Managing Your Money

We are continuing today in our study of the book of Proverbs. Over the last several weeks we have been reading this book trying to get a picture of what wisdom is and how to live in God’s wisdom. The theme this week as we look to the wisdom of the proverbs is Money management. Money management advice is surprisingly prevalent in the book of proverbs. I say surprising because money management is not something that we normally correlate with wisdom. Nor is it something that we like to have other people give us instruction on. It is very hard to give another person money management advice and have them follow it. Most of us feel like we know what we are doing and we don’t want anyone to tell us what to do. As we have been learning this is not the attitude of the wise. Proverbs 12:15 “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but he who listens to counsel is wise.” 
All through the book of proverbs there is the assumption that the audience is going to have to deal with wealth. The assumption was that these young people were coming from families who had land and wealth which made them candidates for administrative responsibility within the kingdom of Israel. They either had wealth or they would have wealth and they needed to learn how the wise person deals with and thinks about this great resource. Listening to solid advice even when it is not pleasant was crucial if one were to get and keep the resources that God’s blessing made available.
This is certainly a theme within Proverbs that has a lot of relevance for us. Most of us have access to more wealth than the majority of the world. I know that is hard to understand when we go to the store and see so many things that we would like to have and cannot afford. But most people in the world don’t even have access to a store like we do. Travel in the developing world and one of the things you discover is that there is nowhere to buy many of the things we take for granted. They don’t have Wal-mart. They don’t have access to credit like we do. In most of the rest of the world they spend the majority of their income on life necessities, food, necessary clothing and shelter.
So, as people of wealth in the world the message of money management in the wisdom of Proverbs has a lot of relevance to us. There are three major themes about money in Proverbs. The writers are interested in how wealth is made, How wealth is used, and how wealth works.
How wealth is made. The writers of these wisdom sayings recognize three main ways that a person has wealth, which really match with their understanding of the world and how God works. People have wealth because of hard work, divine grace, and right behavior. Proverbs 10:16 “The wage of a good person is exuberant life; an evil person ends up with nothing but sin.” This means that a person who works hard and does what is right will bring in sufficient income to sustain life at a level of abundant satisfaction. Wickedness on the other hand is so unproductive that it leads to the emptiness and even death that is the payment for sin. But even when someone does seem to profit through evil or wickedness the wise recognize that it does not bring peace to their house. Proverbs 15:6 “The house of the righteous contains great treasure, but the income of the wicked brings them trouble.” So at the beginning the goodness of a person will determine if they have true wealth or not. 
But the second aspect of gaining riches is clearly honest, straightforward, hard work. Proverbs 13:11 “Dishonest money dwindles away, but he who gathers money little by little makes it grow.” The word dishonest here is a word that literally means vain or empty methods and many commentators suggest that what it is really pointing out here is that get-rich-quick schemes never work. In our day we say that if it sounds too good to be true it probably is. We recognize that the way to gain wealth is really by gathering money little by little over time. As Dave Ramsey says in financial Peace University building wealth is more like a crock pot than it is a microwave. It is doing the same consistent thing for a long time in the same direction. It is a matter of hard work and discipline rather than an easy task like betting it all on the lottery and winning big. For many of our young people working hard is not something they have grown up with and so it is tempting to think that there are ways to get rich quick. But wisdom tells us that hard work and perseverance are the most reliable way to wealth.
But as much as the teachers taught hard work as the key to prosperity, they knew that the ultimate source of material blessings was the enriching grace of God. Proverbs 10:22 “The blessing of the Lord brings wealth, and he adds no trouble to it.” Who else sent the rain for the crops, protected ships that carried goods up and down the coast, gave the wisdom  and energy that made productivity possible? The teachers were clear that often with other forms of gain there were mixed results. Gifts from neighbors or friends carried obligations to repay. Shady transactions or cheating created guilt. If you gained something at the expense of others that often triggered vengeance or at least accusations of treachery in the public square. But none of those things were packaged in with divine blessings. They came without sorrow or pain. 
There are two reasons given for how wealth is to be used. One thing that is indicated is for family inheritance. Proverbs 13:22 “A good man leaves an inheritance for his children's children, but a sinner's wealth is stored up for the righteous.” The definition of a good person here is that he or she is generous, prosperous, and prudent with money. This person is both prosperous because of a righteous character and a lot of hard work, but they are also good stewards of what God has given them. The recommendation is that at least two generations of his children receive the benefits of his labor. But the sinner is not a hard worker and does not know how to save and be a good steward of that he or she makes. This person wanders from the wise path. He either spends all he makes, or he has to give back all he has stolen, or his get-rich-quick scheme does not work and he loses everything. Either way his wealth ends up in the bank account of those who do what is right.
