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SOCIAL WISDOM
(Proverbs 3:27-35)
SUBJECT: Love for others
F.C.F: I understand why I must love God, but why love others?
PROPOSITION: Since God is loving and faithful to the undeserving, we must do the same to others. 
INTRODUCTION

A. The textbook I use for teaching ethics at the college was written by an atheist who makes a fundamental, logical mistake at the very beginning. Atheists have no ultimate basis for ethics. If they would be honest, and he is not, the atheist must admit that any discussion of right or wrong, of morality or “justice” are mere illusions. But to make his point, the author must dismiss the common idea that God could be the basis for morality, for determining right and wrong. And he tries to be very clever, but it’s in doing so that he shows his hand.

B. He accuses religious people of relying upon the “divine command theory.” Either, he says, God arbitrarily declares some things to be right and others wrong by the sheer power of his almightiness, or God himself recognizes a universal standard of rightness that even he must obey. If the second is true, then we don’t need God at all. We can find that universal standard of right and wrong for ourselves and apply it without even considering God. 


But if we hold to the first view and say that something is right or wrong only because God arbitrarily flips a coin and says so, then God might declare horrible things to be right like murder or enslaving children. 


Now his first mistake is revealed right there. If there is no outside standard of right or wrong, and if God declares murder or enslaving children to be right and good, then how could we come to the conclusion that these are horrible? We would not know any better. Remember, in this view, there is no standard by which to judge anything. You cannot say, “Well, they are horrible, they are wrong.” According to this scenario, there is no way of determining this. Things are right or wrong only, merely, flip-a-coin arbitrarily because God simply said so. 


C. But the greater mistake he makes is by only giving us two choices, two options that he knows religious people would reject. What if there is a third option, one that he does not mention? And what if it is the right option that reflects reality and is in line with the Bible’s teaching? Then his objection fails completely. God can (and should) be the basis of morality. And then the rest of his textbook would be irrelevant and unnecessary. And that would make us question why a smart guy like this would make such a simple mistake. It’s almost as if he did not want there to be a God, as if he did not want God to be allowed to determine right from wrong. And, of course, that’s the case exactly. 

So what is the third way, the right answer? It’s simple. Everywhere the Bible declares that God not only knows what is good or declares what is good, but that God himself IS good. Yes, there is a true, objective, unchanging, absolute standard of right and wrong, of goodness. But that standard is within himself, because God is good. And with that, the problem is solved completely. 


D. Much, then, of wisdom, of our coming to discern and practice what is best and good comes in understanding God’s own goodness and imitating it as creatures who were made in God’s image. And that is the burden or the abiding message of this preparatory lesson in Proverbs 3. 


It begins with the general principle in verses 3-4: 

“3 Let not steadfast love and faithfulness forsake you;

bind them around your neck;

write them on the tablet of your heart.
4 So you will find favor and good success

in the sight of God and man.” 

These qualities, these virtues are characteristics of God himself. Remember that scene in Exodus 34. Moses is at the end of his strength due to the constant failings of God’s people. So he asks for the boost he needs, to see the fullness of God’s glory. God tells him that that is impossible! No man can see my face and live. But then in a dramatic act to rival the burning bush, God reveals in word his nature and character to Moses: “The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness….” (34:6)


Steadfast love and faithfulness are essential qualities of God’s own character. No wonder that Solomon, in preparing his son, points to these two qualities as character traits to be emulated and attained. 

“3 Let not steadfast love and faithfulness forsake you;

bind them around your neck;

write them on the tablet of your heart.”
And these virtues are to be practiced toward God himself, loving the Lord above all and remaining faithful to him. 


But toward the end of this lesson, Solomon points his son toward social wisdom, the need to practice steadfast love and faithfulness toward others, as God himself does. In verses 5-26 we found the call to faithfulness, to steadfast love for the Lord, and the benefits that flow from it. And now in our text, we find the same pattern toward others.

I. WE MUST BE TRUE TOWARD OTHERS.


A. “Faithful” and “true” are in the same family of ideas. One who is faithful tells the truth, practices the true, and keeps his word. A faithful person is one who is worthy of our trust, trustworthy. Solomon offers two practical examples: 
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.

One of the first things you learn in training for emergency medical services is to ask “Is the scene safe?” It does not help if the rescuer rushes in and succumbs to the same hazard as the victim. Then the rescuer also must be rescued. The second is the “Good Samaritan law.” That means that if a certified rescuer is seeking to help, not exceeding the scope of their training, they cannot be sued for doing so. 

But the third thing you learn about is the “duty to act.” The training creates a responsibility. If you have it in your power to help and if your own life or wellbeing are not in jeopardy, you have the duty to respond, to give basic first aid or rescue care and call for advanced support. There is no legal duty to act among the untrained population. If an enemy trips, bumps his head, and falls face down unconscious in a mud puddle and is drowning, you have no duty to roll them on their side and save their life. There may be a moral duty, but not a legal duty. 

B. But here, the wise person does have a moral, spiritual duty to act if it is within their power. This is an aspect of faithfulness. 

27 Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due,

when it is in your power to do it.
In view here specifically is the rightful recompense to those whom you owe. You are indebted to them for some reason, most commonly a financial transaction. If you would be true, faithful, worthy of trust, trustworthy, you must pay them back. This is an aspect of loving faithfulness. In previous generations, large financial deals could be sealed with a handshake. A person’s word was their bond. This kind of faithful reputation was highly prized, and everyone looked down upon and warned against the scoundrel who would try to weasel out of an agreement. Now, of course, every transaction or promise must be documented in triplicate and notarized on every page. 


