The Blessings of Right Living

We are in the last week in our series on Proverbs. For the last several weeks we have been exploring God’s wisdom trying to understand what it is and how following it might make a difference in our lives. 
The major theme of this book is that our conduct, our behavior, whether wise or foolish, has ultimate consequences. The writers of proverbs had a very simple and down to earth perspective on the human condition. They assume an inevitable cause and effect relationship between human behavior and its outcome. In essence they believe that God has rigged the universe in favor of righteousness. When God created humans and put them in the Garden of Eden he made it so that righteousness would be rewarded. If we live in right ways and follow the paths that God has laid out for us thing are going to go much more smoothly. That is just the way the world is designed. If we choose to go against the grain the inevitable result will be failure, sometimes catastrophic and sometimes not. 

A second assumption that comes into play in Proverbs is the assumption that everyone has a choice. Everyone is free at all times to make sound decisions. Neither wisdom nor folly is predetermined by someone’s personal situation, family life, or other circumstances that may present themselves from time to time. Nobody makes you make bad choices, and righteousness is never out of your control.

Finally, faithfulness to God is understood as the basis for wisdom in a person’s life and folly is what happens when a person falls out of relationship with God. In the book of Proverbs the words wisdom and folly are basically theological terms which point to our devotion to God. The best way to see this is to recognize that throughout the book wickedness and righteousness are used as synonyms for wisdom and folly. 
What does it mean to be righteous? I imagine that the word “righteous” brings to mind negative images of “self-righteous” individuals, an annoying super Christian, who thinks they are superior to everyone else and looks down on others for their lack of faith [have a picture of Dana Carvey’s church lady]. Those of you who are closer to my age may recognize the picture of the church lady, played by Dana Carvey on Saturday Night Live. But this is not righteousness.
David Hubbard in his commentary on Proverbs defines righteousness this way. “Righteousness as defined in this book speaks of loyal, reliable conduct based on a commitment to God and the covenant which God has with Israel. It is a term of relationship which describes a desire to live a life pleasing to God and one that fits someone who claims to be a member of God’s family. It means behaving toward God and His people with the same care, compassion, and integrity that the righteous God has shown them.” 
The teachers of Proverbs were looking through the lens of the entire Old Testament. They were remembering God’s love and redemption when he brought his people up out of Egypt and released them from slavery. Proverbs 18:10 “The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe.” They were remembering the God who gave his people the land of Israel and with integrity consistently walked with them until they were able to inhabit it fully.  Proverbs 20:7 “The righteous walk in integrity-- happy are the children who follow them!” The perspective that the teachers bring to the idea of righteousness is that righteousness reflects the image of God. The righteous or wise person begins to act among other people the way that they have observed God acting toward them and their descendants in the past and present. Let’s look at some examples of righteousness.

A good example is the habit of generosity. The idea of generosity is so thoroughly embedded into the life and culture of ancient Judaism that it is impossible to be brought up in this culture and miss the call to generosity. First of all, the book of the law is filled with instruction after instruction about how the poor were to be treated and how generosity was to reign in the business world of the people of God. Deuteronomy 24:19-22 “When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it for the alien, the fatherless and the widow, so that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. When you beat the olives from your trees, do not go over the branches a second time. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. When you harvest the grapes in your vineyard, do not go over the vines again. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt. That is why I command you to do this.” 
They were given the command to allow the poor to glean what was left in the fields and the reason they were asked to do that is because it reflects the character of God who rescued his people when they were slaves in Egypt. Proverbs 14:21 “He who despises his neighbor sins, but blessed is he who is kind to the needy.” This reflects the same sort of outlook. Generosity is a part of wisdom because both are part of who God is.
Honesty is another example of righteousness in community. The ninth commandment given by God in Deuteronomy 5:20 says, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” To include it in with the list of ten basic commandments gives us clues as to the importance of honesty in the community. The other thing to recognize about the importance of honesty is that most of the evidence given in any kind of disagreement was verbal. They did not have documents to demonstrate the terms of an agreement. Most of the time contracts were carried out verbally. That meant that if one party were richer than the other and the witnesses were not honest, moral people, the witnesses could be bribed to change their testimony or make up a different contract other than the one originally agreed too. Honesty was what held the community together. Proverbs 11:9 “With his mouth the godless destroys his neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous escape.”
This was not just true when it came to business dealings but also when justice was concerned. An honest person was called upon to speak out and speak up when justice was being perverted. Sitting back and shaking your head in that situation was out of the question. Proverbs 10:10 “People who wink at wrong cause trouble, but a bold reproof promotes peace.” There are times when an honest person needed to step out and speak boldly about what is wrong.

