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A. It is a disturbing trend and a continual cause for prayer. Many have observed a common pattern of spiritual decline from one generation to the next. A family turns to the Lord with sincere faith, loving zeal, and gratitude. We could call this the first generation and name it as “faithful.” The second generation is then raised in the faith, but their participation is more out of habit. We could call this generation “traditional.” The next generation is likewise raised in church life, but notices the parents mostly just going through the motions without a lot of sincerity. This third generation could be called “casual.” The fourth generation would then be raised in and out of the church, missing many Sundays (when there was anything more interesting to do). This generation would still check the “Christian” box on the survey, but should be called “nominal.” And the fifth generation sees the hypocrisy of their parents and rejects the faith entirely, a generation we would now call “hostile.” 

B. Faithful to traditional to casual to nominal to hostile. I wonder if Solomon himself wasn’t feeling some of the loss of fervor. His father, King David, was not perfect. But when you read the account of his life and pore over his many psalms, there’s no question that this man, David, represented the first order of faithfulness. Solomon at least started and finished in the faith but suffered a long and sorry decline into idolatry in his middle years. 


And now he’s training his own son. And under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, we are treated to the same spiritual lessons that this king used to prepare him for the deeper, richer, solid meat of the proverbs themselves. This is a somewhat lengthy lesson here in chapter three, but we continue on to understand more of the blessings of wisdom. 

C. And we have seen the call to trust the Lord rather than our own understanding, to fear the Lord rather than thinking ourselves wise in our own eyes. He then addresses the subjects of mastering our money, honoring the Lord with our wealth, and embracing the Lord’s discipline as a singular sign of his affection and love. 

We are reminded that wisdom is of great benefit in this life and for the life to come. 


And in our text for this evening we find that wisdom affords us a superior understanding that leads to complete confidence in the Lord. 

I. THE LORD FOUNDED THE EARTH BY WISDOM.


A. So here’s that great truth that I pointed to briefly this morning. The Lord has woven his wisdom into his creation, and we were likewise created to correspond to this wisdom. 

“19 The Lord by wisdom founded the earth;

by understanding he established the heavens;
20 by his knowledge the deeps broke open,

and the clouds drop down the dew.”

The illustration of God’s wisdom that Solomon points to here is that God somehow has arranged to water the earth by dropping rain from above. Have you ever considered what an impossible task it would have been if God had not created that little cycle of evaporation and condensation or rain? When we get a widespread rain shower of just one inch, over 17 million gallons of water fall on every square mile. By comparison, the average household uses only 300,000 gallons of water in a whole year. Suppose we wanted to irrigate northwest Iowa so that we could raise these magnificent crops. Without rain, where would we get the water? We would have to pump it in from the ocean. But that would not work because the ocean contains salt water which would choke the plants and poison the soil. 

And yet every day God lifts up billions of tons of water from the oceans, the cleanest and purest water, distilled water, blows it our way, and drops it on the land, not by torrents and floods but by tiny raindrops: just what we needed. God has woven his wisdom into his world.


B. Other religions stumble upon God’s truth occasionally, as we would expect. They read the same book of nature that we do, and God has revealed himself through what he has made. Some, mostly Far Eastern religions, discern that there is a way to the world, and we need to find that way and conform to that way. By this they superstitiously imagine some impersonal force or flow of life in the universe and concoct ways to supposedly tap into that flow. It’s okay if you are thinking “Star Wars” at this point, because much of the cosmology of Star Wars is borrowed from Eastern religion (“may the force be with you”). 

Perhaps you’ve heard of “feng shui.” It’s an ancient Chinese superstition that says there is a natural balance or flow to the universe, and so in your living space you need to arrange your furniture so as to compliment that balance. You note their correct belief that the world contains a certain way, and we can discover how to cooperate with that way.


But the Bible declares that this “way” is, in fact, the wisdom of God which he has revealed in his Word. And in creating all things by his wisdom, he has made us to fit in in a complementary way with his creation. The illustration we saw from this morning is that God has made the world to run on a six days and one day cycle. And we are in sync with his creation when we correspond to it and practice that six and one day pattern of work and worship. 