C. And similarly, to be faithful, to be true implies a promptness, a willingness to comply, a joy in even exceeding what was promised. 

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


again,

tomorrow I will give it”—when you have it 


with you.
There’s an old saying, “He gives twice who gives promptly.” I have spoken with people who have given up a burgeoning business because their customers either refused to pay, or would not pay on time, not without several reminders. 

Do you keep your word? Do you exceed your word? Do words like “integrity” and “faithfulness” attract you? And would others quickly apply those words to you? God is like that, utterly faithful to his promises. He bids us trust him and to surrender to him for the promise of a future life none of us has ever seen before. But he is faithful, and he calls us to be true toward others. 

II. WE MUST LOVE OTHERS.


A. And it is the love of God that is the supreme virtue. God’s love is “steadfast love.” It is not the temporary, fickle infatuation that is so common in human romance. Love that was enduring, steadfast, unfailing was in such short supply some decades ago that some even changed their wedding vows to be more fitting to their expectations, “for better for worse, as long as we both shall love.” By that, I think they meant, felt a warm affection. 


But biblical love is the commitment to maintain that high affection, and to fight against sin and self, anything that would compromise that warm and kindly regard. 

B. Solomon warns against desires, actions, and attitudes that would destroy steadfast love. 

“29 Do not plan evil against your neighbor,

who dwells trustingly beside you.”
Some people are trusting, gullible, easily manipulated. Steadfast love refuses to manipulate others or misuse their trust. 

“30 Do not contend with a man for no reason,

when he has done you no harm.” 

Steadfast love refuses to pick a fight. Solomon recognizes this natural propensity to be crabby or contentious and warns against it. 

“31 Do not envy a man of violence

and do not choose any of his ways,”
Having tried to counsel angry people and help their overcome their anger, there is a serious impediment to this work. It is the fact that anger works. Angry, threatening, violent people can often intimidate and coerce people into doing their bidding. It’s hard to give up because it is so often effective. Mob violence tends to escalate. If it is not checked quickly, such violence can get out of hand. Steadfast love resists the sinful desire to manipulate others for gain.

C. Now remember, we are still in the preparatory stages, trying with God’s help to tune our hearts, to redirect our hearts toward love for God and love for others so that his wisdom will make sense to us. It’s like Velcro. One side has hooks and the other has loops. The hooks attach to the loops and vice versa. If the proverbs are loops and we have not cultivated the necessary hooks to latch onto those loops, if we do not see the surpassing value, sweetness and preciousness of steadfast love and faithfulness, then the hoops of God’s superior truth in the Proverbs will not catch our eye or attach to our hearts. 

So Solomon again reminds us of the benefits of social wisdom, practicing faithfulness and steadfast love toward others. 
III. WE WILL ENJOY GOD’S BLESSING.


A. He does so in a series of four contrasts:
32 for the devious person is an abomination to the 


Lord,

but the upright are in his confidence.”
“Abomination” is about the strongest word of disgust in Scripture. By the way, it is common to say that we must “love the sinner and hate the sin.” And that’s correct, for us. But the Bible makes no such demand of nor promises no such attitude on the part of God himself. God finds the devious person an abomination, a deplorable outrage and atrocity. And that means that God does not love everyone. God is certainly patient and merciful toward all, but God does not love everybody. 


So beware: if there is any love for deception in your heart, which is the utter opposite of faithfulness, then you must confess it and seek with God’s help to eradicate it. 


But the upright are in his confidence! God himself trusts the upright, the trustworthy. And he will trust you with more and more responsibility when you show yourself to be trustworthy.


B. To say it another way: 

“33 The Lord's curse is on the house of the wicked,

but he blesses the dwelling of the righteous.”
Curse and blessing were categories that arose out of the original fall. The whole earth was cursed, the ground was cursed due to our sin. Everywhere you would turn would be a place that was under God’s judgment. You could not escape the curse—because you could not escape your sin. But then God graciously called Abraham and promised to bless him and his offspring and to bring a blessing to all of the families of the earth through him. We know this has come in its fullness through Christ, the embodiment of steadfast love and faithfulness, who came, according to John 1:14 “full of grace and truth,” or “full of steadfast love and faithfulness.” Why love the same? It is the only way to escape the curse of sin and death, and to dwell securely under God’s blessing. 

C. God’s justice is described as a poetic justice in verse 34: 
“34 Toward the scorners he is scornful,

but to the humble he gives favor.”
For those who express their hatred and contempt of others, again the opposite of steadfast love, God himself will treat in like manner, with scorn. But to the humble, which is an expression of steadfast love, God will give favor. You will not only be among God’s favorites, but you will find your life highly favored by God. 


D. And this social wisdom, this consistent steadfast love and faithfulness expressed toward others will receive God’s public affirmation. 

“35 The wise will inherit honor,

but fools get disgrace.”

 But of course! In the end, those who love will be respected and loved by others. Those who are faithful will be counted trustworthy, worthy of trust, will be trusted by others. There really is a day of reckoning, a day of perfect clarity. All will be revealed, even to the very motives of the heart. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