The second use of wealth is personal security. Proverbs 10:15 “The wealth of the rich is their fortified city, but poverty is the ruin of the poor.” The illustration suggests that the person who builds wealth through hard work and perseverance is ultimately building their family a safe refuge when things go badly. Those who are in poverty when hardship comes are left defenseless.  
This is really the idea behind financial peace. We don’t spend everything we make and we set some aside each month for a rainy day. Because rainy days and emergencies will come and the person who has saved some up for that situation will make it through while those who have not will be left exposed. 
What we have left is how wealth works. Wealth both now and in the past carries with it power, especially the power to set the terms of any bargain. Proverbs 18:23 “A poor man pleads for mercy, but a rich man answers harshly.” Proverbs 22:7 “The rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is servant to the lender.” Isn’t this true today also? Those who have wealth seem to have more voice in the political process and on the how they think the community should be structured. Whoever possesses material goods seems to dominate both conversations and economic dealings. Now, that may not be so in person to person dealings but certainly in the context of the larger society that is true. There is power in wealth. A poor person is left to beg for mercy and compassion in the community but the rich person says this is the way things will be. The rich rule over the poor and the borrower is slave to the lender. The teacher does not say that it is good that this is so, but only that this is the truth. Being able to avoid begging may be a great incentive to work hard and spend wisely.
Though wealth brings power it also brings responsibility for those who are followers of God. Proverbs 19:17 “Mercy to the needy is a loan to God, and God pays back those loans in full.” Wealth may bring power but the student is reminded that God is the ultimate power and the holder of all wealth. Wealth is good if it is used with tenderness toward those who have less. Wealth was to be valued but not overvalued. Happiness comes from being generous toward others. It is like lending money to God who is wealthier than all people put together and a million times over. God is surely going to repay his debt.
Riches are not to be valued over our relationship with God. Proverbs 11:28 “Whoever trusts in his riches will fall, but the righteous will thrive like a green leaf.” True prosperity is loyalty and relationship with our creator. The righteous here are people who follow God and seek their righteousness through him. They had many examples of people who had not done this and tore the people of God apart. Proverbs 11:4 “Wealth is worthless in the day of wrath, but righteousness delivers from death.”
Wealth also has its downsides that those who are young might as well think about from the beginning. Proverbs 13:8 “The rich can pay a ransom, but the poor won’t even get threatened.” Wealth makes a person vulnerable to either blackmail or kidnapping. This was not unheard of in their time and it is not out of the question in ours there are troubles that come with wealth. In our time if you have wealth you have to protect yourself against lawsuits. Whatever the situation either your money or your life or I’ll sue you for all your worth the rich not the poor are the targets. Those who have less money have less to worry about on this account.
There is in all of this teaching a great balance. There is nothing that suggests that wealth is evil as some religious people believe. The teacher recognizes that as with many things in life how we get our wealth and how we use what we have been given determines a lot about the nature and character of our life. If we put too much focus on getting wealth for the sake of wealth we will almost always seek shortcuts. We will pay a lot of attention to get rich quick schemes and listen to people who are encouraging us to put our money into shady deals which might not be illegal but teeter on the edge of the immoral. Hard work at something that is fulfilling and helpful to society and saving little by little are a more sure way to wealth, and it brings happiness in the end. Recognizing that God is the one who blesses us with our abilities and opportunities is a healthier frame of mind than one who believes that he/she is God’s gift to the world and that everything you have is because of your own brilliance. Living a righteous life will be more profitable in stability, long term happiness, absence of guilt than living and making money out on the edges of the moral stage.
Wealth is used for ourselves yes, but mostly as a hedge against life emergencies. It is a strong city to take refuge in when trouble strikes. In this economic downturn it is clear that those who saved for a rainy day are having a much easier time of it. Those who spent all they made were doing OK while things were going well, but when the run of good ended they were in bankruptcy. 
This balance extends to help those who have less and encourages them to recognize that wealth also has its pitfalls that those without it do not suffer. 
As I have read through this book I began to think about how different our current culture would be if we listened to the wisdom of Proverbs and began to live by it. There would be much less heart ache in our world because couples would be prudent with their money and many family arguments would be avoided, there would be much less divorce. In difficult economic times we would all weather the situation more easily, because we would be more prepared. We would have fewer people who begged us and our government for help because they would be working to take care of themselves. Those in power would understand the leadership role and responsibility that comes with wealth. 
And most of all it reminds us that no matter what we think of wealth our relationship with God should undergird all aspects of our life. It is through that relationship that we are truly saved and sheltered. It is through our relationship with God that we find all blessings in life including the material blessings that we have. It is through God’s presence that we find the life of abundance that we were created for.
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