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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my wife, who has become the wisest person that | personally know. We have
travelled a long way together on the ‘narrow path’, also known as the ‘furnace’, or the ‘school of hard
knocks’. Therefore, like me, she had had to endure the process of having the naivety and foolishness
knocked out of her by the painful experiences of life and from the obstacles and opposition, both human
and demonic, that we have had to overcome.

I don’t doubt that there is more of that turbulence and opposition ahead, because we never stop learning
and we never fully ‘arrive’, at least not in this life. Nevertheless, I can say this — she has changed more
than any other person that |1 know, and all for the better. As a result, she is now my main and best
adviser, and the most frequent source of insights and observations that she gleans from reading the Bible
each day and which she passes on to me.
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INTRODUCTION

“My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge........”
Hosea 4:6(a) (RSV)

“..... and a people without understanding shall come to ruin.”
Hosea 4:14(b) (ESV)

“For my people are foolish;
they know me not;
they are stupid children;
they have no understanding.
They are ‘wise’—in doing evil!
But how to do good they know not.”
Jeremiah 4:22 (ESV)

Therefore my people go into exile

for lack of knowledge;......
Isaiah 5:13(a) (ESV)

People who have wealth but lack understanding
are like the beasts that perish.
Psalm 49:20 (NIV)

® The stupid man cannot know;
the fool cannot understand this:
" that though the wicked sprout like grass
and all evildoers flourish,
they are doomed to destruction forever;
Psalm 92:6-7 (ESV)

How much better to get wisdom than gold!
To get understanding is to be chosen rather than silver.
Proverbs 16:16 (ESV)

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives to all men generously and without
reproaching, and it will be given him.
James 1:5 (RSV)

Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being,
and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.
Psalm 51:6 (ESV)

Now set your mind and heart to seek the LORD your God.....
1 Chronicles 22:19 (ESV)

My impression is that most people think of themselves as wise, at least to some degree. They may not
say it out loud, but they think it, even if only unconsciously. At any rate, they don’t consider themselves
to be what the Bible calls simple or naive, and they certainly don’t see themselves as being either fools
or wicked. However, that presents a problem, because the Bible indicates that very few people are wise
and that the other three groups make up the vast majority of the population.

Even within the Church, the reality is that few people are wise. At best, the majority of us are
simple/naive and many of us, despite the fact that we are members of churches, are fools, or even



wicked. So, my first task in this book is a delicate one. It is to seek to convince you that you probably
aren’t wise at the moment. That’s not the way for me to win friends, but it does appear to be what the
Bible is saying.

My second task is to persuade you that you ought to make it your aim to become wise. To that end, |
will set out a host of benefits that come from being wise and try to explain more fully what wisdom
really is. Biblical wisdom means thinking, speaking and acting in a godly way, rather than as the world
does, or in accordance with your fleshly nature.

The third aim is then to show how such wisdom can be acquired. Although real wisdom is rare, the fact
remains that it is fully available to all of us. It is there to be gained and it can be developed by anybody
atall. You don’t have to be naturally clever or educated or have an important job. That is because real
wisdom is primarily about developing a Christ-like character and seeing the world, yourself, and those
around you as God sees them.

It is also about learning the principles by which God operates, and the way He thinks, and then
emphasising and valuing the same things that He does. That is why | insist that wisdom really is
available to everybody, despite the fact that, in practice, it is so rare. It is only rare because so few
people choose to pursue it. If they did, they would acquire it, no matter who, or what, they may be at
present. You can undoubtedly get it, if you are willing to seek for it by studying the Bible with sufficient
determination and perseverance.

The problem is that such diligent, long-term study requires effort and commitment. But very few of us
are willing to put in the amount of work that is needed to get to know the whole Bible really well and
to put it into practice in our day to day lives. Accordingly, wisdom is exceptional, but only because
most people, even real Christians, don’t want to make that much of an effort. At any rate, they are not
sufficiently motivated to keep it up, even if they make a start at it.

That therefore brings us back to the second aim of this book, which is to persuade you that genuine
biblical wisdom really is worth making a great effort to obtain. No matter what it requires, or how long
it takes, it is worth it. You don’t need to take my word for that. The Bible tells us so over and over
again. Indeed, the first eight chapters of Proverbs are devoted to trying to convince you of this. The
conclusion of those eight chapters is that wisdom should be pursued as if it was gold or precious stones.
In fact, it is said to be far more valuable than those things:

¥ How blessed is the man who finds wisdom

And the man who gains understanding.