C. Much of the “way of wisdom” that God wove into his creation is the opposite of what we might naturally think. For example, most people, by the way they live or by their expectations reveal their belief that it is best to be served by others. Nobody goes to a restaurant to wait on the waiter. We expect others to serve us and are willing to pay them to do so. But God’s way evidenced everywhere in Scripture, by precept and by example, is that true greatness is to be the servant of all. Nobody naturally understands this. And yet it is the way of wisdom by which God created our world. 

Likewise, acquiring great wealth, no matter the cost, seems hard wired into our sinful way of thinking and relating. We tend to “use people and love things” instead of the opposite. We recognize the humor in the statement; “he who dies with the most toys wins.” It’s funny, because it is such a common notion. And we naturally gravitate toward “the path of least resistance.” We must be told by God’s Son, instructed, warned that there is wide gate and a broad way that most people travel, but it leads to destruction. The Proverbs puts it this way: “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.” (14:12, 16:25) 


D. It’s true that much of this way of wisdom which was the pattern by which God made our world has a strong moral component to it. And many if not most of the proverbs themselves find their roots in one or more of God’s commandments. But others simply instruct us on the intricacies and details of life that do not really arise from a moral context, details like how to deal with various kinds of people or the wisest use of the good gift of communication. Here are some examples: 
“Whoever sings songs to a heavy heart

is like one who takes off a garment on a cold 

day,

and like vinegar on soda.” (25:20) That’s not really a moral issue, but a practical concern of how to best help those who are sad or discouraged. 
“Better is open rebuke

than hidden love.” (27:5) Again, this is not about a moral concern, but simply a reminder to tell people when we love and care for them.
“Faithful are the wounds of a friend;

profuse are the kisses of an enemy.” (27:6) Here is another reminder to take to heart the criticisms of those who are genuinely concerned for our best interest, and to beware the empty flattery of those who may be seeking to manipulate us.

And here’s just a good reminder to us all: 
“Whoever blesses his neighbor with a loud voice,

rising early in the morning,

will be counted as cursing.” (27:14)
II. THE LORD ESTABLISHES OUR LIFE BY WISDOM.


A. So we now move from the cosmic to the personal. If understanding the way of wisdom which is reflected in God’s wider creation is important, even more is it vital for us to apply God’s truth to our daily walk. 
“21 My son, do not lose sight of these—

keep sound wisdom and discretion,
22 and they will be life for your soul

and adornment for your neck.”
And here I’m thinking that Solomon is warning his son about that natural, downward, spiritual slide through the generations: faithful to traditional to casual to nominal to hostile. You cannot just rest on your parents’ faith. You need to step up and appropriate God’s promises of salvation and new life for yourself. 


B. Now you are here on a Sunday evening, the so-called “second service.” So I’m assuming that you either have some strong hunger for the Word of God or you have this twice a Sunday tradition deeply engrained in you in from your upbringing. But I really should ask where you would place yourself on this sliding scale from faithful to traditional to casual to nominal to hostile. Which generation do you represent? You are probably not in the casual, nominal, or hostile category, or you would most likely not be here. But you may be motivated either by faithfulness or by mere tradition. 


We should note that this decline is not automatic, of course. Some have been raised by traditionalist or by the casual or even the nominal or hostile and have been deeply moved by God into faithfulness. I know of people, you probably do to, who were converted from a family that was utterly opposed or at least indifferent to the gospel. 


C. But it’s good to ask ourselves about our motivation, our “first love,” whether we participate in church life more out of habit or out of hunger. Again, from his warnings, it sounds a bit like Solomon is concerned for the spiritual state of his son. “21 My son, do not lose sight of these—keep sound wisdom and discretion….” There’s a reason to do so: “22 and they will be life for your soul and adornment for your neck.” There is an internal promise of that needful vitality within, “life for your soul.” And pursuing and keeping this superior wisdom of God will have an impact on our outer bearing as well, described as a pendant or medallion that is worn around the neck and would be one of the first things people notice about us. 
III. THE LORD KEEPS US SAFE BY WISDOM.



