OLD TESTAMENT CHALLENGE

#1 Word To The  Wise
July 5th, 2009 – Proverbs 1:1-7

This morning we begin a series called the Old Testament Challenge. The messages will be based on the books of Psalms & Proverbs. The next several weeks we will be in the book of Proverbs. Turn to Proverbs chapter one for today’s message Word To The Wise. Samuel Johnson in THE BOOK OF INSULTS wrote, Your manuscript is both good and original, but the part that is good is not original, and the part that is original is not good. This could be true of us. The truth is most of us are not very original when it comes to getting wisdom. We learn most things in life from others.  We learn from many people in life (parents, friends, coaches, teachers…).
What kind of wisdom did people pass on to you? What insights from coaches, parents, and teachers have shaped and molded you into what you are today? Some of it was probably pretty good, and some not so good. Part of growing as an individual is sorting through that stuff, keeping the truly wise, and rejecting the unwise. My High School football coach favorite saying was Winning does not always go to the biggest or fastest man, but to the one who thinks he can. There is some truth to that except when you’re a 165 pound lineman facing someone twice your size. Opponents bigger and faster and I’m thinking, Coach do you have any more wise sayings for such a time as this? But we hung in there and won the game against a much bigger and faster opponent! Chalk one up for Coach Kelly!

WHAT IS A PROVERB?

Background: The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel: (Proverbs 1:1). We know from 1 Kings 4:32 that Solomon wrote over 3,000 proverbs which don’t all appear here. He wrote the vast majority of the ones in the Book of Proverbs, with the exception of a couple final chapters written other authors. It’s likely that the book of Proverbs started as a book to help parents instruct their kids in life skills. In fact, the first nine chapters of Proverbs are a father instructing his son in how to live wisely in the world. So Proverbs was originally a parenting strategy as moms and dads tried to equip their children to live God centered, successful lives according to God’s Word. But it’s also likely that Proverbs later became a textbook in ancient Israel to prepare people to serve as leaders. It also became a textbook for equipping emerging leaders who could serve as advisors in key government positions.
Three Specific Types of OT Literature: (1) Precepts:  A truth or a command to be obeyed & followed:             Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. (Deuteronomy 6:5). (2) Promises:  A promise is a guarantee that is always true: For example God does not change (Malachi 3:6).                              (3) Proverbs:  A catchy observation about the way things generally are but it is not a precept or a promise. In other words, they are descriptive, not prescriptive. These guidelines for living are generalizations about the way things generally turn out.  Proverbs 15:1: A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger. This works most of the time, but not in every single situation. There are times nothing stops the anger of others.

In Ancient Near Eastern schools of wisdom, teachers would give final exams by stating the first half of a proverb and the students were required to complete the wise saying. I’ll say the first part and you complete the end to these:             A penny saved is a penny earned. Rome wasn’t built in a day. Better late than never. Look before you leap.             You can’t teach an old dog new tricks. Practice what you preach.  Too many cooks spoil the broth.  Life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you’re going to get (Forest Gump).Others I like are: If the grass is greener on the other side of the fence, you can bet the water bill is higher. You’ll notice that a turtle only makes progress when it sticks out its neck. Some marriages are made in heaven, but they ALL have to be maintained on earth. Even if you’re on the right track, you’ll get run over if you just sit there. Feed your faith and your doubts will starve to death. The mighty oak tree was once a little nut that held its ground. Politicians who promise pie in the sky are planning to use your dough. You have to wonder about humans, they think God is dead and Elvis is still alive!  

We all live by proverbs, whether we know it or not. Proverbs are short, memorable sayings whose meanings are relevant to many different situations. A proverb has been called a short sentence founded upon long experience. Proverbs in God’s Word are meant to be read slowly and thought about throughout the day. They’re meant to be studied, memorized, meditated upon, and practiced. This brings us too our second question:
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF PROVERBS?

