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The reputation of the University of Tennessee football program has been marred by the misbehavior of some of its players off-field.
In the last few months, Tennessee football players have been involved in at least twenty incidents, including cases of shoplifting,
assault, gun possession, motor vehicle citations, drug and alcohol problems, and disturbing the peace. In an effort to help solve the
problem, the university has come up with an idea. Football players have been given an orange card, small enough to fit in their
billfolds, on which is printed the word THINK in large letters, followed by a series of questions designed to help the player assess his
behavior and make a wise decision in various circumstances. For example—Is this a risk | can afford to take? How will this affect my
future? How will my parents feel about this? How will this reflect on my team and coaches? How does this represent the University of
Tennessee? On the back of the card are the home and cell phone numbers of the Tennessee coaching staff so players can call for
help.[1]

You might call it “Portable Wisdom.”
That’s the way | like to think about the book of Proverbs. It's portable wisdom.

One of my favorite commentaries on the book of Proverbs was written by William Arnot and published in the mid-1800s. In it, he
defines proverbs as “Laws from Heaven for Life on Earth,” and he describes the book of Proverbs like this: “Much matter is pressed
into little room that it may keep, and carry. Wisdom, in...portable form.”[2]

| have a theory that God created us with sixty-six different emotional, mental, and spiritual needs; and each of the Bible’s sixty-six
books is intended to meet a different need in our lives. The Lord could have given us one unbroken narrative, weaving together
history, philosophy, theology, and practical instruction. Instead He choose to give us a small, portable library of over five dozen books
—39 in the Old Testament and 27 in the New. Every book is different from all the others, and each has its own unique purpose.

The book of Proverbs is one of the few books in the Scripture that hangs its key on the front doorpost, so to speak. The very first
paragraph of Proverbs gives us its author, purpose, and theme. Proverbs 1:1-7 is the perfect prologue to the whole book, and if we
can grasp the prologue we can understand the whole book.

To Be Wise, Ask God For Wisdom
Proverbs 1:1

The first verse of the book, Proverbs 1:1, identifies the author—Solomon, the man who asked God for wisdom: The proverbs of
Solomon son of David, king of Israel. Solomon is the most fitting person in history to have written this book, for he was given a
special gift of insight and knowledge by God in answer to a very specific prayer he once offered. Shortly after Solomon had
ascended the throne of David, he went to Gibeon to offer sacrifices to the Lord. Gibeon was a city about six or seven miles
northwest of Jerusalem, and here the ancient tabernacle of Moses and the original bronze altar were still standing. As Solomon
prayed at this site, the Lord spoke to him audibly with these astounding words: “Ask for whatever you want Me to give you” (1 Kings
3:5).

Now this is a question that has intrigued humanity from ancient times. One of our favorite children’s stories is the ancient Persian
tale of Aladdin and the Magic Lamp in which a genie appears and offers him wishes. That story has given rise to a whole industry of
jokes in the United States. For example, a recent story says that a man walking along the beach spotted a bottle and pulled out the
cork, releasing the genie in a billowing cloud of smoke. To thank the man the genie offered him one free wish.

“Well,” said the man, “I've always wanted to go to Hawaii, but I'm afraid to fly and just thinking about going by ship makes me
queasy. Would you mind building a road to Hawaii?”

“Oh dear,” replied the genie, “That’s a lot of work. I'll have to build pilings going down to the ocean floor and bring in tons of material
and concrete. And the distance is over 2000 miles. Do you have another wish instead?”

The man nodded and said, “Yes, I've always wanted to understand women better. Why do they laugh and cry and what makes the
tick? Do you think you help me figure out women and how they think?”



The genie said, “Would you like two lanes or four?”

Well, | think we’re intrigued by stories and jokes and speculations like that because we ourselves sometimes wonder what we really
want in life. If we could have any one thing we desired, what would we ask for? How would you answer if the Lord spoke as He did
to Solomon: Ask for whatever you want Me to give you.

Solomon’s answer was remarkable. He said, “O Lord my God, you have made your servant king in place of my father David. But |
am only a little child and do not know how to carry out my duties. Your servant is here among the people you have chosen, a great
people, too numerous to count or number. So give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between
right and wrong” (1 Kings 3:7-9, NIV).

According to the Bible, God was pleased that Solomon had asked for this, and the Lord replied, “Since you have asked for this and
not for long life or wealth for yourself, nor have asked for the death of your enemies but for discernment in administering justice, | will
do what you have asked. | will give you a wise and discerning heart, so that there will never have been anyone like you, nor will
there ever be” (1 Kings 3:11-12).

And that’'s how Solomon became the wisest man in history. Look at the rest of the record:
* All Israel...held the king in awe, because they saw that he had wisdom from God to administer justice (1 Kings 3:28, NIV).

» God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight, and a breadth of understanding as measureless as the sand on the seashore.
Solomon’s wisdom was greater than the wisdom of all the men of the East, and greater than all the wisdom of Egypt. He was wiser
than any other man... and his fame spread to the surrounding nations. He spoke three thousand proverbs [there are about nine
hundred of them recorded in the book of Proverbs—only about a third of his total number of compositions], and his songs numbered
a thousand and five. He described plant life, from the cedar of Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of the walls. He also taught
about animals and birds, reptiles and fish. Men of all nations came to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, sent by all the kings of the world,
who had heard of his wisdom (1 Kings 4:29-34, NIV).

* When the queen of Sheba heard about the fame of Solomon and his relation to the name of the Lord, she came to test him with
hard questions. Arriving at Jerusalem with a very great caravan...she came to Solomon and talked with him about all that she had on
her mind. Solomon answered all her questions; nothing was too hard for the king to explain to her. When the queen of Sheba saw all
the wisdom of Solomon... she was overwhelmed (1 Kings 10:1-5).

Itd be a good idea just to pause to read the entire first ten chapters of the book of 1 Kings. Try to visualize the splendor of
Solomon’s reign—the Golden Age of Israeli history. Think of him lecturing in the royal university, administering wise decisions in the
national counsels, and providing sound advice to individuals who came to him with their problems.

Oh, to be wise like that!
Oh, to be given the same opportunity to ask for wisdom!

Well, we do have such a privilege. One of the greatest prerogatives in the Bible is found in James 1:5, which says, “If any of you
lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you” (TNIV).

God issues to us the same invitation He gave Solomon. Ask Me for wisdom! | am the omniscient God who gives generously, and |
will grant you wisdom if you will but ask Me. Include this earnest prayer request when you come before My throne: ‘Wisdom, Lord!
Give me the wisdom to think rightly and act wisely in any given circumstance. Teach me Your way.”

There are two times in the Bible in which we find a wonderful four-word prayer request: “Teach me Your way.” The first is in Psalm
27:11 when the Psalmist prayed, “Teach me Your way, O Lord, and lead me in a smooth path because of my enemies” (NKJV). The
second occurrence is in Psalm 86:11 where David prayed, “Teach me Your way, O Lord; | will walk in Your truth. Unite my heart to
fear Your name.”

Among my favorite hymns is one based on these verses. It was written in 1919 by a music teacher named Benjamin Ramsey near
the end of his life:

Teach me Thy way, O Lord, teach me Thy way!
Thy guiding grace afford, teach me Thy way!
Help me to walk aright, more by faith, less by sight;

Lead me with heav’nly light, teach me Thy way!



When | am sad at heart, teach me Thy way!
When earthly joys depart, teach me Thy way!
In hours of loneliness, in times of dire distress,
In failure or success, teach me Thy way!

Long as my life shall last, teach me Thy way!
Where’er my lot be cast, teach me Thy way!
Until the race is run, until the journey’s done,
Until the crown is won, teach me Thy way!

One of the interesting things about the special offer God gives us in James 1 is that it's found within the context of trials and
troubles. James 1:2-4 is a great passage on handling difficulties. In the Holman Christian Standard Bible, it reads: “Consider it a
great joy, my brothers, whenever you experience various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.” James
then proceeds to tell us that if in times of difficulty we do not know how to handle things, we should ask God for wisdom.

Samuel Logan Brengle, a Salvation Army evangelist of an earlier era, was to American Christians what Redwoods are to Western
forests. He towered above the landscape, preaching and writing with intense spiritual power. His secret was in his attitude. When he
grew old and infirm, he wrote to a friend, saying, “My old eyes get dimmer. The specialist says the light will fade altogether. So | gird
myself for darkness, quote James 1:2 to 4, shout Hallelujah and go on!”[3]

In times of testing and trial, we need the wisdom to see things from God’s perspective and the ability to trust Him enough to shout
Hallelujah and go on.

We don’t need wisdom as badly when life is easy and we aren’t faced with problems, pain, perplexity, and uncertain times. Sure, we
want to act wisely all the time; but it's the trials of life that demand the greater wisdom. And that’s the arena in which God has
promised to provide it for those who ask Him.

In my own case, there have been times when I've faced heavy decisions without knowing what to do. In such times, I've found that if
| retire to a quiet place to walk and pray and think, | can usually come to an understanding as to the wisest course of action.

Some time ago, for example, | was facing a dilemma, and | just had to check into a lodge at a state park for a couple of days to mull
over the problem, beseech God for wisdom, think through the matter in His presence, and arrive at a decision that reflected His
wisdom. It was a pattern | had learned years ago when | was facing a major vocational decision. | took a few days at the beach and
walked for hours along the shoreline, praying, thinking, pondering, considering the implications, asking God for wisdom. | came
home knowing what | should do.

In fact, I've never withdrawn to a quiet place for the purpose of praying and thinking through a decision without returning with a clear
sense of God’s will in that particular matter; and I've never known such moments of guidance to have later been proven wrong. My
mistakes have always come when | have “leaned on my own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5). God wants us to seek His wisdom, and
we have just as much access to it in prayer as did Solomon.