It’s this kind of life that the Lord imparts to us through wisdom. And to the heart of this life is the security we enjoy in the Lord, walking in the way of wisdom that comports with both the Creator and with his creation. 


A. The outward countenance of security is described first. 

23 Then you will walk on your way securely,

and your foot will not stumble.
You will not stumble because you are walking wisely. You will know who you are, Whose you are, where you came from, why you are here, where you are going, and how to get there. You realize, of course, that our non-Christian contemporaries share in none of this knowledge. They are either completely deluded and living in a fantasy world of their own imagination, or they are wandering, stumbling in the dark, uncertain, and so uneasy. 

Wisdom is “the skill that comes from understanding.” If you are resistant to correction (the opposite of wisdom), then you cannot enjoy this skill in living effectively and you will stumble and fall, painfully and often. And so because the believer shares in this true knowledge of God, themselves and the world we live in walk securely and rest serenely:
24 If you lie down, you will not be afraid;

when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet.

B. The inward confidence is described this way: 
“25 Do not be afraid of sudden terror

or of the ruin of the wicked, when it comes,
26 for the Lord will be your confidence

and will keep your foot from being caught.”
I have said that the proverbs are not absolute promises but rather general principles. But this is as close as it comes to an absolute promise. 

C. The “skill” that would enable us to face “sudden terror” or the calamity that befalls the wicked comes from understanding. And what we understand is that the Lord is keeping us safe by wisdom. He knows his own. And even if unbeliever and believer, the ungodly and the righteous endure the very same trial: hurricane, flood, pestilence, or loss, still God is wise. He distinguishes between those who reject him and those who trust him. To the unbeliever the hurricane, flood, pestilence, or loss is judgment, a warning shot across the bow, a harbinger of the eternal wrath that will one day befall them with no relenting. But for the believer, the hurricane, flood, pestilence, or loss is discipline intended for our good. And so, possessing this true understanding of how God works and what God is doing, we face trouble with assurance: 
“25 Do not be afraid of sudden terror

or of the ruin of the wicked, when it comes,
26 for the Lord will be your confidence

and will keep your foot from being caught.”

CONCLUSION


So are you anxious to get into it? Are you eager to tear into the solid meat of the proverbs and start gleaning and growing in this wisdom? Well, not yet. There is much more to master first, much more teaching and training that will prepare in us the right frame of heart to receive the advanced knowledge contained in the proverbs themselves. 


There’s a story of St. Augustine who was converted out of false religion and a licentious life of sin. In the story, before his conversion, he says he prayed, “Lord, rescue me and help me lay aside all my sins…but not yet.” He did not yet have the right frame of heart. A life of purity and godliness had not yet made sense to him and was not attractive to him. 

In another story, after his conversion, Augustine arrived in a town where a former lover lived. When she recognized him, she ran to him with open arms. He turned and fled. And she called after him, “Augustine, Augustine, it is I.” As he ran he called back, “But it is no longer I.” 


There’s the point, there’s the beginning of wisdom. He had broken with the past. With God's help he had learned of the emptiness and the pitfalls of the sinful life.

God founded the earth by wisdom.


He establishes our life by wisdom.


And he keeps us safe by wisdom. (
19 The Lord by wisdom founded the earth;

by understanding he established the heavens;
20 by his knowledge the deeps broke open,

and the clouds drop down the dew.

21 My son, do not lose sight of these—

keep sound wisdom and discretion,
22 and they will be life for your soul

and adornment for your neck.
23 Then you will walk on your way securely,

and your foot will not stumble.
24 If you lie down, you will not be afraid;

when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet.
25 Do not be afraid of sudden terror

or of the ruin of the wicked, when it comes,
26 for the Lord will be your confidence

and will keep your foot from being caught.
27 Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due,

when it is in your power to do it.

