that pain when you can avoid it by being in a quality marriage or exclusive relationship?
By not indulging in promiscuous behavior, we keep ourselves free of negative encumbrances and liberate ourselves to live along the divine path our compass is directing us toward. Take, for example, the political costs to a politician's career. Senator John Ensign of Nevada and Governor Mark Sanford of South Carolina had their bright political stars destroyed when their adulteries were uncovered and played out in public. It doesn't matter which political party they belong to because the failings are human, not partisan.
No matter how smart we are or how seemingly easy the situation looks at first, there is always a price to pay when a sin has been committed. In the above-mentioned example, it cost these men their current careers in the near term and possibly greater political ambitions. In both situations, the behavior had gone on for quite some time, and it became ever harder to extract themselves from it. It became a stronger prison for the people involved as time went on. Remember the verse we began our chapter with: "The evil deeds of a wicked man ensnare him; the cords of his sin hold him fast" (Proverbs 5:22).
Some people may think that being in the same relationship is going to get boring or monotonous. Spend five minutes and write down at least five benefits of being with the person you've chosen to spend your life with. How is he or she making your life better?
~~~
Back to Beginning of Chapter 5
"Free yourself, like a gazelle from the hand of the hunter, like a bird from the snare of the fowler."
Proverbs 6:5
In some versions of the Bible, Proverbs 6 is called "Lessons for Daily Life." This chapter covers a financial aspect that many of us need to come to grips with -- how we handle our finances. Let's not forget that wisdom's compass is actually God's Word. Being such, it exists in our minds and hearts to lead and protect us.
The Word is a lighthouse we need during a storm, but we also need it when the waters are calm. As Proverbs 6:23 says, "For these commands are a lamp, this teaching is a light, and the corrections of discipline are the way to life." Therefore listening to and following biblical principles will keep us from the "snare of the fowler" or, more directly said, out of trouble.
1 My son, if you have put up security for your neighbor, if you have struck hands in pledge for another, 2 if you have been trapped by what you said, ensnared by the words of your mouth, 3 then do this, my son, to free yourself, since you have fallen into your neighbor's hands: Go and humble yourself; press your plea with your neighbor!
These verses are introducing us to the danger of debt. In 2008 and 2009, the major, global financial panic and meltdown in every industrialized country including the United States inspired measures to restore fiscal and financial responsibility. It's interesting that several thousand years ago, the issue of debt was just as important as it is now.
So notice that Proverbs 6:1-3 is warning against "putting up security for a neighbor." The modern version of that would be cosigning on a car loan for one of your friends or relatives who doesn't otherwise qualify. If they default on the loan, you are responsible for it. Proverbs supports generosity but not open-ended charity where the amount given and the timing are determined by circumstances beyond your control. Too often, it leads to disaster. This is also covered in Proverbs 11:15, 17:18, and 22:26-27.
The first few verses of Proverbs 6 are not a plea against generosity. Instead, they warn against overextending your financial resources and acting in an irresponsible manner that could launch you into poverty. It's important to maintain a balance between generosity and intelligent, wise stewardship. God wants us to help our friends and the needy, but he does not promise to cover the cost of every foolish commitment that we make. We have to act responsibly so that our families do not suffer. We should not bankrupt ourselves to go on the line for someone else.
There are certain extenuating circumstances. Perhaps a child, spouse, or other family member is the victim of a catastrophic illness. Of course you may have to dig deep into your savings to help them through that period. Hopefully, that period would lead to recovery. I've been there myself when I had to assist with the financial expenses for my mother's illness before she passed on. I was happy to do it. It created a financial challenge for me at the time; however, I wouldn't have had it any other way. Fortunately, I was smart enough with my finances early on to be able to do that.
Lending people money for a purchase is normally a different thing entirely. People have asked me to loan them money so they could pay their credit cards bills. Normally that means they no longer have enough money to pay for their own consumer items. Because they have overextended themselves to the point where even the credit card companies will no longer tolerate them, of course I said no. It would be foolish to pay someone's credit card bills for consumer items.
The real remedy is for them to contact the credit card companies and negotiate for more time to properly pay it. Borrowing more money from other people is not a realistic solution. I have one rule of thumb in regard to lending someone money for personal reasons: don't lend them anymore than you can afford to kiss goodbye. Don't expect it back because it is likely that you won't see it. That will ease the chance of harboring hard feelings because they placed you in a bad financial situation.