4 For her profit is better than the profit of silver
And her gain better than fine gold.

>She is more precious than jewels;

And nothing you desire compares with her.

'8 Long life is in her right hand;

In her left hand are riches and honor.

" Her ways are pleasant ways

And all her paths are peace.

18 She is a tree of life to those who take hold of her,
And happy are all who hold her fast. Proverbs 3:13-18 (NASB)

Moreover, we are told all of this by King Solomon, the writer of most of the Book of Proverbs. The
Bible says that he was the wisest man who ever lived, other than Jesus. Therefore, he must surely be
worth listening to, by anybody’s standards. | do hope, therefore, that you will consider very carefully
the case that is made for wisdom in this book and then resolve to pursue it for yourself, no matter how
high the cost may be, or how great the effort involved, and regardless of how long it takes.

Sean Kehoe 6 April 2018



CHAPTER 1

THE FOUR MAIN TYPES OF PERSON

Stay away from a fool, for you will
not find knowledge on their lips.
Proverbs 14:7 (NIV)

Do not be deceived: ""Bad company corrupts good morals."*
1 Corinthians 15:33 (NASB)

A wise man is mightier than a strong man,
and a man of knowledge than he who has strength;
Proverbs 24:5 (RSV)

e for those who honour me | will honour, and those who despise me shall be lightly esteemed”
1 Samuel 2:30(b) (RSV)

®Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers
of this age, who are doomed to pass away. ’ But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which
God decreed before the ages for our glorification. ® None of the rulers of this age understood this;
for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.

1 Corinthians 2:6-8 (RSV)

The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he
is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.
1 Corinthians 2:14 (RSV)

“Many shall purify themselves, and make themselves white, and be refined; but the wicked shall do
wickedly; and none of the wicked shall understand; but those who are wise shall understand.”
Daniel 12:10 (RSV)

Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that their deeds will
be exposed.
John 3:20 (N1V)

And he did evil, for he did not set his heart to seek the LORD.
2 Chronicles 12:14 (ESV)

Like a muddied spring or a polluted fountain
is a righteous man who gives way before the wicked.
Proverbs 25:26 (RSV)

........ The LORD is with you while you are with him. If you seek him, he will be found by you, but if
you forsake him, he will forsake you.
2 Chronicles 15:2(b) (ESV)

What are the four types of person the Bible speaks of?

In this chapter we shall examine the four broad groups of people, or character types, to which the Bible
frequently refers. As with so many other biblical words, these four are widely misunderstood. Every
one of us is operating, at any given moment, in ways which place us within one or more of these groups.
Therefore, we shall define each of them as accurately as we can. We shall also look at how to identify



where we are along the spectrum from wicked to wise and how we can move in the right direction. The
four groups are as follows:

a) the wicked

b) the fool (the term scoffer is also used, though it can refer either to a fool or a wicked man)
c) the simple (also referred to as being naive)

d) the wise

Perhaps one thing which needs to be clarified right at the outset is the difference between being wicked
and merely sinful. The point is that we are all sinful, but we are not all wicked. That has to be so,
because God specifically warns us to avoid the wicked and not to follow them or spend time with them,
as in this passage:

Do not enter the path of the wicked
And do not proceed in the way of evil men.
1> Avoid it, do not pass by it;
Turn away from it and pass on.
Proverbs 4:14-15 (NASB)

The pointis that God is telling us to avoid “the wicked” and also “evil men ”, but common-sense dictates
that that must mean that we are not all wicked or evil because, if we were, it would make the instruction
absurd, as it would be impossible to obey. It would be like telling us to avoid all people who breathe
oxygen. It has to follow, therefore, that God draws a distinction between being a sinner, which all of
us are, and being wicked, which only some of us are. We shall seek to identify and explain those
differences in chapter 4 below and | also go into much greater detail about the wicked, and how to
identify and handle them, in my Book 6.

Although the Bible regularly speaks of people being wicked or fools, one very rarely hears of anybody
describing themselves by those names. It is almost as rare to hear of anybody classifying themselves as
simple or naive. Most people, whether they are Christians or not, automatically assume they belong
within the group known as the wise. But that doesn't add up. It means over 90% of people assume
themselves to be in the top 5%, or even 1%, whereas the Bible indicates that it is very unusual to be
wise, and that simple, foolish and wicked people are to be found in huge numbers.