The purpose of the book of Proverbs is found in 1:2-6: For attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding words of insight; for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life, doing what is right and just and fair; for giving prudence to the simple, knowledge and discretion to the young-- let the wise listen and add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance--for understanding proverbs and parables, the sayings and riddles of the wise.  But we must look at the OT through NT eyes. Paul said: that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Col. 2:2-3).  Paul said to Timothy: and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ              (2 Timothy 3:15). The bottom line is that we need wisdom in our Christian life. Wisdom begins and ends in Jesus.
Proverbs was written to help us acquire and apply Godly wisdom to the decisions and activities of daily life, and in the process, our character would be changed to be a reflection of Jesus Christ to the world.  Proverbs is a concentrated graduate course in the art of living. It’s not enough simply to be educated and have knowledge, as important as education is. We also need wisdom, which is the ability to use the knowledge we have. 
The Dictionary defines wisdom as the ability to discern what is true or right. So our English word wisdom has both moral implications--discerning what’s right--and intellectual implications--discerning what’s true. The Hebrew word translated wisdom in the Bible is a bit more colorful than in English.   
The Hebrew Word translated wisdom is hokma. Tell all the skilled men to whom I have given wisdom in such matters that they are to make garments for Aaron, for his consecration, so he may serve me as priest (Exodus 28:3). It usually refers to some kind of skill or ability. It was originally used to describe the work of weavers who weave the elaborate garments of Aaron, the high priest. Since the high priest and his clothing typified the ultimate high priest, Jesus Christ, it was imperative that the weavers follow God’s exact specifications for the priests’ garments. The weavers’ ability to follow God’s design for manufacturing the garments was labeled wisdom.
From that point on, the Israelites equated wisdom with a skill for living, and wisdom has since been defined as the skill to live life according to God’s plan. Here are some of the life’s skills presented in Proverbs: Training for parents, purity principles, money management, relationship building, the power of words, the honor of humility, the dangers of strong drink, decision-making, importance of hard work, peace-making principles and helping the poor. We all need help in these areas, don’t we? The wise person is one who patterns his finances, his goals, his relationships, and every aspect of his life according to the specifications revealed in God’s Word. Those who have wisdom have the ability to face life honestly and to live it so that God’s purposes are fulfilled in their lives.
Wisdom is not theoretical but practical. Wisdom is not abstract but concrete. Reminds me of the man who was known for being very loving. He yelled at a neighbor’s child for stepping in his newly poured concrete driveway. His neighbor said, You preach you love everyone. He replied, I do love that child in the abstract but not in the concrete. A wise person does not just say wise words, but they are skillful at living life to its fullest. Wisdom is the God-given ability to perceive the true nature of a matter and to implement the will of God in that matter. That means a Christ – like response even in the concrete. John Ortberg says that there’s a simple reason that God put Proverbs in the Bible – it’s because we’re stupid! We all do dumb stuff, don’t we? We desperately need the wisdom of God.
WHAT IS THE KEY TO GAINING WISDOM?


Proverbs 1:7 is both the theme of the book and the key that unlocks the doorway to wisdom: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding (Proverbs 9:10). The main emphasis of the entire Bible is the fear of the Lord. In this verse we see that there are two classes of people: those who fear the Lord, and the fools who do not. The beginning of knowledge refers to its origin or principal part. The first lesson we must learn in the school of wisdom is to develop a proper view of God.  A fool is not somebody who is a few fries short of a Happy Meal.  He’s not even the guy who has two signs on both ears saying, “Space for Rent.”  The fool is the one who doesn’t follow God’s ways. He’s the one who knows the right thing to do but instead does the opposite, or simply does nothing. Proverbs 1:32 says that the complacency of fools will destroy them. In the New Testament, the contrast is between the believer and the unbeliever, the saved and the lost, those in the light and those who walk in darkness. 
Around the turn of the previous century, people had become so tired of hearing about the wrath of God that preachers started focusing more on the love of God. That was probably necessary but I wonder if we’re out of balance today? We talk much about God’s love & grace that many times we dilute His hallowed awesomeness and His majestic magnificence. Scripture never depicts God’s love and His holiness as opposing attributes. Both are fully exhibited without conflict or compromise in the Godhead. God is unconditionally loving and very close to us. He is also utterly holy, totally transcendent, and to be revered. We tend toward extremes. Balance is essential.
Martin Luther’s great cry was to let God be God. A.W. Tozer said that to know God is to fear Him and to be  “stunned” by the splendor of His presence. God is not there just to meet our needs. We are here to bow before His supremacy in an attitude of holy fear so that we will worship Him in our ways and with our words. We hear the longing of God in Deuteronomy 5:29: Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always, so that it might go well with them and their children forever! Now that’s a promise. Go well with them.
The “fear of the Lord” can involve two things. One is that God might hurt us. The other is the fear that we might hurt Him by our behavior that we should run away from Him by seeking refuge, joy and hope elsewhere. The word “fear” can refer to reverence or respect, but I wonder if this definition goes far enough. Philippians 2:12 challenges us to work out our salvation with fear and trembling. Most of us could stand to tremble more in the presence of God. He’s not just the “big guy” in the sky, or the “main man” upstairs. He’s the Lord of Hosts. Our God is Holy. Awesome should be reserved only for Him. The concept of fearing God in order to acquire and apply wisdom may seem confusing because we tend to think of fear as something to be avoided. By contrast, Psalm 19:9 tells us that the fear of the Lord is healthy or “pure.” Fearing God can purge away every lesser phobia that paralyzes us. 
Oswald Chambers: The remarkable thing about fearing God is that, when you fear God, you fear nothing else; whereas, if you do not fear God, you fear everything else .When we truly fear the Lord, we will recognize that He is the Creator and we are the created. He is the Master and we are His servants. He is the Father and we are His children. The phrase “fear of the Lord” literally means to, live before the face of God.  It brings to mind a question. How can we cultivate the fear of the Lord in our daily lives?