Self control is another aspect of righteousness that the teachers hoped to pass on to their students. Biblical wisdom is full of checks and balances. We are encouraged to stay away from excesses and avoid compulsiveness. It calls us to worship God with all our heart and to avoid giving our hearts to other activities or desires that present themselves. The teachers admired people who spoke honestly and openly, but warned against sharp tongues that could harm others. The believed that the good life was the result of divine blessing and taught that these blessings should not be hoarded or squandered. Proverbs 21:20 “In the house of the wise are stores of choice food and oil, but a foolish man devours all he has.” They looked at wine as one of God’s greatest gifts and a source of joy, and spoke strongly against those who became drunk. Proverbs 20:1 “Wine is a mocker and beer a brawler; whoever is led astray by them is not wise.” Self control is the key to all of this. 
Self control is demonstrated by not indulging in personal luxury’s or spending too much time drinking. To avoid being envious of others is another sign of self control. A person who is able to be confident and content with what they have shows more self control than someone who has to match what someone else has. The ability to take what life gives you and be content with it is also a sign of self control. Proverbs 15:15 “All the days of the oppressed are wretched, but the cheerful heart has a continual feast.” Someone who is able to weather the storms of life and come out smiling will be a much happier person. That is a matter of self control though. It doesn’t just happen naturally it is a choice that we make about what life is supposed to be and how it is supposed to work. When our expectations match reality it is much easier to smile and be happy.
All of this was a way of living in righteousness. It was behaving toward God and His people with the same care, compassion, and integrity that God had shown them. It is interesting that when we get to the New Testament Paul picks up the same issues as he calls us to live by the spirit of Christ. Galatians 5: 19-26 “The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.” It is uncanny the similarities between what Paul is saying and what the writers of Proverbs were teaching. That is unless you recognize that Paul was raised as a Pharisee. He was raised to be a leader of his people in an age far removed from the Kingdom of Solomon and yet the young were still taught from the book of proverbs. Paul was brought up on these teachings. He understood that righteousness was a life that sought to live in ways that God himself demonstrated as he interacted with his people. Once Paul encountered the work of Jesus he was convinced that this was still the right course.
Jesus went to the cross and suffered for a world that was lost in its own definition of what is good and what is not. In that ordeal he demonstrated the ability to accept what life gave him with grace. He did not take up arms when they arrested him and demonstrated peace. He was patient with his disciples when they did not understand who he was and what they were being called to do. He was kind and good and faithful and above all showed self control that no mere mortal can be expected to possess. Paul began to understand that what people had experienced of God in the past and what they were experiencing now in Jesus Christ was much the same. Jesus was the culmination of God’s grace pouring out on the earth. He is the final salvation of God for a world that is lost.

It is pretty easy to make the move to understand that the fruit of the Holy Spirit of God would look a lot like the things that were taught in Proverbs. This is the way that God has demonstrated that we should live if we would know the full blessing of his creation. It is our choice though, and our choice here is going to bring with it ultimate consequences. 
I have said this now for a couple of weeks that we need to recognize that the wisdom that is being taught here is not something that we can remember by rote. It is not a matter of memorizing a long list of things to do or not to do. If that were the case Proverbs would be more like the book of Leviticus. It is written as poetry because they were teaching a broader lesson. We are not invited to choose good for goodness sake. We are invited to choose right living because it is the kind of life that God has demonstrated over and over again to his people. God has rigged creation in favor of righteousness. Those who follow this path are wise because through their relationship with God they have come to understand this truth. 
The blessings of right living are a life in relationship with God, and because of that relationship, a life of peace and goodwill with each other. This morning we all have a choice to make. We can listen to the teachings and then file them away saying, “Yes I have learned that and those are good things to hear, but I am not sure what to do with them.” Or we can choose today that we are going to seek wisdom in our lives. We are going to seek to live in ways that God has demonstrated to us. Are we going to live with integrity together? Are we going to demonstrate self control in our personal lives before we demand it of someone else? Are we going to live generously because we have encountered the works and ways of a generous God? Are you going to be patient with each other or are you going push your agenda no matter what anyone else thinks, because you are right and you know better? Is that the way that God treats you? Or maybe today you decide you are going to seek to live in righteousness because of what you have experienced from God? What have you chosen? What are you going to choose from now on? No matter what age you are I strongly encourage you to consider the teachings of proverbs for yourself. You may not remember many of them but you have access to the book at all times. When you read sprinkle a little wisdom into your reading. They will ground you in your life with God because these are ways of living that God himself has demonstrated to us. And they will put you on a path to receive all the blessings of right living.
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