Therefore, it must follow that most of us are very wrong in the way we see ourselves. Most real
Christians, as opposed to either nominal or false Christians, are what the Bible calls simple. So, even
amongst real Christians, only a minority are wise. A non-Christian, or a false Christian, cannot be wise,
because being a genuine Christian and fearing God are the vital first steps on the path to becoming wise.
You can't even start the process without those features. Therefore, if you are a non-Christian, or even
a nominal Christian, you cannot possibly be wise, at least not in the way the Bible means.

You would have to be somewhere along the spectrum from simple through to wicked. That is the sort
of discovery you make when you read the Bible. It is not a complimentary book and never flatters us.
On the contrary, it is very frank and tells us the honest truth about ourselves. Moreover, when it speaks
in critical terms, it is generally referring to what is wrong with us, not just ‘other people’. That is a vital
discovery which most of us have not yet made, but we urgently need to grasp it if we are ever to become
wise.

The reason the Bible is so frank about the faults and failings of the apostles, prophets and other
characters is not so that we can look down on them, or feel good about ourselves in comparison. It is
to enable us to see those same faults and sins in ourselves. But we rarely do see such things, even when
they are as plain as day to those who know us. Most of us have an excessively favourable view of our
own conduct and motives and never examine ourselves at all, let alone conclude, after doing so, that we
are at fault in any way:



All a person’s ways seem pure to them,
but motives are weighed by the LORD.
Proverbs 16:2 (NIV)

We are each on a spectrum, somewhere between wicked and wise, but there are no precise
boundaries

So, the mere fact that you may have become a real Christian does not, in itself, mean that you are already
wise, or even that you will become wise. It is, however, an essential first step. We are commanded,
from conversion onwards, to seek for wisdom and to continue doing so for as long as it takes until we
get it. It is helpful to think of there being a spectrum, along which we travel in tiny little increments,
rather than picturing four distinct groups with precise boundaries and no overlapping. The illustration
below may assist in showing how we can move, step by step, in the right direction:

Wicked Fool Simple Wise

In the spectrum above there are no exact boundaries where a person decisively leaves one category and
joins another. It is much more indistinct and blurred than that. Yet, there are still broadly identifiable
regions. Moreover, nobody is ever 100% wicked, or 100% wise, or 100% anything else. Even the
worst of us have some good qualities, and even the best people have their faults, or moments when they
let themselves down.

You might say that a person is like a bowl which is filled with thousands of grains of pepper, sand,
sugar and salt. Imagine that salt represents wisdom, sugar represents naivety, sand is foolishness and
pepper is wickedness. If the bowl represents a person’s life, then it will not consist of 100% of any one
of those substances. It will always be a mixture. The only question is in what proportions? So, if you
picture this mixture in the bowl, then to become wiser means adding salt and taking away sand, sugar
and pepper. Usually it is only done a few grains at a time.

That is a more realistic way to view the process of becoming wise, rather than seeing it as an overnight
transformation. Such a dramatic improvement has never happened to anybody (except Solomon) and
it never will. A person can’t pick up the ‘bowl’ at the point when they become a Christian and just
empty it all out and refill it with salt all in one go. On the other hand, neither does anyone become
entirely foolish, or entirely wicked, in a single moment. Whatever direction we are travelling in, it takes
time to change.

However, our objective must always be to keep on and on reducing the ‘pepper, sugar and sand’ and
increasing the ‘salt’ in our lives. We are to aim to become as salty as possible, and in as many ways as
possible. In other words, our task is to keep moving along the spectrum in the correct direction and to
become as wise, godly, mature and righteous as we can. Moreover, wisdom is not based on 1Q, talent
or natural ability. Therefore, it is equally open to any of us to become what the Bible (not the world)
calls wise.

Nobody has a head start, because the biblical definition of wisdom is not about cleverness or passing
exams. It is nothing to do with being good at maths, or literature, or any other subject. Wisdom in the
Bible is mainly about character. That, in turn, is primarily defined in terms of our values, attitudes,
beliefs and actions, not our ability. Alternatively, you could say that it is about developing the fruit of
the Holy Spirit in our lives. As for how we are meant to get wisdom, it mainly comes from:

a) studying and applying the Bible and



b) associating with, and learning from, other people who are already wise, or at least wiser than we
currently are.

Our important relationships are meant to be with people we have chosen carefully, and are not
to be entered into randomly

Many of us assume that our relationships are meant to be formed randomly and that we don't need to
exercise any judgement as to the people with whom we spend our time. The Bible doesn't support that
view. The way you spend your time, and with whom, is seen as one of your most important areas of
stewardship. God will therefore hold you accountable for all the relationship choices you make. Each
of those decisions will profoundly affect how your character turns out and whether you end up a wise
person, a fool, or even wicked.