Cultivate The Fear of the Lord: It’s a RESPONSE to God’s grace. WE have free will. It’s a choice. Listen to the prayer of Nehemiah 1:11: O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of this your servant and to the prayer of your servants who delight in revering your name. We must engage our wills and decide to treat God like He deserves to be treated. Proverbs 1:28-29: Then they will call to me but I will not answer; they will look for me but will not find me. Since they hated knowledge and did not choose to fear the Lord. We get to respond to Jesus love!
OBEDIENCE is the fruit of that response. It’s the idea of being so in awe of God that I long to obey Him. Proverbs 14:2: He whose walk is upright fears the LORD, but he whose ways are devious despises him. It’s easy to spot those who live in the fear of God just by watching how they live. By the same token, a life lived outside the reverence of the Lord is easy to pick out as well. Parents were reviewing the Ten Commandments with their four children. Is there a commandment that teaches us how to treat our brothers and sisters. Oldest said, You shall not kill. A life lived in the fear of the Lord will tell on you. Genuine awe of the Lord always leads to obedience. 

REJOICE in the blessings:  Long Life: The fear of the Lord adds length to life (10:27). Contentment: Better a little with the fear of the Lord than great wealth with turmoil(15:16). Victory of the Cross: Through the fear of the Lord a man avoids evil (16:6). Fullness: The fear of the Lord leads to life (19:23) Favor: Humility and the fear of the Lord brings wealth and honor and life (22:4). That’s something worth cultivating wouldn’t you agree?
HOW CAN I APPLY TODAY’S MESSAGE TO MY LIFE?
Read One Chapter Daily: Since there are 31 chapters, you could simply read the chapter that corresponds with the day of the month. Since today is the 5th, you would read Proverbs 5. For many years Billy Graham has read a chapter from Proverbs and five Psalms every day. You might want to try the same thing because in one month you will have read through both Psalms and Proverbs. Write down one verse from the chapter & reflect. Proverbs 29:18 is very meaningful to me as a pastor. Where there is no revelation, the people cast off restraint. We need vision individually and as a church. Where there is no vision the people perish or go to another parish. As we Proclaim Christ in a Changing World our vision is to REJOICE in worship; RELATE in fellowship & RESPOND in service.
Pick A Proverb: Repeat the proverb several times a day until you have it memorized. Reflect upon it all week long and see what God does. Begin with Proverbs 1:7, 9:10 then pick one more: 
1. Watching our Words – Proverbs 10:19 When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise. Someone said: The reason why we have two ears and only one mouth is that we may listen more and talk less. If we want to cut down on sinning, we should cut down on our talking. Use this if this is a problem for you.
2. Standing Strong – Proverbs 10:25: When the storm has swept by, the wicked are gone, but the righteous stand firm forever. Storms do come, don’t they? Sing Through Our Rainy Moments. Even in the toughest of times, God will help you to stand as you lean on Him. Allow this proverb to give you hope as you hold on to God.

3. Praying for Righteousness – Proverbs 14:34: Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a disgrace to any people. Pray for the light of Christ to expel the darkness in America. Thank Him for this country we live in by grace.
4. Laughing More – Proverbs 17:22 – A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones You don’t stop laughing because you grow old. You grow old because you stop laughing. Don’t take life so seriously. A new business was opening and one of the owner’s friends wanted to send flowers for the occasion. The owner read the card, REST IN PEACE. Angrily he called the florist to complain. Sir I am sorry for the mistake. Somewhere there is a funeral taking place today and the note says, Congratulation On Your New Location!
5. Eliminating Procrastination – Proverbs 19:24 The sluggard buries his hand in the dish; he will not even bring it back to his mouth! This guy is so lazy that he can’t even bring the nacho to his mouth after dipping it in cheese. Lack of action always leads to loss. God wants us to do everything we do for His glory and that means living with some passion and purpose. If you struggle with procrastination, or apathy you may want to adopt this proverb.
6. Cultivating Contentment – Proverbs 30:8:Give me neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily bread.  Do you find yourself always wanting more, thinking that if you just had a certain possession then you’d be happy? Contentment is not having everything you want but wanting everything you already have. Reflect on 1 of these 6.
Remember we are responding out of our love for Christ as His forgiven and redeemed child.


The young boy said, Daddy, if three frogs are sitting on a limb hanging over a pool, and one frog decides to jump, how many frogs are left on the limb? His dad replied, Two.  Son said, No. Listen carefully, daddy. There are three frogs and one decides to jump. How many are left? Dad says, Oh, I get it, if one decides to jump, the others would too. So there are none left.  Son said, No daddy—there are three left on the limb. The first frog only DECIDED to jump. Let’s not be like those frogs but jump into the Old Testament Challenge and be blessed. Amen.