28 Do not say to your neighbor, “Go, and come 


again,

tomorrow I will give it”—when you have it 


with you.
29 Do not plan evil against your neighbor,

who dwells trustingly beside you.
30 Do not contend with a man for no reason,

when he has done you no harm.
31 Do not envy a man of violence

and do not choose any of his ways,
32 for the devious person is an abomination to the 


Lord,
but the upright are in his confidence.
33 The Lord's curse is on the house of the wicked,

but he blesses the dwelling of the righteous.
34 Toward the scorners he is scornful,

but to the humble he gives favor.
35 The wise will inherit honor,

but fools get disgrace. 
Ps 147:20  He has not dealt thus with any other nation; they do not know his rules. Praise the LORD!

A. Are you familiar with the term “mission creep”? It does not refer to that odd, spooky fellow who works at the local homeless shelter. Rather, it describes what happens when an organization strays from its original purpose, its reason for existing. 

A business may start out producing a certain product, and after some initial success decide to branch out and feature other lines, neglecting its original purpose. A charity might rise up to fulfill a certain need in the community but then change its focus and even abandon its original charter. 

The same can happen to churches. Sadly, it is not uncommon for a church that was once faithful to the Scriptures to become impacted by worldly concerns and not only lose its focus but its devotion to Jesus Christ, the head of the church. Not long ago I read a two volume history of Princeton Seminary, once a bastion of biblical orthodoxy. It would be interesting to hear its current board and faculty try to justify the beliefs now in vogue there which are diametrically opposed to the views of its founders. 

B. When mission creep starts to occur in a business, charity, or church, it is often helpful to go back to its original charter. And that’s what we’ve been doing in our examination of the origin of the universe in the first chapter of the Bible. For you know that the God who made all things has been displaced in our world today, rejected and replaced by “humanity,” or by “nature,” or by the impersonal “cosmos,” or by nothing at all. An increasing number in our land today have dismissed the God of the Bible and scoffed at his law. And the result is moral chaos, the blurring of distinctions leading to the loss of innocence, the destruction of the family, and the killing of over 65 million unborn children in the name of the rights to choose. 


C. But we have been embarking on a holy reset of the truth. The eternal, absolute and Tri-personal God has made all things good and still claims authority over all his creation. And lastly of all, he made us humans uniquely, specially, exceptionally, in his own image, male and female, that we might know him and gladly respond to him in worship and love. And God, who has all life and being in himself, then graced our race with authority over the rest of the world he made. 


He gave us a mission, to spread the knowledge of his glory to the ends of the earth. Now, sadly, our race has suffered mission creep beyond all telling. Our race is mostly and mainly engaged in the precise opposite of our original charter. And so a reexamination of our first calling as caretakers of God’s creation can be enormously helpful in resetting and restoring us to our initial, our primary purpose.

We look first at…
I. THE DOMINION MANDATE


“28 And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”

A. This is the classic proof text for what some Reformed scholars have called “the cultural mandate.” It’s interesting, though, that the word “culture” does not appear in this context. Actually the word “culture” never appears in the Bible, at least not in the ESV, KJV, NIV, NKJV, NLT, or RSV, and that is striking. For some Christians, creating or transforming the “culture,” especially literature, music, and the visual arts, forms the bulk of, if not the entirety of, their Christian life of discipleship. The place in this text where some find the concept of “culture” is in a single word, “subdue,” (Hb. “kabash”) which means “to trample underfoot.” Elsewhere it describes the “footstool” of the reigning monarch. It implies “authority over” and is a synonym to “have dominion.” 

Ken Myers, a Christian who has written extensively on the subject of Christians and the culture defines “culture” as “what human beings make of the world.” He means this in both senses of what humans create (make) and what humans “make of” or how they interpret the world. So “culture” is not simply what humans do in the world but how they understand the world. 