To Be Wise, Search the Scriptures Proverbs 1:2-6

Proverbs 1:1, then, gives us the author of the book, the man who teaches us the importance of asking God for wisdom. The next set
of verses, Proverbs 1:2-6, tell us that God answers that prayer largely by conveying His wisdom to us in His Word. The book of
Proverbs in particular is a treasure trove of divine wisdom. God’s purpose in putting this book in His Bible is recorded for us right
here. The book of Proverbs is liquid wisdom for the mind, a mental and moral tonic that makes several claims for itself. In the
opening paragraph of Proverbs, we’re told what a careful study of this remarkable book can do for its readers. God included
Proverbs in the cannon of Scripture:

+ ...so we’ll know how to live well and right, to understand what life means and where it's going (Proverbs 1:2, the Message).
* (so) an ordinary person can learn to be smart (Proverbs 1:4, CEV).

* To grasp wisdom and discipline (Proverbs 1:2, God’s Word Translation).

* For acquiring a prudent and disciplined life (Proverbs 1:3, NIV).

« To live intelligently (Proverbs 1:3, GNT).



* To teach the inexperienced the ropes and give our young people a grasp on reality (Proverbs 1:4, the Message).

When | was in college in the 1970s, a man named Bill Gothard was conducting popular week-long seminars across the country, and
a bunch of us students took our Spring break to go to Philadelphia and attend his conference. | still have the notes, and many of
Gothard’s insights had a big impact on me. The thing | remember most clearly was his definition of wisdom. Wisdom, Gothard said,
was seeing life from God’s point of view. And then he went on to emphasize the importance of Scripture memory and meditation.
Gothard said that meditation is the practice of memorizing, visualizing, and personalizing Scripture. And as we faithfully memorize
and meditate on Scripture, the Holy Spirit will gradually remold our minds until we see things and evaluate life increasingly from
God'’s point of view—and that’s the very essence of wisdom.

This is why the first nine chapters of the book of Proverbs are essentially a series of essays on the importance of wisdom and the
procedure for acquiring it. Look at how this message is emphasized in these chapters:

» Proverbs 1:8-9: “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching [this isn’'t just Solomon
talking to his son; it is God speaking to us. The nature of Scripture is that it is humanly authored by divinely inspired. The Lord is
speaking, telling us to listen to His instruction and not to forsake His teaching]. They will be a garland of grace to your heard and a
chain to adore your neck” (NIV).

* Proverbs 2:1ff: “My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you [God doesn’t just want us to read His
Word, or even to merely study it. He wants us to memorize and meditate on it—to memorize, visualize, and personalize it—to store
it up in our hearts], turning your heart to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out for insight and cry
aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear
of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding”
(NIV).

* Proverbs 3:1: “My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart (NIV).

» Proverbs 4:1-2: “Listen, my son, to a father’s instruction [to the instruction of the Heavenly Father]; pay attention and gain
understanding. For | give you sound learning....” (NIV).

* Proverbs 5:1: “My son, pay attention to my wisdom, listen well to my words of insight” (NIV).

* Proverbs 6:20-23: “My son, keep your father's commands and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. Bind them upon your heart
forever; fasten them around your neck. When you walk they will guide you; when you sleep, they will watch over you; when you
awake, they will speak to you. For these commands are a lamp, this teaching is a light, and the corrections of discipline are the way
to life” (NIV).

* Proverbs 7:1: “My son, keep my words and store up my command within you” (NIV).

* Proverbs 8:1, 33-35: “Does not wisdom call out? Does not understanding raise her voice? Listen to my instruction and be wise; do
not ignore it. Blessed is the man who listens to me, watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway [what a great description of
our daily devotional time in Bible study and prayer!] For whoever finds me finds life and receives favor from the Lord” (NIV).

* Proverbs 9:6: “Leave your simple ways and you will live; walk in the way of understanding.”

It's amazing to me that the actual proverbs section of Proverbs doesn’t really begin until you get to chapter 10, which opens with a
heading saying, “The proverbs of Solomon:” The first nine chapters of the book are a series of images and arguments, telling us
how vitally important it is to seek God’s wisdom by drinking in His Word like dehydrated shipwreck victims who discover a freshwater
spring on their deserted island.

There is no abiding wisdom apart God’s Word, but as we store up His commandments within us and begin looking at life’s events
through the prism of His precepts, we begin maturing into people of sanctified common sense—which is another definition of
wisdom.

Dr. Paul Tournier once wrote, “The Bible... is a book in which [a person] may learn from his Creator the art of healthy living.”[4]

This has certainly been true in my own experience. So many times, I've found the best decisions and the right answers have come
as I've thought through problems in the light of the truths of Scripture. Often a simple verse of Scripture will come to mind and
resolve the issue in my thinking.

I've also ran across multiple stories illustrating this pattern in virtually all the biographies of Christian leaders in my library.

Some time ago, for example, | read the life story of Oswald Chambers, author of one of the most famous devotional books of the



Twentieth Century, My Utmost for His Highest, and | was impressed at how this worked out in his life. Chambers was born and
raised in Scotland, and as a young man he became a widely-traveled preacher among Methodist and Holiness groups. He
eventually worked with the YMCA among soldiers in Egypt during World War .

On one occasion while in Cairo, British military authorities interrogated him regarding his evangelistic endeavors among the troops
and for a while it looked as though he and all his fellow-workers would be detained, stripped of their status, and returned to England.
Many of his colleagues were frightened and upset, but Chambers said, “I refuse to worry,” and he thought through the situation with
an open Bible before him.

His reading that day was in 1 Samuel 8, the story of the Israelites impetuously demanding a king. This is what Chambers wrote in
his diary: “The reading of 1 Samuel 8 struck me impressively, viz. (that is to say) that in any dilemma produced by providential
circumstances, the temptation is to yield to ordinary common sense rather than wait for God to fulfill His purpose. God’s order comes
to us through the haphazard.”

The message to Chambers in this instance was—stay calm, don’t do anything rash, give God time to work, and wait to see what
happens. To a friend, Chambers said, “Let us keep very near Him and wait.”

The situation soon resolved itself to his benefit.[5]

One of my favorite preachers for many years has been the inimitable Warren W. Wiersbe, author of many fine books and the former
pastor of Moody Memorial Church in Chicago. In his autobiography; | was struck with Wiersbe’s accounts of how on many occasions
when he has been faced with various decisions, he has discerned God’s will while in the atmosphere of his personal Bible study. He
himself pointed this out in a wonderful little paragraph in his book, writing, “In the course of these memoirs, you’ll find that often the
Lord gave me and my wife guidance through our daily systematic reading of the Bible. I'm not talking about ‘religious roulette’ where
you open the Bible at random and point to a verse. I'm talking about the daily reading of Scripture in a systematic way, with hearts
open for the Spirit of God to teach us.’[6]

I’'m not saying there will always be specific Bible verses to tell you what to specifically do in every particular situation; but | am saying
that as we pour ourselves into God’s Word, our thoughts begin to change, our mind begins to grow, our maturity increases, and we
increasingly think through things as God Himself does because we are being transformed by the renewing of our thoughts (Romans
12:2). Our thinking is molded by the Word of God that dwells in us richly, and we grow in wisdom. Out of that biblically-sanctioned
wisdom comes the ability to do the right things, say the right words, and make the right choices for a judicious and joyful life.

If you want to wise up, ask God for wisdom and search the Scriptures, learning to think through issues in the light of His Word.

To Be Wise,
Ask God For Wisdom
Proverbs 1:1

The first verse of the book, Proverbs 1:1, identifies the author—Solomon, the man who asked God for wisdom: The proverbs of
Solomon son of David, king of Israel. Solomon is the most fitting person in history to have written this book, for he was given a
special gift of insight and knowledge by God in answer to a very specific prayer he once offered. Shortly after Solomon had
ascended the throne of David, he went to Gibeon to offer sacrifices to the Lord. Gibeon was a city about six or seven miles
northwest of Jerusalem, and here the ancient tabernacle of Moses and the original bronze altar were still standing. As Solomon
prayed at this site, the Lord spoke to him audibly with these astounding words: “Ask for whatever you want Me to give you” (1 Kings
3:5).

Now this is a question that has intrigued humanity from ancient times. One of our favorite children’s stories is the ancient Persian
tale of Aladdin and the Magic Lamp in which a genie appears and offers him wishes. That story has given rise to a whole industry of
jokes in the United States. For example, a recent story says that a man walking along the beach spotted a bottle and pulled out the
cork, releasing the genie in a billowing cloud of smoke. To thank the man the genie offered him one free wish.

“Well,” said the man, “I've always wanted to go to Hawaii, but I'm afraid to fly and just thinking about going by ship makes me
queasy. Would you mind building a road to Hawaii?”

“Oh dear,” replied the genie, “That’s a lot of work. I'll have to build pilings going down to the ocean floor and bring in tons of material
and concrete. And the distance is over 2000 miles. Do you have another wish instead?”



The man nodded and said, “Yes, I've always wanted to understand women better. Why do they laugh and cry and what makes the
tick? Do you think you help me figure out women and how they think?”

The genie said, “Would you like two lanes or four?”

Well, | think we’re intrigued by stories and jokes and speculations like that because we ourselves sometimes wonder what we really
want in life. If we could have any one thing we desired, what would we ask for? How would you answer if the Lord spoke as He did
to Solomon: Ask for whatever you want Me to give you.

Solomon’s answer was remarkable. He said, “O Lord my God, you have made your servant king in place of my father David. But |
am only a little child and do not know how to carry out my duties. Your servant is here among the people you have chosen, a great
people, too numerous to count or number. So give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between
right and wrong” (1 Kings 3:7-9, NIV).

According to the Bible, God was pleased that Solomon had asked for this, and the Lord replied, “Since you have asked for this and
not for long life or wealth for yourself, nor have asked for the death of your enemies but for discernment in administering justice, | will
do what you have asked. | will give you a wise and discerning heart, so that there will never have been anyone like you, nor will
there ever be” (1 Kings 3:11-12).

And that’'s how Solomon became the wisest man in history. Look at the rest of the record:
« All Israel...held the king in awe, because they saw that he had wisdom from God to administer justice (1 Kings 3:28, NIV).