There is nothing random about any of that. Whatever we may end up as, it is the foreseeable result of
the countless choices that we make over the years. Bear in mind also that wisdom is only ever pursued
by those who already have at least some of it. Only those who currently have enough understanding to
at least realise the importance of wisdom, will be willing to set their face towards acquiring it and to
make the effort to develop it further, even though they don’t yet fully possess it:

A man of understanding sets his face toward wisdom ............
Proverbs 17:24(a) (RSV)

An intelligent heart acquires knowledge,
and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge.
Proverbs 18:15 (ESV)

Listen to advice and accept instruction,
that you may gain wisdom in the future.
Proverbs 19:20 (ESV)

Such a person will also be willing to pay the price, and to make the necessary sacrifices, in order to
acquire wisdom, because it does come at a high cost, not only in terms of time and effort, but in other
ways too, sometimes even financial:

Buy truth, and do not sell it;
buy wisdom, instruction, and understanding.
Proverbs 23:23 (ESV)

One of the costs of becoming wise is that it will cause us to be relegated in the opinions of worldly
people. What God calls wisdom is foolishness to them and what they call wisdom is foolishness to
Him. Therefore, if you want to become wise by God’s definition, rather than the world’s, it will result
in you being considered a fool and sneered at by many who know you. Apostle Paul speaks of this and
there is irony in his tone when he refers to ‘the wisdom of this world’ and “the thoughts of the wise”,
by which he means those who wrongly imagine they are wise:

18 et no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become
a fool that he may become wise. *° For the wisdom of this world is folly with God. For it is written,
“He catches the wise in their craftiness,” *° and again, “The Lord knows that the thoughts of the
wise are futile.”

1 Corinthians 3:18-20 (RSV)

Now let us begin to examine each of the four groups more closely, beginning with the fool. However,

the best we can hope to do in this book is to scratch the surface of this huge subject because the Bible
has such a vast amount to say about the pursuit of wisdom and God's view of wickedness, foolishness
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and naivety. Please also be aware that most of what | say about how to become wise is not within the
early chapters of this book. Those are mostly about what it is to not be wise, why that matters, and also
persuading you that you are probably not wise at the moment.

If you are eager to see the ‘zow to’ material, that really gets started from chapter 8 onwards. Do please
also be willing to consider topics which you may not have thought had anything to do with being wise,
such as work, money, decision-making, marriage, and even obscure concepts like political correctness
and human rights.

I hope that, by the end of this book, you will agree with me that all of these issues are badly
misunderstood and neglected in today’s churches, and that they are highly relevant areas of study for
those who wish to become wise. Indeed, the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, and the
profoundly different ways in which God deals with each group, is vital for us to grasp:

1 Then those who feared the LORD spoke with one another. The LORD paid attention and heard
them, and a book of remembrance was written before him of those who feared the LORD and
esteemed his name. ** “They shall be mine, says the LORD of hosts, in the day when | make up my
treasured possession, and | will spare them as a man spares his son who serves him. *® Then once
more you shall see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between one who serves God
and one who does not serve him.

Malachi 3:16-18 (ESV)



CHAPTER 2

THE FOOL

The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.”
Psalm 14:1(a) (RSV)

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved
it is the power of God.
1 Corinthians 1:18 (NKJV)

The wise will inherit honour,
but fools get disgrace
Proverbs 3:35 (RSV)

He who commits adultery has no sense;
he who does it destroys himself.
Proverbs 6:32 (RSV)

Fools mock at sin,
But among the upright there is good will.
Proverbs 14:9 (NASB)

A wise man is cautious and turns away from evil,
But a fool is arrogant and careless.
Proverbs 14:16 (NASB)

He who sires a fool does so to his sorrow,
And the father of a fool has no joy.
Proverbs 17:21 (NASB)

The foolishness of man ruins his way,
And his heart rages against the LORD.
Proverbs 19:3 (NASB)

As a ring of gold in a swine’s snout
So is a beautiful woman who lacks discretion.
Proverbs 11:22 (NASB)

Man in his pomp yet without understanding is like the beasts that perish.
Psalm 49:20 (ESV)

Who or what is a ‘fool’?

Probably the best definition of a fool is a man who lives his life as if there was no God. He might,
technically, believe there is a God but, in practice, he lives as if there wasn't. To be even more precise,
you could say that a fool lives his life as if there was no Day of Judgment, and as if God’s Word did not
matter much. You might think it odd for me to place so much emphasis on these issues.