B. So God commanded the first family to be fruitful and multiply, to fill the world with his image bearers and so to spread his own glory to the ends of the earth. He also appointed them as the rulers or governors over the rest of creation precisely because they were created with those essential gifts of mind, affections, and wills. But this would better be called a “dominion mandate,” rather than a “cultural mandate,” using the word that we do find in verse 28. 


Now there are two aspects to this dominion mandate: to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth with more human image of God bearers, and to subdue the earth, which is defined as “having dominion over” the various living creatures of the earth, specifically, “the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” So the “dominion” mandate is to exercise authority over the animals of the earth. 


What about the plants? Yes, God entrusts dominion to humans over the plant life as well. “29 And God said, “Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is on the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit. You shall have them for food.” Animals as well were to draw their nourishment from the abundant plant life that covered the earth. “30 And to every beast of the earth and to every bird of the heavens and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food. And it was so.” 

C. And then we find the formula of God’s appraisal of what he had made with one modifications: “31 And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.” Not only was his work declared “good” but it was “very good,” possibly signaling completion. 
II. THE REBELLION MAYHEM


A. But, of course, something dreadful intervened that disrupted the “very good”ness of what God had made. The unthinkable happened. His most highly privileged and gifted creations, humans, us, rebelled against his design. And you know, I think, that this rebellion has continued and is in high gear today. I know we are still a full chapter away from this devastating development, but it’s crucial that we touch upon it at this juncture because it seriously impacts the dominion mandate, to fill the earth with the knowledge of the glory of God. 

B. Fallen and rebellious human beings cannot rightly fulfill the dominion mandate! Oh, they can be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth. The earth has been filled with people. There is not a square inch that has not been claimed as belonging to someone. There are, of course, some places that humans cannot easily survive like deserts, mountain tops, and Antarctica, for example. But most of the habitable places on earth have been “filled.” And many places on earth have been subdued by force. Dominion has been claimed and is maintained through weapons, fences, and pesticides, for example. 


C. What’s been lost, of course, is the divinely established hierarchy where humans rule and the creatures obey. Soon we will learn that God commanded Adam to name the animals, a sign of his authority over them. They willingly obeyed him. But no more. Since the governors rebelled against the King, the subjects no longer submit to the governors (us). The hierarchy of authority has been disrupted. 


Just try telling that pesky mosquito not to bite you and see how it goes. “As your superior and ruler, I command you not to bite me!” (Ouch!) Or climb into the grizzly bear cage at the zoo and explain to the bears that they have to do what you say. There’s the old story of the man in the woods chased by the bear. The man final falls exhausted. The bear stops, bows his head, and the man happily thinks he has been caught by a Christian bear. But then the bear prays, “Lord, for what I am about to receive, make me truly grateful.” 


This is the rebellion mayhem. This world which God originally pronounced as “very good” is now pretty messed up. 


But even more seriously, we are messed up. The earth has been filled with God’s image bearers, but the image of God we bear has been so marred and distorted that we are very poor representations of God himself, mere whispers of a hint his glory.

D. And here’s the point: fallen human beings cannot rightly fulfill the dominion mandate. That’s because fallen human beings are incapable of fulfilling the very first principle of their existence. God intended us to fill the earth with the knowledge of his glory, but fallen human beings never, ever do anything for God’s glory. Fallen human beings are hard wired for hostility toward God and are only able to seek their own glory. 

Now think about how serious this is! The whole purpose of God’s creation was to display his own glory…to us. And it was to spread the knowledge of his glory…through us. But we refuse to acknowledge his glory. And we are incapable of reflecting his glory. So has the whole enterprise failed? No, the best part came in Christ. 
III. THE RESTORATION MISSION


A. The writer of Hebrews pulls these loose threads together. Adam refused his divine commission. So God sent another “Adam” who would fulfill his dominion mandate. The writer has been showing the superiority of God’s Son over the angels, mere servants of God. But then he speaks of the “dominion mandate” to “subdue” all things. 