» God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight, and a breadth of understanding as measureless as the sand on the seashore.
Solomon’s wisdom was greater than the wisdom of all the men of the East, and greater than all the wisdom of Egypt. He was wiser
than any other man... and his fame spread to the surrounding nations. He spoke three thousand proverbs [there are about nine
hundred of them recorded in the book of Proverbs—only about a third of his total number of compositions], and his songs numbered
a thousand and five. He described plant life, from the cedar of Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of the walls. He also taught
about animals and birds, reptiles and fish. Men of all nations came to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, sent by all the kings of the world,
who had heard of his wisdom (1 Kings 4:29-34, NIV).

* When the queen of Sheba heard about the fame of Solomon and his relation to the name of the Lord, she came to test him with
hard questions. Arriving at Jerusalem with a very great caravan...she came to Solomon and talked with him about all that she had on
her mind. Solomon answered all her questions; nothing was too hard for the king to explain to her. When the queen of Sheba saw all
the wisdom of Solomon... she was overwhelmed (1 Kings 10:1-5).

Itd be a good idea just to pause to read the entire first ten chapters of the book of 1 Kings. Try to visualize the splendor of
Solomon’s reign—the Golden Age of Israeli history. Think of him lecturing in the royal university, administering wise decisions in the
national counsels, and providing sound advice to individuals who came to him with their problems.

Oh, to be wise like that!
Oh, to be given the same opportunity to ask for wisdom!

Well, we do have such a privilege. One of the greatest prerogatives in the Bible is found in James 1:5, which says, “If any of you
lacks wisdom, you should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you” (TNIV).

God issues to us the same invitation He gave Solomon. Ask Me for wisdom! | am the omniscient God who gives generously, and |
will grant you wisdom if you will but ask Me. Include this earnest prayer request when you come before My throne: ‘Wisdom, Lord!
Give me the wisdom to think rightly and act wisely in any given circumstance. Teach me Your way.”

There are two times in the Bible in which we find a wonderful four-word prayer request: “Teach me Your way.” The first is in Psalm
27:11 when the Psalmist prayed, “Teach me Your way, O Lord, and lead me in a smooth path because of my enemies” (NKJV). The
second occurrence is in Psalm 86:11 where David prayed, “Teach me Your way, O Lord; | will walk in Your truth. Unite my heart to
fear Your name.”

Among my favorite hymns is one based on these verses. It was written in 1919 by a music teacher named Benjamin Ramsey near
the end of his life:

Teach me Thy way, O Lord, teach me Thy way!

Thy guiding grace afford, teach me Thy way!



Help me to walk aright, more by faith, less by sight;
Lead me with heav’nly light, teach me Thy way!
When | am sad at heart, teach me Thy way!

When earthly joys depart, teach me Thy way!

In hours of loneliness, in times of dire distress,

In failure or success, teach me Thy way!

Long as my life shall last, teach me Thy way!
Where’er my lot be cast, teach me Thy way!

Until the race is run, until the journey’s done,

Until the crown is won, teach me Thy way!

One of the interesting things about the special offer God gives us in James 1 is that it's found within the context of trials and
troubles. James 1:2-4 is a great passage on handling difficulties. In the Holman Christian Standard Bible, it reads: “Consider it a
great joy, my brothers, whenever you experience various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.” James
then proceeds to tell us that if in times of difficulty we do not know how to handle things, we should ask God for wisdom.

Samuel Logan Brengle, a Salvation Army evangelist of an earlier era, was to American Christians what Redwoods are to Western
forests. He towered above the landscape, preaching and writing with intense spiritual power. His secret was in his attitude. When he
grew old and infirm, he wrote to a friend, saying, “My old eyes get dimmer. The specialist says the light will fade altogether. So | gird
myself for darkness, quote James 1:2 to 4, shout Hallelujah and go on!”[3]

In times of testing and trial, we need the wisdom to see things from God’s perspective and the ability to trust Him enough to shout
Hallelujah and go on.

We don’t need wisdom as badly when life is easy and we aren’t faced with problems, pain, perplexity, and uncertain times. Sure, we
want to act wisely all the time; but it's the trials of life that demand the greater wisdom. And that’s the arena in which God has
promised to provide it for those who ask Him.

In my own case, there have been times when I've faced heavy decisions without knowing what to do. In such times, I've found that if
| retire to a quiet place to walk and pray and think, | can usually come to an understanding as to the wisest course of action.

Some time ago, for example, | was facing a dilemma, and I just had to check into a lodge at a state park for a couple of days to mull
over the problem, beseech God for wisdom, think through the matter in His presence, and arrive at a decision that reflected His
wisdom. It was a pattern | had learned years ago when | was facing a major vocational decision. | took a few days at the beach and
walked for hours along the shoreline, praying, thinking, pondering, considering the implications, asking God for wisdom. | came
home knowing what | should do.

In fact, I've never withdrawn to a quiet place for the purpose of praying and thinking through a decision without returning with a clear
sense of God’s will in that particular matter; and I've never known such moments of guidance to have later been proven wrong. My
mistakes have always come when | have “leaned on my own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5). God wants us to seek His wisdom, and
we have just as much access to it in prayer as did Solomon.

To Be Wise, Search the Scriptures
Proverbs 1:2-6

Proverbs 1:1, then, gives us the author of the book, the man who teaches us the importance of asking God for wisdom. The next set
of verses, Proverbs 1:2-6, tell us that God answers that prayer largely by conveying His wisdom to us in His Word. The book of
Proverbs in particular is a treasure trove of divine wisdom. God’s purpose in putting this book in His Bible is recorded for us right
here. The book of Proverbs is liquid wisdom for the mind, a mental and moral tonic that makes several claims for itself. In the
opening paragraph of Proverbs, we're told what a careful study of this remarkable book can do for its readers. God included
Proverbs in the cannon of Scripture:

« ...s0 we'll know how to live well and right, to understand what life means and where it's going (Proverbs 1:2, the Message).



* (so) an ordinary person can learn to be smart (Proverbs 1:4, CEV).

* To grasp wisdom and discipline (Proverbs 1:2, God’s Word Translation).

* For acquiring a prudent and disciplined life (Proverbs 1:3, NIV).

* To live intelligently (Proverbs 1:3, GNT).

* To teach the inexperienced the ropes and give our young people a grasp on reality (Proverbs 1:4, the Message).

When | was in college in the 1970s, a man named Bill Gothard was conducting popular week-long seminars across the country, and
a bunch of us students took our Spring break to go to Philadelphia and attend his conference. | still have the notes, and many of
Gothard’s insights had a big impact on me. The thing | remember most clearly was his definition of wisdom. Wisdom, Gothard said,
was seeing life from God’s point of view. And then he went on to emphasize the importance of Scripture memory and meditation.
Gothard said that meditation is the practice of memorizing, visualizing, and personalizing Scripture. And as we faithfully memorize
and meditate on Scripture, the Holy Spirit will gradually remold our minds until we see things and evaluate life increasingly from
God'’s point of view—and that’s the very essence of wisdom.

This is why the first nine chapters of the book of Proverbs are essentially a series of essays on the importance of wisdom and the
procedure for acquiring it. Look at how this message is emphasized in these chapters:

» Proverbs 1:8-9: “Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching [this isn’'t just Solomon
talking to his son; it is God speaking to us. The nature of Scripture is that it is humanly authored by divinely inspired. The Lord is
speaking, telling us to listen to His instruction and not to forsake His teaching]. They will be a garland of grace to your heard and a
chain to adore your neck” (NIV).

* Proverbs 2:1ff: “My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you [God doesn’t just want us to read His
Word, or even to merely study it. He wants us to memorize and meditate on it—to memorize, visualize, and personalize it—to store
it up in our hearts], turning your heart to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out for insight and cry
aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear
of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding”
(NIV).

* Proverbs 3:1: “My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart (NIV).

» Proverbs 4:1-2: “Listen, my son, to a father’s instruction [to the instruction of the Heavenly Father]; pay attention and gain
understanding. For | give you sound learning....” (NIV).

* Proverbs 5:1: “My son, pay attention to my wisdom, listen well to my words of insight” (NIV).

* Proverbs 6:20-23: “My son, keep your father's commands and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. Bind them upon your heart
forever; fasten them around your neck. When you walk they will guide you; when you sleep, they will watch over you; when you
awake, they will speak to you. For these commands are a lamp, this teaching is a light, and the corrections of discipline are the way
to life” (NIV).

* Proverbs 7:1: “My son, keep my words and store up my command within you” (NIV).

* Proverbs 8:1, 33-35: “Does not wisdom call out? Does not understanding raise her voice? Listen to my instruction and be wise; do
not ignore it. Blessed is the man who listens to me, watching daily at my doors, waiting at my doorway [what a great description of
our daily devotional time in Bible study and prayer!] For whoever finds me finds life and receives favor from the Lord” (NIV).

* Proverbs 9:6: “Leave your simple ways and you will live; walk in the way of understanding.”

It's amazing to me that the actual proverbs section of Proverbs doesn’t really begin until you get to chapter 10, which opens with a
heading saying, “The proverbs of Solomon:” The first nine chapters of the book are a series of images and arguments, telling us
how vitally important it is to seek God’s wisdom by drinking in His Word like dehydrated shipwreck victims who discover a freshwater
spring on their deserted island.

There is no abiding wisdom apart God’s Word, but as we store up His commandments within us and begin looking at life’s events
through the prism of His precepts, we begin maturing into people of sanctified common sense—which is another definition of
wisdom.

Dr. Paul Tournier once wrote, “The Bible... is a book in which [a person] may learn from his Creator the art of healthy living.”[4]



This has certainly been true in my own experience. So many times, I've found the best decisions and the right answers have come
as I've thought through problems in the light of the truths of Scripture. Often a simple verse of Scripture will come to mind and
resolve the issue in my thinking.

I've also ran across multiple stories illustrating this pattern in virtually all the biographies of Christian leaders in my library.

Some time ago, for example, | read the life story of Oswald Chambers, author of one of the most famous devotional books of the
Twentieth Century, My Utmost for His Highest, and | was impressed at how this worked out in his life. Chambers was born and
raised in Scotland, and as a young man he became a widely-traveled preacher among Methodist and Holiness groups. He
eventually worked with the YMCA among soldiers in Egypt during World War .