However, if God has revealed that He intends to judge us, what could be more irresponsible than to
ignore or under-emphasise that fact? If true, it is fundamental to the whole of our lives. To deny it, or
to be unaware or unconcerned about it, would inevitably cause us to go wrong and to miss the point on
just about everything. Viewed in those terms, it would not seem unreasonable to label such a person as
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a fool. Let's now examine some of the key features of a fool and ask ourselves, very frankly, to what
extent we display these.

It is no use just assuming that when the Bible refers to fools it is talking about other people. It is
probably referring to us much of the time. Many people consider themselves wise, but have no basis
for thinking that. They may be academic, successful, powerful or rich, but still have little or no wisdom.
Such people may therefore be making the mistake of imagining themselves to be wise or “being wise
in their own eyes ” when, according to the Bible, they are not:

Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes and clever in their own sight.
Isaiah 5:21 (NIV)

Because of their success in some field, or because of their wealth or their qualifications, they may feel
self-sufficient and assume they don’t need God. Therefore, Isaiah says "woe" to them because their
wrong attitude makes it a certainty that they will eventually fall under God's judgment and be brought
down. However, before we complacently assume that this warning only refers to others, remember that
we are all capable of displaying these proud and foolish attitudes ourselves, and most of us do.

Hardly anybody ever seems to see himself as being a fool

I have never yet met a person who considers himself to be a fool, or at least, who is willing to admit to
being one. We are generally incapable of recognising this in ourselves. Ironically, to be capable of
seeing the foolishness in yourself, you have to be already well on the way to becoming wise.
Consequently, many of us have no idea that God views us as fools and we would be shocked to discover
it. We may be clever, highly-qualified, and have a good job. We may go to church and even be a real
Christian. But none of that prevents us from being a fool by the biblical definition.

We therefore have to examine ourselves closely and see whether we display any of the characteristics
or attitudes of a fool, even if only in part, or only at certain times. It is unlikely that you have ever heard
any sermon on what a fool is, let alone been challenged as to whether you are one. However, please
don't be offended by my suggesting the possibility to you. Be willing to look at this issue with brutal
honesty. Then ask God to show you whether you are a fool, or are behaving as one, and, if so, when,
where and how? Also ask Him to help you to change.

It may be that you are only foolish in certain ways. Or it may only be at certain times or in particular
parts of your life, such as in your marriage, your job, or your finances, and that you are not foolish in
every other area. Even if that is so, you would still need to recognise, and admit to, those areas of partial
or intermittent foolishness in yourself. If you don't, you are never going to be able to change. Therefore,
let's look at some of the key features that fools tend to display. Do any of these features occur in your
life or remind you of yourself?

The typical characteristics of a fool

A fully developed fool has no fear of God and he despises wisdom. By that | mean that he under-values
wisdom and that it does not matter to him, not that he hates or dislikes it. Therefore, he has no desire
to be instructed, or at least not in the things that God wants us to know:

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;
Fools despise wisdom and instruction.
Proverbs 1:7 (NASB)

Wisdom abides in the mind of a man of understanding,
but it is not known in the heart of fools Proverbs 14:33 (RSV)



Of what use is money in the hand of a fool,
since he has no desire to get wisdom?
Proverbs 17:16 (NIV)

Many fools are over-confident. They put their trust in themselves and in their own opinions, abilities,
status, or possessions. They are self-satisfied and overly self-assured. Instead, they should put their
trust in God:

13 This is the fate of those who have foolish confidence,
the end of those who are pleased with their portion. Selah
14 Like sheep they are appointed for Sheol;
Death shall be their shepherd;
straight to the grave they descend,
and their form shall waste away;
Sheol shall be their home.
Psalm 49:13-14 (RSV)

A fool is also complacent about the things that God wants us to be alarmed about:

For the waywardness of the naive will kill them,
And the complacency of fools will destroy them.
Proverbs 1:32 (NASB)

A fool is not interested in what God says, or concerned about what He wants. Therefore, he is busy
with all sorts of things which are of interest to himself, while neglecting or ignoring the things, and the
people, that God is interested in. Like the sons of Eli, whom God judged, the fool has no regard for the
LORD:

Now the sons of Eli were worthless men; they had no regard for the LORD.
1 Samuel 2:12 (RSV)

