Proverbs 16:1-9
1983


To man belong the plans of the heart, but from the Lord comes the reply of the tongue.



All a man’s ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the Lord.



Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and your plans will succeed.



The Lord works out everything for His own ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster.



The Lord detests all the proud of heart. Be sure of this: They will not go unpunished.



Through love and faithfulness sin is atoned for; through the fear of the Lord a man avoids evil.



When a man’s ways are pleasing to the Lord, He makes even his enemies live at peace with him.



Better a little with righteousness than much gain with injustice.



In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps.


“It matters not what someone is born, but what they grow to be”—words of wisdom from J. K. Rowling.  “A bank is a place that will lend you money if you can prove that you don’t need it”—Bob Hope.  “My idea of an agreeable person is a person who agrees with me”—Benjamin Disraeli, prime minister of England for a few years during the nineteenth century.  “Entrepreneurs and their small enterprises are responsible for almost all the economic growth in the United States”—Ronald Reagan.  “You always pass failure on the way to success”—Mickey Rooney.  “It’s not that I’m afraid to die, I just don’t want to be there when it happens”—Woody Allen.  “In the business world, the rearview mirror is always clearer than the windshield”—Warren Buffett.  “Your children need your presence more than your pre​sents”—Jesse Jackson.  “He has all the virtues I dislike and none of the vices I admire”—Winston Churchill.  “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will get you there”—Lewis Carroll, author of Alice in Wonderland.  “In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable”—Dwight Eisenhower.  “It’s kind of fun to do the impossible”—Walt Disney.


We heard earlier about God’s gift to Solomon of great wisdom.  Right after that, the author of 1 Kings records one incident to illustrate Solomon’s great wisdom.  A case of domestic violence was brought before him that baffled the lower courts.  Two single mothers of babies lived in the same dwelling, and during the night one of the babies died; there was an accusation that the babies have been switched; how can they tell, without DNA testing, which is the mother of the living baby?  Perhaps you remem​ber Solomon’s simple solution to the problem, revealing his clear know​ledge of human psychology; if not, you can read his solution in 1 Kings 3.


Solomon went on to write several books which have been described as wisdom literature.  During his youth, he wrote a book on marriage called the Song of Solomon.  In his middle age, he recorded many proverbs in the book of Proverbs.  In his old age, looking back on all his life, he wrote the book of Ecclesiastes.  The outline and train of thought in the Song of Solo​mon and in Ecclesiastes are fairly clear, but I have for a long time wondered about the book of Proverbs.  There are many one-liners, or perhaps two-liners, but is there any order to their arrangement?  I recently purchased a commentary on Proverbs and I look forward to researching that question over the next few years.


This morning we have nine verses from chapter 16, and we’re going to walk among them for a while.  I don’t know why these nine are put together in this way, although I’m working on understanding it.  I’m not sure how they relate to the other words of wisdom we heard in our Scripture readings.  Paul warns young Timothy about “what is falsely called know​ledge,” 1Tm6v20, which is actually clearer in the KJV, “science falsely so-called,” a perfect definition of evolution. Another example: I recently heard that children of live-in relationships are in special danger of many things, which would seem to lead to the conclusion that marriage is far better; but the report took the opposite conclusion, that people who are not financially well off end up in those situations, so the solution, I guess, is to give them lots of money.  Jesus provides parables about seeking real wisdom, that is, the treasure hidden in the field and the pearl of great price.


“To man belong the plans of the heart, but from the Lord comes the reply of the tongue.”  A good proverb requires a little thinking to figure it out, and is often like an onion, with several layers of meaning.  We make our plans for what we are going to do, but the Lord decides what will really happen.  Here, Solomon curiously says that “from the Lord comes the reply of the tongue.”  Whose tongue?  I think these words are similar to the ones Jesus quoted to Satan at the first temptation.  Satan, noticing that Jesus was hungry, said, “Tell these stones to become bread.”  Jesus answered by quoting from Deuteronomy, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Mt4v3,4.  It is an interesting statistic that most people who die have recently eaten.  That should make it obvious that food does not keep us alive.  Rather, when God says that we live, then we live.  So about our plans, the reply of the tongue comes from the Lord, that is, the Lord says that our plans will work, or not.


“All a man’s ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the Lord.”  We are so very prejudiced in our own favor.  We think, we convince ourselves, we have sacks of excuses to prove that all we are and do and think is completely innocent, even praiseworthy.  “But motives are weighed by the Lord.”  The Lord looks inside our hearts to see why we do what we do, why we say what we say.  The Lord sees our hearts much more clearly than we see our own hearts.


“Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and your plans will succeed.”  This seems very similar to me to a psalm verse, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” Ps37v4.  This is sort of circular reasoning.  If your greatest delight is the Lord, as it should be, then He promises to give you what you desire, that is, the Lord and His love for you.  So if you commit all your plans to the Lord, that is, make sure that the Lord approves of them and wants them, then He will give them to you.  Put differently, when you plan to go against what God has said, you will always fail, which he goes on to state more plainly in the next two proverbs.


“The Lord works out everything for His own ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster. The Lord detests all the proud of heart. Be sure of this: They will not go unpunished.”  Sometimes, when we focus on the wicked in the world, we wish that we could see this happening a little more often.  The Lord always gives the wicked what they have coming, but often not until Judgment Day.  As an example of one “proud of heart,” consider the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable; the Pharisee prayed, “God, I thank You that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.” Lk18v11,12.  He was just so good—but the Lord proclaimed that he did not go home justified, in other words, he went home headed straight for hell.  On the other hand, the tax collector, who confessed his sin, went home justified, that is, headed straight for heaven.


“Through love and faithfulness sin is atoned for; through the fear of the Lord a man avoids evil.”  I can think of three interpretations for this verse, one wrong, one okay, and one correct.  To think that our own love can atone for our sins before God would be wrong.  To think that Jesus’ love atones for our sins before God is correct.  But I think that here Solomon is speaking about our lives before other people, not before God.  Before other people, we do atone for our sins by what we do.


“When a man’s ways are pleasing to the Lord, He makes even his enemies live at peace with him.”  A beautiful example of this is Abraham.  He worshiped the true God, but most people around him did not.  He could have been at odds with all of them, and he was with many of them.  But sometimes he was able to make a treaty with them.  Once Abimelech, a Philistine king, said to Abraham, “God is with you in everything you do. Now swear to me here before God that you will not deal falsely with me or my children or my descendants. Show to me and the country where you are living as an alien the same kindness I have shown to you.” Gn21v22,23.  Abraham agreed to that.


“Better a little with righteousness than much gain with injus​tice.”  We also say that money cannot buy happiness.  If you ever have any doubts about that, if you ever think that if only you had money everything would be great, read about some of the lottery winners who have become extremely miserable because of their money, who have gone bankrupt, lost their marriage, lost their family, lost their friends, lost their life, because of their money.


“In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps.”  We have been relying more and more on a GPS unit.  But ours is a few years old, and becoming a little schizophrenic on occasion.  Our GPS plans out a route for us, but definitely does not know about road con​struc​tion, and occasionally makes up roads where none exist.  Similarly, we plan out our future, but the Lord determines what actually happens.


We sang the first portion of Psalm 119 earlier.  Psalm 119 is a long psalm, the longest psalm, the longest chapter in the Bible.  It describes God’s Word from A to Z.  If we have God’s Word, we have the source of real wisdom.  St. Paul wrote to young Timothy, “From infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” 2Tm3v15.  May the Lord make us truly wise, and keep us that way!  Amen.
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