On one occasion while in Cairo, British military authorities interrogated him regarding his evangelistic endeavors among the troops
and for a while it looked as though he and all his fellow-workers would be detained, stripped of their status, and returned to England.
Many of his colleagues were frightened and upset, but Chambers said, “I refuse to worry,” and he thought through the situation with
an open Bible before him.

His reading that day was in 1 Samuel 8, the story of the Israelites impetuously demanding a king. This is what Chambers wrote in
his diary: “The reading of 1 Samuel 8 struck me impressively, viz. (that is to say) that in any dilemma produced by providential
circumstances, the temptation is to yield to ordinary common sense rather than wait for God to fulfill His purpose. God’s order comes
to us through the haphazard.”

The message to Chambers in this instance was—stay calm, don’t do anything rash, give God time to work, and wait to see what
happens. To a friend, Chambers said, “Let us keep very near Him and wait.”

The situation soon resolved itself to his benefit.[5]

One of my favorite preachers for many years has been the inimitable Warren W. Wiersbe, author of many fine books and the former
pastor of Moody Memorial Church in Chicago. In his autobiography; | was struck with Wiersbe’s accounts of how on many occasions
when he has been faced with various decisions, he has discerned God’s will while in the atmosphere of his personal Bible study. He
himself pointed this out in a wonderful little paragraph in his book, writing, “In the course of these memoirs, you’ll find that often the
Lord gave me and my wife guidance through our daily systematic reading of the Bible. I'm not talking about ‘religious roulette’ where
you open the Bible at random and point to a verse. I'm talking about the daily reading of Scripture in a systematic way, with hearts
open for the Spirit of God to teach us.’[6]

I’'m not saying there will always be specific Bible verses to tell you what to specifically do in every particular situation; but | am saying
that as we pour ourselves into God’s Word, our thoughts begin to change, our mind begins to grow, our maturity increases, and we
increasingly think through things as God Himself does because we are being transformed by the renewing of our thoughts (Romans
12:2). Our thinking is molded by the Word of God that dwells in us richly, and we grow in wisdom. Out of that biblically-sanctioned
wisdom comes the ability to do the right things, say the right words, and make the right choices for a judicious and joyful life.

If you want to wise up, ask God for wisdom and search the Scriptures, learning to think through issues in the light of His Word.
To Be Wise, Fear the Lord
Proverbs 1:7

The final verse of Solomon’s prologue to the book of Proverbs states the theme of the book: To be wise, fear the Lord. Here in
Proverbs 1:7 all 915 verse of proverbs are summed up in this one sentence: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but
fools despise wisdom and instruction.

| like to define the fear of the Lord as a wonderful sense of terror at the greatness of our God—not an unhealthy fear but fitting
feelings of awe in the face of who God is and what He is like. Without that, there is no foundation for clear thinking about any subject
in the universe.

Dr. A. W. Tozer defined it this way: “The fear of God is... astonished reverence. | believe that the reverential fear of God mixed with
love and fascination and astonishment and admiration and devotion is the most enjoyable state and the most satisfying emotion the
human soul can know.”[7]

Without the fear of God, we cannot understand the truth of God, the character of God, or the graciousness of God. If you want
wisdom, learn to reverence, honor, respect, fear, and stand in wondrous awe at the greatness, the goodness, the graciousness, and
the glory of your God.

Conclusion



The Asian Tribune recently reported the development of a beverage that claims to produce smart-thinking children in developing
nations. It's a milk-added fruity drink being distributed throughout Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines, and it contains
certain vitamins and minerals which, according to the newspaper, will “help develop quick smart thinking in children.”[8]

If only we had such a beverage for adults! Potable, portable, drinkable wisdom! Our generation is the best educated in history, but
not the wisest. One computer chip can today contain more information than the ancient library of Alexandra. We now award
doctorates in areas of data processing and information management. But our wisdom hasn’t kept up with our intelligence. We live in
a world of foolish behavior, foolish arguments, foolish trivia, foolish investments, and foolish wars. It isn’t innocuous foolishness; it
can ruin our lives.

But God is omniscient, a God of wisdom who has promised to give smart thinking to those who ask Him for wisdom, seek it in the
Scriptures, and fear Him with reverent awe in their hearts. We can learn to think smart in a foolish world. We can be wise. The fear
of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction

PROVERBS 1:7, 15:1

One of the challenges of being a pastor in the 21st century is keeping up with the rapid changes in the world of everyday
communication. Preachers and Bible teachers are communicators by profession, and communication technology is changing so
constantly and so rapidly that it's hard to keep up. For example, 'm amazed at how many text messages people send and receive
every day on their mobile telephones. I've learned to compose and send text messages reasonably well, but | can’t do it as fast as
our teens. They can shoot off an entire message while I'm still trying to punch out the first word.

The other day | noticed that the words “text message” do not occur on my phone. It says SMS. | didn’t know what those letters stood
for, and so | looked it up. It stands for “Short Message Service.” The idea of text messaging is that it's composed of brief,
spontaneous bursts of communication.

The same thing is true for Twitter. With Twitter, you have 140 characters to send your message or sum up what’s going on in your
life. These little messages are short bursts of communication. When you read a tweet—a Twitter message—you are reading a burst
of truth about that person’s life or activities or observations or even philosophy, summed up in 140 characters or less.

Well, there’s nothing new about that. That is exactly what we have in the book of Proverbs. That is the genius behind this book of the
Bible. | don’t want to sound irreverent, but we can almost say that book of Proverbs is a collection of divine tweets. It is God giving
advice to us in short bursts of communication, usually 140 characters or less per verse. Look, for example, at the first several verses
of Proverbs 10:

. The proverbs of Solomon: A wise son brings joy to his father, but a foolish son grief to his mother.

. lll-gotten treasures are of no value, but righteousness delivers from death.

. The Lord does not let the righteous go hungry, but He thwarts the craving of the wicked.

. Lazy hands make a man poor, but diligent hands bring wealth.

. He who gathers crops in summer is a wise son, but he who sleeps during harvest is a disgraceful son.
. Blessings crown the head of the righteous, but violence overwhelms the mouth of the wicked.

. The memory of the righteous will be a blessing, but the name of the wicked will rot.

. The wise in heart accept commands, but a chattering fool comes to ruin.
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These eight verses give us a sample of the contents of the whole book of Proverbs. As you can readily see, the Proverbs are short,
twitter-sized, messages — SMS messages — from the God who inspired the Bible, addressed to you and me. The subject is everyday
wisdom. The book of Proverbs tells us how to apply God'’s infinite wisdom to our daily walk.

One of the neat things about the Proverbs is that they are so short that it's easy to memorize the ones we need. Back in 2005, |
preached a series of sermons from the book of Proverbs; and during that series a man in our church asked to see me. To my
amazement, he told me that during his high school years he had been challenged by a teacher to memorize the entire book of
Proverbs. He had taken up the challenge and he had done it—all 31 chapters. By taking one verse after another and one chapter
after another, he had committed the entire book to memory. He said that in memorizing the book of Proverbs, he had come to
understand the importance of fearing God in the everyday matters of life. He had stocked the pantry of his mind with the most
practical, portable wisdom that God has made available to us for daily living, and he had drawn insights from those verses many



times. And | will have to say, | consider this man to be one of the wisest men | know.

Well, not many of us will memorize the entire book of Proverbs, but every one of us ought to have certain verses from the book of
Proverbs inscribed on our minds. In our year-long endeavor to memorize 100 Bible verses, we’ve already committed two of them to
memory. Proverbs 3:5-6 say: Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways
acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.

Now today we are coming to two additional Proverbs that we want to commit to memory. At first glance, these Proverbs deal with
two very different things—but on reflection, they are tightly connected. Here they are—our two subjects for today, and our two
verses. The two Proverbs are 1:7 and 15:1; and the subjects are:

FEAR OF GOD
TONE OF VOICE

Proverbs 1:7: Wisdom Results From the Right Fear of God

The first verse is Proverbs 1:7, and it's important to know this verse because verse 7 is the foundation stone for the entire book. It's
the key to understanding the whole book of Proverbs, including Proverbs 15:1: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge,
but fools despise wisdom and instruction.

There is one common denominator to all the Proverbs, a single thread that runs through each one of them, and here it is: The fear of
the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction.

Each one of the Proverbs found in this book of the Bible tells us how we will respond to life if we have a healthy fear of the Lord, or
how we will mess things up if we don't.

The secret to developing the wisdom we need for everyday living is learning to fear God. Now, let’s define the fear of the Lord. It
doesn’t mean an unhealthy or dysfunctional or debilitating fear. It means a healthy, functional, appropriate respect, reverence, awe,
and wonder.

| want to give you some biblical examples of the fear of the Lord.

* Genesis 17:1-3: When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to him and said, “I am God Almighty; walk before Me
and be blameless. | will confirm My covenant between Me and you and will greatly increase your numbers.” Abram fell facedown.

* Leviticus 9:23-24: Moses and Aaron then went into the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, they blessed the people; and the
glory of the Lord appeared to all the people. Fire came out from the presence of the Lord and consumed the burnt offering and the
fat portions of the altar. And when all the people saw it, they shouted for joy and fell facedown.

» Ezekiel 1: 26-28: Above the expanse over their heads was what looked like a throne of sapphire, and high above on the throne
was a figure like that of a man. | saw that from what appeared to be His waist up He looked like glowing metal, as if full of fire, and
that from there down He looked like fire; and brilliant light surrounded Him. Like the appearance of a rainbow in the clouds on a rainy
day, so was the radiance around Him. This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord. When | saw it, | fell
facedown, and | heard the voice of one speaking.

» Matthew 17:5-8: While He was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, “This is My Son,
whom [ love; with Him | am well pleased. Listen to Him!” When the disciples heard this, theyfell facedown on the ground, terrified.
But Jesus came and touched them. “Get up,” He said. “Don’t be afraid.” When they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus.

Notice two phrases here. They fell facedown on the ground in terror, but Jesus told them to not be afraid. There’s a powerful spiritual
principle here: We have a God who is great enough to fear—and good enough so we are not afraid of Him. He can say, “Fear Me,”
and “Don’t be afraid” in the same passage without contradiction.