For the fool speaks folly,
and his heart is busy with iniquity,
to practice ungodliness,
to utter error concerning the LORD,
to leave the craving of the hungry unsatisfied,
and to deprive the thirsty of drink.
Isaiah 32:6 (ESV)

Many fools will go further and even deny the very existence of God. That is a sure sign that a man has
become a fully-fledged fool by the biblical definition:

The fool has said in his heart, ""There isno God ".........
Psalm 14:1(a) (NASB)

In Romans, Paul explains how God considers His own existence to be completely obvious, because of
the complexity, and self-evident design, of all that He has created. Yet, many people ignore the
evidence that is all around them and choose not to acknowledge God as the Creator. As a consequence
of this they then degenerate further, become increasingly futile in their thinking, and steadily turn into
fools. So, the chain of causation works in both directions. A man says there is no God because he is
already a fool, but he also becomes a fool because he rejects and ignores God:

9 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. ?° Ever

since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been
clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse; ** for although they
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knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their
thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. > Claiming to be wise, they became fools,  and
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals or
reptiles.

Romans 1:19-23 (RSV)

A fool ignores and rejects the true God. He then creates false gods of his own making to put in
God’s place.

Some fools go so far as to deny God’s very existence. Others merely ignore God, even if they concede
that He exists. But fools also create false gods of their own making, which they then put in God’s place.
We are all capable of that, even if we are real Christians. We need to guard against it, because if we let
anything become a god to us we are acting like a fool in that area of our life, even if we are not a fool
in everything else that we do. The definition of a ‘god’ is anything at all which you allow to take God’s
place. That then begs the questions “what is God’s place?” One could define it as:

a) to be worshiped (no other person or thing may ever receive our worship)
b) to have the first place in our lives, ahead of all other people or things

c) to be at the very forefront of our thoughts and plans

If any person or thing in your life ever falls within categories (a)-(c) above then, whatever it is, it has
become a god to you and, if you have any such god, then you are a fool. Or, you are at least behaving
like a fool in that part of your life. See how God describes those who create idols from wood and metal
and then bow down and worship them. He speaks of them in scathing terms as being blind and lacking
understanding:

What profit is an idol

when its maker has shaped it,

a metal image, a teacher of lies?

For the workman trusts in his own creation

when he makes dumb idols!

9 Woe to him who says to a wooden thing, Awake;

to a dumb stone, Arise!

Can this give revelation?

Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver,

and there is no breath at all in it.
Habakkuk 2:18-19 (RSV)

° All who make idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit; their witnesses neither
see nor know, that they may be put to shame. ** Who fashions a god or casts an image, that is
profitable for nothing? ** Behold, all his fellows shall be put to shame, and the craftsmen are but
men; let them all assemble, let them stand forth, they shall be terrified, they shall be put to shame
together.

12 The ironsmith fashions it and works it over the coals; he shapes it with hammers, and forges it
with his strong arm; he becomes hungry and his strength fails, he drinks no water and is faint. * The
carpenter stretches a line, he marks it out with a pencil; he fashions it with planes, and marks it with
a compass; he shapes it into the figure of a man, with the beauty of a man, to dwell in a house. “He
cuts down cedars; or he chooses a holm tree or an oak and lets it grow strong among the trees of the
forest; he plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it. ** Then it becomes fuel for a man; he takes a part
of it and warms himself, he kindles a fire and bakes bread; also he makes a god and worships it, he
makes it a graven image and falls down before it.



18 Half of it he burns in the fire; over the half he eats flesh, he roasts meat and is satisfied; also he
warms himself and says, “Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!” 17 And the rest of it he makes into
a god, his idol; and falls down to it and worships it; he prays to it and says, “Deliver me, for thou art
my god!”

8 They know not, nor do they discern; for he has shut their eyes, so that they cannot see, and their
minds, so that they cannot understand. *° No one considers, nor is there knowledge or discernment
to say, “Half of it I burned in the fire, I also baked bread on its coals, I roasted flesh and have eaten;
and shall 1 make the residue of it an abomination? Shall I fall down before a block of wood?” *° He
feeds on ashes; a deluded mind has led him astray, and he cannot deliver himself or say, “Is there
not a lie in my right hand?”