“5 For it was not to angels that God subjected the world to come, of which we are speaking. 6 It has been testified somewhere, ‘What is man, that you are mindful of him, or the son of man, that you care for him? 7 You made him for a little while lower than the angels; you have crowned him with glory and honor,
8 putting everything in subjection under his feet.’” He’s quoting Psalm 8, where King David expresses his amazement that God, the Creator, has so wonderfully blessed and privileged humans over the rest of creation. But he notes the problem we have found, the rebellion mayhem. 

“Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing outside his control. At present, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him.” No we do not. The world as God intended has been broken, the hierarchy of authority dismally disrupted. And yet there is great hope. “9 But we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” (2:5-9) 

B. Jesus, the Son of God, the Second Adam is fulfilling the dominion mandate. Remember, the problem is twofold: 1) stubborn humans refusing to acknowledge God’s glory and 2) enslaved humans living for their own glory instead. But Jesus is making us new. Jesus is giving his people a new heart and mind so that we ourselves are subdued and restored under God’s dominion. And then God restores us to our rightful place as new creations who once again worship the Lord for his glory and increasingly live in obedience to his holy law, reflecting his glory. 

We ourselves reflect or display the surpassing glory of his grace, objects of his love, forgiven and adopted as his dear daughters and sons. Renewed image bearers then spread the true knowledge of his glory as we fulfill Christ’s Great Commission, to make disciples of all nations. Jesus makes us spiritually fruitful so that we multiply and fill the earth with increasingly Christlike representatives.

Through his church, the Body of Christ, Jesus is fulfilling the dominion mandate. Listen to Paul’s description of this in Romans 8:19-22: “19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. 20  For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope 21  that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.”

As the redeemed “sons of God,” Christians are increasingly revealed, the subjugated creation is being restored and will ultimately be set free and once again respond to “the glory of the children of God.” Creation’s “groaning,” the rebellion mayhem will be overcome in the restoration.

It may be too much to say that our Lord Jesus Christ’s Great Commission has replaced the dominion mandate. But we must all acknowledge that the dominion mandate is impossible to achieve unless we fulfill the Great Commission first. 


Theologian John Frame explains it this way: “Redemption should be interpreted as God’s reparation of Adam’s failure and fulfillment of his original creation mandate through the Second Adam, Jesus the Messiah. Whereas the first Adam betrayed his heavenly Father and fell into sin by snatching after divinity (Gen. 3:4-6), the Second Adam proved his perfect loyalty by assuming the posture of a servant and humbling himself even unto the death of the cross (Matt. 4:1-11; Phil. 2:5-11). And by his perfect life and spotless sacrifice Jesus became a vicarious atonement for sin and undid the evil that the first Adam initiated. Moreover, the Second Adam is currently fulfilling the original mandate God had given to humanity.”

Elsewhere Frame writes: “So in the Great Commission Jesus renews God’s original purpose to fill the earth with worshipers of the true God.” (The Doctrine of the Christian Life (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2008), 307-08.) Reformed theologian John Fesko develops the link between the creation mandate and the Great Commission: “Christ has taken up the work of the dominion mandate [i.e., Gen. 1:26, 28] and with the assistance of his helpmate, his bride, the second Eve, the Church, is now fulfill​ing it.” (Last Things First, 173.)
CONCLUSION


The baptism of a child displays this so wonderfully. God in sovereign wisdom and grace has caused this child to be born not just anywhere, but in the context of a Christian family and a faithful Christian church. The Christian parents acknowledge God’s gift, declare that they are part of the restoration, and signal that they intend to lead their family into the restoration as obedient subjects of Christ the King. God has given the child every spiritual advantage, and we rightly, hopefully mark this child acknowledging that God has brought this all about. 

And so we need to be about the business of the restoration. We need to look always to Christ our King and then wisely govern all that he has entrusted to us under his command: family, personal life, property, and church. And we must be about the Great Commission, to make disciples of all nations, to be spiritually fruitful and multiply, so that others join the restoration and work with us to fill the earth with the knowledge of the glory of God, and to bring all things under the Head, the Last Adam, even our Lord Jesus Christ. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