* Revelation 1:15-17: His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and His voice was like the sound of many waters. In His right
hand he held seven stars, and out of His mouth came a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its
brilliance. When | saw Him, | fell at His feet as though dead. Then He placed His right hand on me and said: “Do not be afraid. | am
the First and the Last.”

In the pages of the Bible, when someone was given a glimpse of the likeness of the glory of the Lord, it struck terror into their hearts,
and it caused them to fall on their faces in awe and reverence and fear. It wasn’t an unhealthy or dysfunctional fear. It was the godly
fear that comes from seeing the majesty of the Eternal God.

We need to have an experience like that. It might not be as empirical or as vivid as what Abraham or Ezekiel or John saw. It might



not be an actual visual appearance of the Lord or even an officially heaven-sent vision. But as we study the Scriptures, as we look at
the wonders of God’s creation, and as we contemplate on Him who is our Savior and our God, we should be more deeply impressed
with His majesty than we are. We should reverence Him with a holy sort of terror. Sometimes we’re too casual, too informal and
caviler in our relationship with God. It's true that we can address Him as “Abba Father” and it's true that He is a friend who sticks
closer than a brother. But He is also awesome in power, blazing in holiness, and infinite in time and geography. To our amazement,
Proverbs 1:7 does not say:

* The love of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.

* The grace of our God is the beginning of wisdom.

* The joy of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.

* It says: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.

Dr. A. W. Tozer wrote: “The fear of God is... astonished reverence. | believe that the reverential fear of God mixed with love and
fascination and astonishment and admiration and devotion is the most enjoyable state and the most satisfying emotion the human
soul can know.” (A. W. Tozer, Whatever Happened to Worship (Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, 1985), pp. 30-31.)

This is the secret and the source of wisdom for daily life. Now, we can see that more clearly by following this theme through the book
of Proverbs.

* The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline—Proverbs 1:7

« Since they hated knowledge and did not choose the fear of the Lord, since they would not accept my advice
and spurned my rebuke, they will eat the fruit of their ways and be filled with the fruit of their schemes—
Proverbs 1:29-31

» Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil. This will bring health to your body and
nourishment to your bones—Proverbs 3:7-8

* To fear the Lord is to hate evil—Proverbs 8:13

* The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding—Proverbs
9:10

* The fear of the Lord adds length to life—Proverbs 10:27
» He whose walk is upright fears the Lord—Proverbs 14:2
» A wise man fears the Lord and shuns evil, but a fool is hotheaded and reckless—Proverbs 14:16

» He who fears the Lord has a secure fortress, and for his children it will be a refuge. The fear of the Lord is a
fountain of life—Proverbs 14:26-27

* Better a little with the fear of the Lord than great wealth with turmoil—Proverbs 15:16
* The fear of the Lord teaches a person wisdom, and humility comes before honor—Proverbs 15:33

» Through love and faithfulness sin is atoned for; through the fear of the Lord a person avoids evil—Proverbs
16:6

* The fear of the Lord leads to life; then one rests content, untouched by trouble—Proverbs 19:23
* Humility and the fear of the Lord bring wealth and honor and life—Proverbs 22:4
* Do not let your heart envy sinners, but always be zealous for the fear of the Lord—Proverbs 23:17

* Blessed is the person who always fears the Lord, but he who hardens his heart falls into trouble—Proverbs
28:14

» Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised—Proverbs 31:30

So if you put all these things together, you can get a reasonably good working definition for the fear of God. The fear of God is our
logical response to those aspects of God’s character that are terrifying to behold. We are changed by the experience. And this fear
of the Lord:

1. Determines our morality

2. Develops a clear sense of what life is about



3. Repels bad habits from our lives
4. Hates evil
5. Provides confidence and contentment
6. Leads to healthiness in body, mind, and soul
7. Enriches our lives
8. Lengthens our lives
9. Protects our children
10. Keeps us from being foolhardy and reckless
11. Gives us timeless beauty and strength.
That's why Solomon says the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.

Proverbs 15:1: Wisdom Results in the Right Tone of Voice

Let me conclude by showing you one way this can be applied to our lives right now. When we fear the Lord, we look at things from a
higher perspective and we begin to govern our own responses to life in a way that better reflects His glory. The book of Proverbs
shows us how this works out in human relationships. Proverbs 15:1 applies this to the tone of our voice. Proverbs 15:1 says: A
gentle or soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.

The tone of our voice is often as important—or more so—than the words we say. Now, there are other verses in Proverbs that govern
the contents of what we say—the words we use. But Proverbs 15:1 is devoted to our tone of voice. If we really fear the Lord, we will
reflect His wisdom and graciousness and patience in our relationships with our husband, wife, children, workmates, schoolmates,
friends, and with the server at the restaurant or the teller at the bank. It will affect the way we talk to our teachers and to our
students. It will make a difference in relationships at church.

Last week, | had the opportunity of speaking to a group of worship pastors. There were several of us on the program, and one of the
other speakers told of a time when he was hired to be Minister of Worship at a very traditional and historic church. This church had
been in existence for well over 100 years, and they had a very traditional routine, which included singing the Doxology every week.
Well, this young man was ready to change things and bring in some newer music and some innovations, and one day shortly after
his arrival he omitted the Doxology from the order of service.

Afterward a woman approached him. “Young man,” she said, “| am 83 years old and | have gone to this church since | was a little
baby and | have missed very few Sundays in 83 years. And this is the first Sunday in my 83 years that | have not sung the
Doxology.”

He looked her and smiled and said very kindly, “Yes, and don’t you think it's about time we changed things a little? There are other
ways of singing a doxology or song of praise to the Lord.”

She looked at him a moment, and then she smiled and said, “Yes, | guess you're right.”

Now, | know churches in which a moment like that has literally split the church and done lasting damage. But both the young worship
leader and the church veteran practiced Proverbs 15:1, and Satan lost the war.

| read about a counselor in Utah who was dealing with a very angry client. This person was aggressive and hostile, and the
counselor found himself reacting to her anger. He was becoming more agitated on his side of the conversation. Then he thought of
Proverbs 15:1 and silently quoted it to himself. He lowered his voice and spoke in a way that was deliberately softer than the
woman'’s voice. She erupted in another burst of anger. He let her go until she finished her sentence and then he repeated his advice
very softly. She erupted again. For a third time he spoke the same words and this time she looked at him and suddenly smiled and
actually laughed. He said, “She quietly took my advice and | gave it to her without antagonizing her. Having once been an angry
person, | found this marvelous! The Bible came alive. | saw what Proverbs 15:1 looked like.”
(http://www.ucg.org/un/un0711/treasuredigest.htm.)

| read the other day about former Boston Red Sox Hall-of-Fame third baseman Wade Boggs. He used to hate going to the old
Yankee Stadium because there was one fan who was very hostile. This guy had a box seat close to the field, and when the Red Sox
were in town he would spend all this time shouting obscenities and insults at Boggs. One day before the game, as Boggs was
warming up, the fan began his typical routine and Boggs decided he'd had enough. He walked directly over to the man, who was
sitting in the stands with his friends, and said, "Hey fella, are you the guy who's always yelling at me?"



The man said, "Yeah, it's me. What are you going to do about it?" Wade took a new baseball out of his pocket, autographed it,
tossed it to the man, and went back to the field to continue his pre-game routine. The man never yelled at Boggs again; in fact, it
was said that he became one of Wade's biggest fans at Yankee Stadium.

Is it possible that your tone of voice has made a situation worse recently? Has it damaged a relationship? | know this is an area that
in which | need continually improvement and the same may well be true for you, too.

Wisdom results from the fear of the Lord, and it results in the right tone of voice. If we have the right fear of the Lord in our hearts
and the right tone of voice on our lips, the whole world around us will only have one thing to say: “There goes a wise, wise person.”

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom...

A soft answer turns away wrath...

STAYING MORAL
IN AN IMMORAL WORLD
Proverbs 7

A couple of weeks ago, TV Guide ran a cover story entitled “Has Network TV Gone Too Far?” focusing on the amount of sex,
violence, and profanity on the tube. | wish | could read from the article, but | can'’t. It’s just too lurid and very troubling. What it said
basically was this: There are virtually no remaining restraints on sex, profanity, and violence on television. The floodgates are open,
and it's only going to get worse and worse. The cable stations have sunk to new depths of sleaze, and network television feels it
must follow suit if it wants to maintain its share of the audience.

Katrina and | have two or three programs that we videotape and watch. One has been Ed, a program about an attorney who moved
back to his small hometown and opened a bowling ally. For the last two seasons, we’ve been wondering if Ed and his childhood
sweetheart would get together. In this years opening episode, they did. But the success of this relationship, as it turned out,
depended on how successful they could be at fornication—and that’s what the entire show was about. Ed is among the “cleaner”
shows on television, and we were very disappointed by that storyline.

But it brings up an important question for us. How can we stay moral in an immoral world? We live in a society that is sex-saturated.
If you turn on the television or radio, if you peruse the magazines at the checkout counter, if you try to rent a video—everything is all
about sex.

How can God’s people remain pure? How can you develop a personal morality strong enough to withstand the seduction of this
current age?

Today, I'd like to tell you about a man who once saw sex in the city. This man lived long ago, but just like us he had a window on the
world. His window wasn'’t a television set, but a real window in a real city. And through that window he saw something that has
served as a powerful lesson for the Lord’s people for 3000 years.

This story is found in the Bible, in Proverbs 7. This is a longer passage than | usually read on a Sunday morning, but | think we need
to hear the entire chapter. It is a remarkably relevant passage:

My son, keep my words and store up my commands within you. Keep my commands and you will live; guard my teachings as the
apple of your eye. Bind them on your fingers; write them on the tablet of your heart. Say to wisdom, “You are my sister,” and call
understanding your kinsman; they will keep you from the adulteress, from the wayward wife with her seductive words.

At the window of my house | looked out through the lattice. | saw among the simple, | noticed among the young men, a youth who
lacked judgment. He was going down the street near her corner, walking along in the direction of her house at twilight, as the day
was fading, as the dark of night set in.