Isaiah 44:9-20 (RSV)

You might feel complacent about this, because you have not made any literal physical idols from wood
or metal. If so, think again. We can create just as many gods as the Israelites. The only difference is
that our gods tend to be money, career, status, ambition, popularity, fame, celebrities, sports,
possessions, houses, cars etc. Any of those can become a god to you if you let it take places at (a)-(c)
above, which only God can have. The Chaldeans even made a god out of their own power and might.
They were famous for their military prowess and that strength, in itself, become a god to them:

°They all come for violence;
terror of them goes before them.
They gather captives like sand.
10 At kings they scoff,
and of rulers they make sport.
They laugh at every fortress,
for they heap up earth and take it.
1 Then they sweep by like the wind and go on,
guilty men, whose own might is their god!
Habakkuk 1:9-11 (RSV)

You might think this last point does not affect you either, but don’t be too sure. For centuries, the
United Kingdom was, overwhelmingly, the most powerful nation on Earth. Its army, and especially its
navy, won war after war and built by far the largest empire the world has ever seen. Even until shortly
before World War Two, it was the UK’s policy always to ensure that its navy was stronger than the next
two biggest navies in the world combined, in case they ever formed an alliance against us.

Many British people were therefore proud of their military strength and it became a god to some. The
same is true today for some Americans, now that they are the world’s only super-power. It is difficult
not to take pride in such things and to begin to rely on them, to such an extent that they become gods to
us. We therefore need to be alert to see our own potential for creating any kind of gods for ourselves,
and in any area of our lives. Above all, we need to grasp that it is something which we ourselves are
capable of, not merely something that other people do.

Even Christians can ‘adjust’ God, so as to make Him into the kind of God they want Him to be,
rather than as He describes Himself in the Bible

Another problem, which affects many Christians, even real ones, is to take the God of the Bible and
‘adjust’ Him, such that you end up creating a false god to put in His place. | have seen many people
either do this or come close to it. This happens where we, consciously or unconsciously, reject or ignore
what God says about Himself in the Bible. We may dislike certain aspects of His nature or character
and edit those features out and focus instead on other characteristics of God which we prefer, or are
willing to accept.

10



We may even go so far as to invent new, or additional, or alternative characteristics for God, which He
does not have. We then decide for ourselves that that is what He is like, rather than simply accept that
He is how He describes Himself in the Bible. The classic example of this is where liberals redefine God
and eliminate from Him any features to which they object, such as His holiness, judgment or wrath.
They will usually do the same with His love for Israel and the Jewish people.

The people who do this are in severe danger of creating a false god of their own making and putting
that invented god in place of the real God of the Bible. When people do this, they invariably produce a
god who just happens to share all their own opinions and preferences. Indeed, their god sounds
remarkably like themselves. The things that the real God says about Himself in the Bible are brushed
aside and they end up worshiping a new god which is just a reflection of themselves in a mirror.

A person who does this is no less foolish than a man who worships a statue made of wood or stone.
Their god is equally false and equally home-made. Therefore, we must not imagine ourselves to be
immune to this kind of error. We are all in danger of creating false gods for ourselves if we do not have
what the Bible calls ‘the love of the truth’. A person who has that quality is determined to believe
whatever is true, and to reject whatever is false, regardless of their own personal preferences, and also
regardless of whether it is convenient, or is in their financial interest.

Therefore, make up your mind to accept and believe whatever God says about Himself in the Bible,
irrespective of whether it suits you. Never impose upon God other features which you would prefer
Him to have. God classified the majority of the Jewish people of Jeremiah's day as fools, not because
they did not believe in Him, but because they did not know Him. They also ignored or undervalued His
written Word and also His verbal warnings via the prophet Jeremiah. In other words, they lived in a
way which showed that God, and His commands, did not matter much to them:

"For My people are foolish,

They know Me not;

They are stupid children

And have no understanding

They are shrewd to do evil,

But to do good they do not know."
Jeremiah 4:22 (NASB)

The same applied to the leaders, both religious and civil. They ignored God’s Word, disobeyed His
commands, and even prophesied under the influence of demons:

The priests did not say, ‘Where is the LORD?’
Those who handle the law did not know me;
the shepherds transgressed against me;
the prophets prophesied by Baal
and went after things that do not profit.
Jeremiah 2:8 (ESV)

For the shepherds are stupid
and do not inquire of the LORD;
therefore they have not prospered,
and all their flock is scattered.
Jeremiah 10:21 (ESV)

And the LORD said to me: “The prophets are prophesying lies in my name. I did not send them, nor
did 1 command them or speak to them. They are prophesying to you a lying vision, worthless
divination, and the deceit of their own minds.