That may sound harsh, but even the credit cards companies -- who are known for almost grabbing people and forcing a credit card in their hand -- aren't willing to extend credit to people who can't manage their finances. It's just not good commonsense, and it is not good stewardship.
If you don't believe my comment about the credit card companies "grabbing people," next time you travel, notice the counters set up near the busiest points inside the airport terminals where people are waiting for their flights. They all seem to have special promotions designed to have you sign up for some type of credit card. Do you really think they are eager to have you sign up because they love you or care about you?
6 Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! 7 It has no commander, no overseer or ruler, 8 yet it stores its provisions in summer and gathers its food at harvest. 9 How long will you lie there, you sluggard? When will you get up from your sleep? 10 A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest -- 11 and poverty will come on you like a bandit and scarcity like an armed man. [a]
Based on these verses, we get the idea that we're not supposed to properly rest or that resting means we're lazy and shiftless. It's actually quite the contrary. What Proverbs is warning against is giving into the temptation of laziness -- of sleeping instead of working. This in no way means that we should never rest. God gives the Jews and Christians the Sabbath as a weekly day of rest and restoration, but we should not rest when we should be working. If laziness turns us from our responsibilities, poverty is just around the corner. The Bible uses the example of the ant in the scripture because the ant utilizes its energy and resources in an economically-sound fashion.
Here is another example. I have many activities that happen after work. After having worked all day, I have come home many evenings to work on this book. I was tired, but I just felt revived and rejuvenated by the idea of investing my time in my personal vision and project. I got a shot of adrenaline when it was time to come home and work on the book.
Meetings and community activities such as Toastmasters recharge my batteries too. Of course, I'm tired on the way to the activity. And it's easy to answer the call of the television and dinner; but everything changes once I get there. I get involved in the activities and the commitment, adrenaline, and enthusiasm takes over.
This doesn't mean you should push yourself to the point of exhaustion. Do the things that you're responsible for doing, but when its time to rest, get an appropriate amount of sleep at night. And take advantage of that one day a week where you rest, rejuvenate, and restore.
20 My son, keep your father's commands and do not forsake your mother's teaching. 21 Bind them upon your heart forever; fasten them around your neck. 22 When you walk, they will guide you; when you sleep, they will watch over you; when you awake, they will speak to you. 23 For these commands are a lamp, this teaching is a light, and the corrections of discipline are the way to life.
These scriptures talk about raising children. It is natural for children as they grow toward adulthood to become more independent of their parents. The objective is to raise them to be independent adults. However, you don't want to raise children who rebel against authority and to act without commonsense and discernment. As children grow, they should take on wisdom and use it appropriately. Even as adults with adult parents, there is something that we can still learn from our parents because they have been alive longer and have experienced more than we have. So cherish and value the ability to consult the advice of people who are older, and in many cases, wiser.
25 Don't lust for her beauty, don't let her coy glances seduce you; 26 for the prostitute reduces you to a loaf of bread, and the adulteress preys upon your very life. 27 Can a man scoop fire into his lap without his clothes being burned? 28 Can a man walk on hot coals without his feet being scorched? 29 So is he who sleeps with another man's wife; no one who touches her will go unpunished. 30 Men do not despise a thief if he steals to satisfy his hunger when he is starving. 31 Yet if he is caught, he must pay sevenfold, though it costs him all the wealth of his house. 32 But a man who commits adultery lacks judgment; whoever does so destroys himself. 33 Blows and disgrace are his lot, and his shame will never be wiped away; 34 for jealousy arouses a husband's fury, and he will show no mercy when he takes revenge. 35 He will not accept any compensation; he will refuse the bribe, however great it is.
These verses give additional interesting and pointed advice on human nature. They are not talking about lack of desire. They are referring to utilizing wisdom to employ discipline. It suggests using good stewardship of your resources -- your body and mind -- to avoid desires that will make your life complicated, unproductive, and less useful to you and to those around you. Such negative behaviors can easily lead you to some form of ruin. If you don't believe me, just open your local newspaper to read about a celebrity or politician who is involved in some form of sexual sin or other behavior that prevented a proper, loving relationship and caused their ruin.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/45924 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!