Then came out a woman to meet him, dressed like a prostitute and with crafty intent. (She is loud and defiant, her feet never stay at
home; now in the street, now in the squares, at every corner she lurks.) She took hold of him and kissed him and with a brazen face
she said:

I have fellowship offerings at home; today | fulfiled my vows. So | came out to meet you; | looked for you and have found you! | have
covered my bed with colored linens from Egypt. | have perfumed my bed with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon. Come, let’s drink deep of
love till morning; let’'s enjoy ourselves with love! My husband is not at home; he has gone on a long journey. He took his purse filled



with money and will not be home till full moon.”

With persuasive words she led him astray; she seduced him with her smooth talk. All at once he followed her like an ox going to the
slaughter, like a deer stepping into a noose till an arrow pierces his liver, like a bird darting into the snare, little knowing it will cost
him his life.

Now then, my sons, listen to me; pay attention to what | say. Do not let your heart turn to her ways or stray into her paths. Many are
the victims she has brought down; her slain are a mighty throng. Her house is a highway to the grave, leading down to the chambers
of death.

There is a basic premise behind this chapter and it is this: Sex outside of marriage is a violation of the character and the laws of
God. We don’t know if this young man is engaging in premarital sex or extramarital sex, but in either case it's wrong. One of the Ten
Commandments says: “Thou shalt not commit immorality.” Ephesians 5 says, “But among you there should not even be a hint of
sexual immorality.” Sex itself isn’t bad; it's a gift of God. But premarital sex, extramarital sex, post-marital sex, and homosexual
behavior is a perversion of God’s plan and a violation of God’s holiness.

The devil wants us to think that immorality is desirable, good, pleasing, pleasant, upright, and the norm for human conduct. The
entertainment industry is on a vast evangelistic mission to spread that propaganda and to shape our culture accordingly.

But the devil can never alter the character or the standards of a holy God. And so, as the writer of Proverbs 7 stood in the window of
house and peered through the latticework, he witnessed a scene that has three storylines.

Seduction

The first is seduction. This young man was seduced, and it was a very powerful seduction. He was presented with a temptation so
attractive and so powerful that he seemed unable to resist it. He is called in verse 7 a youth, a young man, so we would suppose
that he was full of hormonal energy.

Proverbs 7:13 says that a woman met him, embraced him, and passionately kissed him. Then, having ignited this masculine
hormonal energy, she said to him, “Let’s go to my place.”

Proverbs 7:21 says: “With persuasive words she led him astray; she seduced him...” The devil’s in the same business today. He
wants to seduce us with immorality. How does he do it?

He does it by plastering our television shows and movies with stimulating sexual images. He does it with men and women who don’t
dress modestly. He does it with magazines that scream sex at us all the time. He does it by getting us too involved with a platonic
friendship at work. And he does it with pornography on the internet.

There was an article on this subject this week by Paul Strand, the Washington correspondent for CBN News. I'd like to read you a
condensation of it:

Everyone is aware that it is easy to become addicted to cocaine or heroin. But how about pornography? A
group of counselors and therapists is warning this addiction may soon become an epidemic. Pornography may
be the new addiction of this new century. Researchers are finding that when people indulge in porn, they
release powerful chemicals in their brain and body. Mark Kastleman, author of The Drug of the New
Millennium, said, “There are a growing number of therapists and psychologists who are saying that this is as
addictive as cocaine,” or alcohol, or even heroin.

He explained that, when people view porn, “It causes the brain to release what we call endogenous drugs or endogenous chemicals.
‘Endogenous’ meaning ‘produced from within. So where cocaine or alcohol seek to mimic the brain's natural chemicals,
pornography releases the real deal.”

Pornography has always been around. But today, what once was a hidden, isolated problem, has become a widespread crisis.
What's the reason? Blame the Internet, because of what Kastleman calls the three A's. It's accessible, affordable, and anonymous.
And the anonymity is the real key, especially with religious people. They can do it without anyone knowing (Ed: Except Pr 15:3!). So
you don't stagger around with a hangover the next day, you don't have needle marks in your arms."

Roughly 40 million people in the U.S. are said to be sexually involved with the Internet.

(One man) said, “| was a leader in my local church organization. | worked with youth groups. | served in the community. And yet |
had this secret life.”

(Another said) | developed a dual lifestyle. On one hand, we went to church every Sunday... Yet, on the other hand, | had this
addiction.”



Kastleman says we live in such a stressful time, and religious believers usually don't allow themselves typical stress-relievers like
smoking and drinking. They want to avoid these vices and the appearance of evil. But Internet porn is secret. Kastleman said, “Now
suddenly you have a litle mouse where you hit a button, and instantly you get this flood of brain chemicals. No one knows you're
doing it and it's completely affordable or no cost at all.”

We have never seen anything like this in the history of the world, such a powerful tool as the internet for seducing men and women
into immorality via pornography. Is the devil seducing anyone in this room today? Are we being seduced by an evil and corrupt
culture? How many here are battling this temptation? It's as old as Proverbs 7:21 says: “With persuasive words she led him astray;
she seduced him....”

Destruction

So there is the storyline of seduction; but the second storyline here is destruction. What began with pleasure ended horribly. This
young man paid a very high price for his evening of pleasure. Look at Pr 7:22ff:

All at once he followed her like an ox going to the slaughter, like a deer stepping into a noose till an arrow pierces his liver, like a bird
darting into a snare, little knowing it will cost him his life...

Pr 7:27 says: “Her house is a highway to the grave, leading down to the chambers of death.”

Now we don’t know what happened to his young man. Perhaps he caught a sexually transmitted disease that eventually took his life.
Perhaps the woman’s husband found out what had happened and it led to a fight. But more likely, what the writer is saying here is
that this young man’s immorality took him down a road that led him away from God, away from holiness, and away from eternal life.
This young man’s immorality put him on the broad road that leads to destruction, and right now—3000 years later—this young man
is in hell because of the moral choices he made, beginning with that one-night stand in Jerusalem so very long ago. Do you think he
would go back and do things differently if he had the chance?

The Bible says: “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful
nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life” (Galatians
6:7-8).

Instruction

But there is a third storyline here, too. This is not only a story of seduction and destruction, but it is one of instruction. The whole
purpose of Proverbs 7 is to instruct us, to warn us, to help us avoid the tragic mistake this young man made on that long-ago
evening.

A careful reading of this chapter gives us three powerful weapons for staying moral in an immoral age.

First, we have got to store up God’s commandments within us. Look at the way the chapter opens: My son, keep my words and
store up my commands within you. Keep my commands and you will live; guard my teachings as the apple of your eye. Bind them
on your fingers; write them on the tablet of your heart.... They will keep you from the adulteress, from the wayward wife with her
seductive words.

The Scriptures are a very powerful weapon. The book of Hebrews says: “For the Word of God is alive and powerful, sharper than a
two-edged sword.”

The book of Psalms says, “Thy Word have | hid in my heart that | might now sin against Thee.”

When Jesus was tempted by the devil, three times He responded with Scripture. The devil doesn’t have any tool as powerful as the
pure, unbridled Word of God. And if you and | will fill our minds with the Word, we’ll have the ammunition we need to fend off the
attacks of the devil.

In other words, turn off that television and spend some time in personal Bible study. Forgot about renting that movie, and spend the
time instead memorizing a chapter of the Bible. Starve you immoral habits and feed your soul. Burn your pornography, and bury
yourself in the Bible.

Second, whenever possible avoid the temptation.

Look at Proverbs 7:6: At the window of my house | looked out through the lattice. | saw among the simple, | noticed among the
young men, a youth who lacked judgment.

How do we know he lacked judgment? Because of verse 8: He was going down the street near her corner, walking along in the



direction of her house at twilight, as the day was fading.

This young man wasn'’t just an innocent victim. He was looking to be seduced. He was walking along in that direction. It might have
been unconscious. Perhaps he had been fantasizing or thinking about sex, and his feet just took him in that direction. Or perhaps he
very deliberately made up his mind to go into that part of town. In either case, he put himself in the line of fire. He opened himself to
the temptation. He walked right into it because he lacked judgment.

Recently | read about something that happens every day in Huntsville, Texas. Approximately 100 male inmates from the Texasprison
system are released daily. They are taken by bus from their various prisons and released at a particular location inHuntsville. They
emerge through a gate from behind high brick walls, wearing lime-green shirts and carrying a laundry bag filled with their personal
possessions. Each man has been issued a check for $50 and a voucher good for one bus ticket out of town. Most of these released
inmates cash their check in a nearby store, buy new clothes, and head toward the Greyhound station three blocks away.

But positioned there to meet them is a welcoming committee of prostitutes and drug dealers whose only goal is to ensure them and
drag them back to their previous way of living.

Now that’s like you and me. When we come to Jesus Christ we're set free from the prison of our old way of life. We take on a new
identity. We’re given a new lease on life. But the world and the devil gathers around us, trying to ensnare us all over again.

What do we do? We fill ourselves full of Scripture and head straight toward the bus stop, without glancing to the left or the right,
without pausing, without hesitating. Here’s my question: What change do you need to make in your lifestyle that will lessen the
temptation you’re under? How can you walk down another street, away from the seducer’s neighborhood? What change do you need
to make in your life today?

And then there is a third way of escape in Proverbs 7:24-25: Now then, my sons, listen to me; pay attention to what | say. Do not let
your heart turn to her ways or stray into her paths.

In other words, make up your mind that you are not going to sin against God in these ways. Make up your mind that you're going to
stay moral in an immoral age. We have to set our standards in advance, before we face the temptation. If you're a young person
here, a teenager or a college student, you need to determine in your heart that you are not going to cross certain lines of physical
involvement with a member of the opposite sex.

Let’'s compare this young man to three other men in the Bible. Let's compare him to Joseph. Joseph was an attractive, muscular
young single man in the book of Genesis. A married woman began fantasizing over him, tempting him, teasing him, wanting to sleep
with him. One day, just like the woman in Proverbs 7, she grabbed him and tried to kiss him. Joseph’s response was exactly the
opposite of young man’s in Proverbs 7. He turned and fled, leaving his cloak in her hands. He realized, as Charles Spurgeon put it,
“Better to lose your coat than your character.”

The second young man is Daniel. He found himself in a highly immoral society, but it says that he made up his mind that he would
not be defiled. We have to make up our minds in advance that we aren’t going to be defiled. You have to determine in your heart to
live a clean and pure life.

The third young man is Jesus Christ Himself. The Bible says that though He was tempted in all ways as we are, yet He remained
without sin. | mention Christ, because it all boils down to this: You and | don’t have the strength ourselves to remain victorious. In our
own strength alone, we can’t stay pure. But Jesus Christ, who never sinned and who never sins, lives within us. He can strengthen
us. He can live His life through us. And in Jesus Christ we can be more than conquerors.

Have you ever given Him your life? Have you received Him as your Lord and Savior. Have you received His forgiveness? No matter
what you’ve done in the past, He can give you a new start and a new life.

There is a tremendous battle going on. Our culture is sinking into the sewer, drowning in filth, and the devil wants to drag us along as
well. But we are God'’s people, and holiness becomes us. Purity is our lifestyle. The Bible says: Come out from among them and be
separate, says the Lord.

Or as John put it: “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in Him. For
all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world.
And the world is passing away, and the lusts thereof. But whoever does the will of the Father in heaven lives forever.”

DEPTH: HONORING GOD IN EVERYDAY LIFE
Proverbs



Shortly after the election of Joseph Ratzinger of German to be the Pope Benedict, new head of the Roman Catholic, a
Vaticananalyst wrote a book entitled The Rise of Benedict XVI, explaining some of the reasons why the 78-year-old German
Cardinal was chosen as the new pontiff. One of the reasons is because Ratzinger has devoted decades to battling secularism in
Europe, and Cardinal Francis George of Chicago summed it up like this: “In 1978, when Karol Wojtyla was elected as Pope John
Paul Il, the primary challenge to the Catholic Church came from the East, in the form of Soviet communism (John Paul came from
Communist-dominated Poland and was ideally suited to combat this tyranny). Today the most difficult challenge comes from the
West, and Benedict XVI is a man who comes from the West, who understands the history and culture of the West.”

He’s referring to the secularism that has descended like a godless fog over all of Western Europe and much of Eastern Europeand
America.

Catholic observers say that Joseph Ratzinger is a brilliant intellect who has devoted many years of his life to combating what he
calls a “dictatorship of relativism” in the West. Relativism is the belief that there are no absolute moral guidelines for this universe.
Everything is relative to one’s circumstances. This secular religion that has western civilization in its grip is nothing less than the
abandonment of objective truth and the rejection of the Creator-God of Scripture.

I’'m not Roman Catholic in my beliefs, but on this point | agree—at the core of the moral breakdown in the Western world is a
rejection of the absolutes truths of an immutable God, and the book of Proverbs warns about this very thing in the sentence that
serves as the key to the whole book: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction
(Proverbs 1:7, NKJV). The church of Jesus Christ stands in the first half of that verse, and the rest of the world stands in the last half
of the verse. This one verse slices the human race in two, and everyone alive is either on one side or the other side of that little
conjunction but.

| devoted our last message in this Wise Up series of sermons to the prologue of Proverbs, the first paragraph of the book. Proverbs
1:1 gives us the author of Proverbs. Verses 2-6 give us the purpose for the book, and Proverbs 1:7 states the theme. These seven
verses serve as a perfect foreword to the whole book.

This morning, I'd like to go back to verse 7, because this verse not only states the theme of the book, but it provides a paradigm for
understanding the cultural shifts that are destroying the morality and immortality of an entire generation of American and European
young people. This verse is so important that it’s stated twice in the book, but with a slight difference:

@ The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction—Proverbs 1:7
@ The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding—Proverb 9:10

What does it mean to fear the Lord? Well, | think sometimes we try to water down this concept; and | myself have been guilty of that.
We say, “Well, it doesn’t really mean to be afraid of God. It means to respect and reverence Him, to stand in awe of Him.”

That is true, yet in another sense | think it actually does mean to be afraid of Him. The Hebrew word yar’ah used in Proverbs 1:7 has
a variety of applications, ranging from reverence and respect to panic and utter terror. It was the word used for the fear experienced
by the sailors aboard Jonah’s vessel when they were being battered by the storm.

After all, fear itself is not always a totally negative emotion. In its most basic sense, fear is the emotion that warns us of danger and
that elicits from us responses that may save our lives. Well, the Bible teaches that our God is a consuming God. He is not a tame
God; and in some sense, He is not a safe God, and being in His presence can be terrifying.

In Exodus 3, Moses was living in the interior of a vast desert, tending his father-in-law’s sheep. One day he saw a bush ablaze on
the slopes of Mount Horeb. When he decided to investigate this strange fire that he saw in the distance, he was surprised to find it
mysterious and ominous. | think it was probably a larger fire than some of the drawings or paintings we’ve seen of it, and a large fire
can be a terrifying thing. | remember one night, my son-in-law and | were driving back from Missouri and it was very late, in the wee
hours of the morning. We were on a remote stretch of road, and there was no other traffic. It was dark and lonely. Suddenly we
turned the corner and a farmhouse was on fire.

We veered into the driveway and jumped from the car, running toward the house, fearing that people were still inside for there was
no one standing outside in the yard and no one trying to combat the blaze. But the flames were engulfing the building and we
couldn’t even get near it. We later learned that it was an abandoned house and no one was injured; but | remember how terrifying
and staggering it was—the size and brilliance of the flames, the blast of the heat, the thunder of the crackling flames.

This fire in Exodus 3 was large enough to attract Moses’ attention from some distance away, and | don’t think it was a little
hearthside flame; it was a terrifying blaze, for it represented the presence and the holiness of God Himself, and the Bible even states
that our God is a consuming fire.



Out of the fire came the voice of God Himself like a thunderclap. And Exodus 3:6 says that Moses hid his face, “because he was
afraid to look at God.”

Years later, Moses was back at that same mountain, this time as leader of the newly liberated slave-nation of Israel. Exodus 19
says, “There was thunder and lightening, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast... Mount Sinai was
covered with smoke because the Lord descended on it with fire. The smoke billowed up from it like smoke from a furnace, the who
mountain trembled violently, and the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder.” And the people were terrified at the majestical
magnificence of the glory of God.

We have a similar picture in Isaiah 6 when the great prophet, the most intelligent and regal of all the prophets—Isaiah—was given
an audience with the Shikinah glory of God. He saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and lifted up, and the train of His robe filled
the temple. Above Him were the seraphs, attending the throne and crying, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is
full of His glory.” And their voices made the temple shake and the building was filled with billowing smoke. And Isaiah was terrified
and said, “Woe is me! | am ruined!”

The prophet Ezekiel had a similar experience. He opened his book by describing an incredible vision of the throne of God hurtling
through the sky toward him, surrounded by bizarre angels and traveling on wheels within wheels over which arose a great expanse.
Above the expanse was what appeared to be a throne of sapphire, and on the throne was a figure like that of a man, but He
appeared on fire, illumined like glowing metal, surrounded by brilliant light, covered by rainbows and shimmering in glory. And
Ezekiel said, “When | saw it, | feel facedown and | heard the voice of one speaking.”

The book of Revelation opens with a very similar image. John the Apostle, the author of the book, describes hearing a voice behind
him saying, “l am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last...” He turned to see the voice that was speaking, and there stood
One like the Son of Man, clothed in a garment down to the feet and girded about the chest with a golden band. His head and His
hair were as white as snow, His eyes were like a flame of fire, and His voice was like the sound of many waters. And when John
saw Him, he fell at his feet like a dead man.

We see this all the way through the Bible. Let me quote some other verses:

@ Then Abram (Abraham) fell on his face, and God talked with him—Genesis 17:3

@ ...and fire came out from before the Lord and consumed the burnt offering and the fat on the altar. When all
the people saw it, they shouted and fell on their faces—Leviticus 9:24

@ Then the glory of the Lord appeared to all the congregation. And the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron,
saying, “Separate yourselves from among the congregation, that | may consume them in a moment.” Then
they fell on their faces...--Numbers 16:19-22

@ He said, “So as Commander of the army of the Lord | have now come.” And Joshua fell on his face to the
earth and worshipped, and said to him, “What does my Lord say to His servant?”—Joshua 5:14

@ It happened as the flame went up toward heaven from the altar—the Angel of the Lord ascended in the
flame of the altar! When Manoah and his wife saw this, they fell on their faces to the ground—Judges 13:20

@ Then the fire of the Lord fell and consumed the burnt sacrifice, and the wood and the stones and the dust,
and it licked up the water that was in the trench. Now when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces; and
they cried, “The Lord, He is God! The Lord, He is God!'—1 Kings 18:38-39

@ So | arose and went out into the plain, and behold, the glory of the Lord stood there, like the glory which |
saw by the River Chebar; and | fell on my face—Ezekiel 3:23

@ And | heard a man’s voice between the banks of the Ulai, who called, and said, “Gabriel, make this man
understand the vision.” So he came near where | stood, and when he came | was afraid and fell on my face—
Daniel 8:16-17

@ Suddenly a voice came of the cloud, saying, “This is My beloved Son, in whom | am well pleased. Hear
Him!” And when the disciples heard it, they fell on their faces and were greatly afraid—Matthew 17:5-6

@ And there were loud voices in heaven, saying, “The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of
our Lord and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever!” And the twenty-four elders who sat before
God on their thrones fell on their faces and worshipped God—Revelation 11:15-16

This is the fear of God. | think we can define it as a healthy sense of sanctified terror at the majestic holiness of the endless
attributes of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Jesus told us not to fear those who could kill the body, but to fear



Him who could cast body and soul into hell.

When we really recognize the fear of the Lord, all other fears fall from our lives and all other facts fall into place. When God Himself
takes over the throne in the center of our thinking, all other realities align themselves in a cohesive structure that begins to produce
within us the wisdom and knowledge and understanding that we need to think smart in a foolish world.

That’s why the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. Without it, we have no basis for thinking eternal thoughts, no rationale for
transcendent living, no foundation for absolute morality, no framework for piecing together the billions of bytes of data that make up
this universe. Without it, there is no reference point for clear thinking and no abiding power for clean living. Without it, there is no
ultimate hope, not one bit. There is no basis for healthy self-imaging. We can make no sense of the past and we have no plan for
the future. Truth becomes whatever we want it to be, and that’'s why Fedor Dostoevski said, “If God is dead everything is justifiable.”

Our society today has lost the wonder and majesty and fearsomeness of God’s presence, and that's why we’ve abandoned respect
for His Word and for the absolute standards that flow from His being like streams of light radiating from the sun. The book of
Proverbs wants to restore that to us.

Perhaps you're saying, “How can | develop the fear of the Lord? Do | have to find a burning bush like Moses? Do | have to see fire
fall from heaven like Elijah? Must | have a vision like Ezekiel or John the Apostle?”

No, visions in our current age are unreliable things. The Bible has been given in full, the canon of Scripture is clothed, and | don’t
believe God is issuing new extra-biblical revelation by means of dreams and visions. | realize that missionaries are telling us of many
Muslims and Hindus around the world who are coming to Christ through vivid dreams, and | can accept that because a dream can
be vivid without being equal to inspired Scripture. But we have to be careful with dreams and visions.

My father used to tell about a man in the mountains who refused to go to church. His wife nagged him so incessantly that he finally
told her that, all right, he’d join the church. She said, “Well, to join our church you have to describe a vision you've had.” There were
some mountain churches that were emotional and they believed in visions.

So the man went to the deacons and told them he’d been walking through the field and a ball of fire had fallen from heaven and
burst into flames at his feet, and a voice had told him to join the church. The deacons were mighty impressed and they admitted the
man into the church.

When his wife heard about it, she was skeptical, and after arguing with him about it, she finally said, “Now, John, you tell me the
truth. You didn’t see a vision after all, did you?”

He admitted that he’d made up the story, and she made him go to the church and confess his fabrication to the deacons. They
promptly threw him out of the church.

He left shaking his head. “This is the craziest church I've ever seen,” he said. “You tell a lie and they let you in; and you tell the truth,
and they throw you out.”

Well, we do not have to have an esoteric, recondite vision like Ezekiel or John; we just have to study the Word of God and consider
the qualities of God as described in the Bible. We have to take seriously the wrath of God, the holiness of God, the majesty of God,
the omnipotence of God. We have to remember that our God is a consuming fire, that He is without beginning of days or end of life,
that He is eternal in the heavens, that He is the absolute governor of the universe, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.

Look at the process for cultivating a heart that fears the Lord as it is laid out for us in Proverbs 2:1-5: “My son, if you accept my
words and store up my commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call
out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will
understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God.”

The God-fearing person saturates himself or herself with the Word of God. He accepts God's word. He stores up His
commandments within him, like Mary who pondered all these things in her heart. He turns his ear to wisdom and applies his heart to
understanding the truth of Scripture. God-fearing people search out the promises and commands and truths of God’s Word like a
man looking for silver or hidden treasure. They saturate their minds with the Bible.

When my children were small, | bought them some little capsules, which, according to the instruction on the package, they dropped
them in a goldfish bowl. The capsules contained little sponges that began to absorb the water. Within a few days, the goldfish bowl
was filled with large figures of fish and sea horses, dolphins and whales. Without water, they were just shriveled up pieces of
compressed sponge. But as they absorbed the water they became what they were always meant to be.

Without the guidance of the life-giving Word of God we’re spiritual and morally and even intellectually dehydrated. But as we soak in
the Scriptures and saturate our hearts and minds with God’s Word, we become what God has always designed and intended for us



to be.

The book of Proverbs has twenty references to fearing the Lord, and by looking up some of these twenty verses, we have a portrait
of the God-fearing person.

1. To fear God is to avoid evil. Fearing God means that we are so awed by His holiness that we’re fearful of violating it and zealous
to honor it.

& Proverbs 3:7 says, “Do not be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and shun evil.”

@ Proverbs 8:13 says, “To fear the Lord is to hate evil; | hate pride and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse
speech.”

@ Proverbs 14:16 says, “A wise man fears the Lord and shuns evil; but a fool is hotheaded and reckless.”
@ Proverbs 16:16 says, “Through the fear of the Lord a man avoids evil.”

2. To fear the Lord is to cultivate humility. Fearing God means that we are so awed by His majesty that we're afraid of usurping it and
eager to reflect it.

@ Proverbs 15:33 says, “The fear of the Lord teaches a man wisdom, and humility comes before honor.”
@ Proverbs 22:4 says, “Humility and the fear of the Lord bring wealth and honor and life.”

3. To fear the Lord is to live righteously. Fearing God means that we are so awed by God’s righteousness that we're afraid of
heading the wrong way in life, and eager to find the right way.

@ Proverbs 14:2 says, “He whose walk is upright fears the Lord, but he whose ways are devious despises
Him.”

4. To fear the Lord is to live securely. Fearing God means that we are so awed by God’s infinite reserves of omnipotent might that in
fearing the Lord we realize we have nothing else to fear.

@ Proverbs 14:26-27 says, “He who fears the Lord has a secure fortress, and for his children it will be a
refuge. The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life, turning a man from the snares of death.”

J Proverbs 19:23 says, “The fear of the Lord leads to life; then one rests content, untouched by trouble.”

@ Proverbs 23:17-18 says, “Always be zealous for the fear of the Lord. There is surely a future hope for you,
and your hope will not be cut off.”

5. To fear the Lord is to be content in life. Fearing God means that we are so awed by God’s riches that we rejoice daily in the
abundant life.

@ Proverbs 15:16 says, “Better a little with the fear of the Lord than great wealth with turmoil.”
6. To fear the Lord is to be praised by others. Fearing God means that we are so awed by God Himself that others are awed by us.

@ Proverbs 31:30 says, “Charm is deceptive and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be
praised.”

The fear of God is the missing element in our society that now lives under the dictatorship of relativism. And it's the missing element
in our individual lives. So if you want to be wise, here’s where you begin. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and
knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.

DILIGENCE: MATURITY MEANS
PAYING ATTENTION TO THINGS LARGE AND SMALL
Proverbs

Recently an innovative woman in London named Lorlett Hanson came up with a new way of encouraging under-achieving
youngsters, especially those of black and minority ethnic heritage. Ms. Hanson was raised by her grandmother who taught her about
life by continuously passing on wise sayings and Jamaican proverbs. Now Ms. Hanson has tracked down and preserved a wide
collection of proverbs from Caribbean sources. “Some of the sayings | remembered myself as | was fed proverbs as a child. | had a
whole diet of them,” explains Ms. Hanson. She has collected and packaged fifty-two of these proverbs, and they have been printed



on a set of cards and published under the title, “Things Mama Used to Say.”

This product has been an award-winner in England, and it's being widely used by educators working with minority youth. The
publisher says, “They provide food for thought, lessons for living and keen observations of how to successfully navigate your life
journey.”[1]

Well, “Things Mama Used to Say” is a great idea, but not a new one. The Bible came up with the idea nearly 3,000 years ago, and
the book of Proverbs gives us, not just 52, but over 900 verses that provide “food for thought, lessons for living, and keen
observations about how to successfully navigate your life journey.” We can call the book of Proverbs: “Things Papa Solomon Used to
Say,” or even better: “Things our Heavenly Father Wants to Say to Us Now.”

One of the most frequent themes in the book of Proverbs is the importance of being diligent in life, for maturity means paying
attention to things both large and small. That requires a threefold commitment.

Improving Ourselves

First, we have to make a commitment to ourselves to improve ourselves. We have to tell ourselves, “God has created me to be
special for Him, to live for Him in an abundant life, to be as effective as | can be during my temporary tour of duty on earth. | have to
keep growing, to keep learning, to keep developing, to keep improving myself for the sake of Christ and His kingdom.” This is one of
the underlying themes of the book of Proverbs. We should be growing in wisdom every day, in our ability to live with purpose and
perspicuity. As | read through the book of Proverbs, one of the constant refrains is: You can be wiser. You can do better. You can
learn to live on a higher level. Notice how this theme shows up in a single word that occurs several times in Proverbs:

* Proverbs 2:1-2 (NIV): My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and
applying your heart to understanding....

* Proverbs 22:17 (NIV): Incline your ear and hear the words of the wise, and apply your heart....
* Proverbs 23:12 (NKJV): Apply your heart to instruction, and your ears to the words of knowledge.

* Proverbs 24:30ff (NIV): | went past the field of the sluggard, past the vineyard of the man who lacks judgment; thorns had come up
everywhere, the ground was covered with weeds, and the stone wall was in ruins. | applied my heart to what | observed and learned
a lesson from what | saw....

Apply your heart to understanding... Apply your heart... Apply your heart to instruction... | applied my heart....

There comes a point in which we have to be proactive and diligently take charge of our own lives, applying ourselves and doing
whatever we need to do to improve ourselves so that we can live to our fullest potential.

* Proverbs 4:5ff (NIV): Get wisdom, get understanding... Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get
understanding.... Hold on to instruction, do not let it go; guard it well, for it is your life.

* Proverbs 19:8 (NIV): He who gets wisdom loves his own soul; he who cherishes understanding prospers.

As a preacher and public speaker, I've been encouraged by the example of Demosthenes, the most famous of the Greek orators. As
a young man, so the story goes, he attempted to speak before the Assembly in Athens, which was made up of the greatest orators
in the nation, but he was laughed off the stage and his attempt ended in humiliation. In his gloom and despondency, and he traveled
to the Greek coast where a friend counseled him and told him that with enough effort he could become a great speaker. So
Demosthenes shaved off the beard on one half of his face so that he wouldn’t be tempted to go out in public. And there by the
seashore he started practicing. He used the crashing of the ocean as a sounding board with which to strengthen his voice. He
practiced speaking with pebbles in his mouth to improve his enunciation and diction. He would shou