Jeremiah 14:14 (ESV)
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The main problem with the fool is not his 1Q, but his heart attitude

A fool's main problem is his heart-attitude, not his 1Q. He basically does not value what God values
and does not care about what God says. He will not respond well to instruction or correction, especially
on moral or spiritual matters. Generally speaking, a fool will not stop being a fool. Therefore, most
fools never come to their senses, or change for the better, whatever is done to them, or for them:

Though you pound a fool in a mortar

with a pestle along with crushed grain,

Yet his foolishness will not depart from him.
Proverbs 27:22 (NASB)

The main reason a fool does not learn from instruction is that he does not value knowledge,
understanding or wisdom in the first place. Therefore, he has no motivation to make the effort to seek
those things. He also has no desire to find out the real truth about himself, or to change. He assumes
he already knows it all and therefore needs nothing more. By contrast, a wise man is painfully aware
that he does not already know everything. Consequently, he is eager to listen, and even to be corrected
and rebuked:

The way of a fool is right in his own eyes,
but a wise man listens to advice.
Proverbs 12:15 (RSV)

A rebuke goes deeper into a man of understanding
than a hundred blows into a fool
Proverbs 17:10 (ESV)

Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge,
But he who hates reproof is stupid.
Proverbs 12:1 (NASB)

A fool over-estimates himself and is content to stay as he is. He sees little or nothing wrong with
himself and does not recognise his own faults. Even if those are pointed out, they don’t bother him,
and he does not see any need to change. On the contrary, once a person becomes a fool, he usually just
becomes more and more foolish. That is he becomes an ever more concentrated version of what he
already is, like a sugary drink evaporating in a glass on a hot day and becoming increasingly thick and
viscous. He also feeds on other people's foolishness and adds their folly to his own:

The mind of the intelligent seeks knowledge,
But the mouth of fools feeds on folly.
Proverbs 15:14 (NASB)

When was the last time you ever thought about your own faults? Indeed, have you ever done so at all?
Foolishness is in all of us, at least to some extent, and in some areas of our life. Moreover, it will remain
in us, and keep on increasing, unless we resolve to get rid of it by taking active steps. It won't ever go
away by itself. So, unless you are taking such steps, the chances are that you are currently a fool and
will continue to be one, at least in some areas of your attitude, conduct or character.

What do fools do and how else do they display their foolishness?

A fool prefers to maintain and express his own opinions, instead of simply finding out what God thinks
and then agreeing with Him:

A fool takes no pleasure in understanding,
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but only in expressing his opinion.
Proverbs 18:2 (RSV)

A fool is also careless about what he says and may casually make vows to God or promises to other
people that he has no intention of keeping. A fool will also curse others, which then brings God’s curse
down on him in return. A fool will also condemn or criticise others without having any adequate
evidence, let alone proof. For all such careless words, we will be held accountable and brought into
judgment:

% 1 tell you, on the day of judgment men will render account for every careless word they utter; ¥ for
by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.”
Matthew 12:36-37 (RSV)

A fool's speech will not only bring him into deeper trouble. His voice is also an outlet for the folly that
is already within him:

A fool's mouth is his ruin,
and his lips are a snare to himself.
Proverbs 18:7 (RSV)

The talk of a fool is a rod for his back,
but the lips of the wise will preserve them.
Proverbs 14:3 (RSV)

One of the classic identifying features of a fool is that he does not learn from his mistakes, even when
things go badly wrong and end in failure. Therefore, time and time again, a fool will repeat the same
behaviour pattern, or display the same attitude, which led to things going so badly wrong in the past:

Like a dog that returns to his vomit
is a fool that repeats his folly
Proverbs 26:11 (RSV)

Another hallmark of a fool is that he doesn’t see that it is his own conduct, attitudes, ways and habits
which are repeatedly leading him into trouble and failure. On every occasion, he attributes his problems
to other people, circumstances, or bad luck. What he won’t do is ask whether he himself might be the
cause of what is going wrong. If he paused for a moment and asked himself that obvious question he
would make a series of discoveries about himself and could even cease to be a fool. Sadly, very few
fools ever do ask that question, due to complacency and their inflated view of themselves:

A wise man is cautious and turns away from evil,
But a fool is arrogant and careless.
Proverbs 14:16 (NASB)

To be angry is not necessarily sinful, but to be bad-tempered is both sinful and foolish
A fool is also quick-tempered and lacks self-control and restraint. Yet, far from seeing that as a fault,
he will often even see his own forthrightness as a quality. Thus, he will express his views too quickly,
or too stridently, and antagonise others unnecessarily:
The vexation of a fool is known at once,
but the prudent man ignores an insult.

Proverbs 12:16 (RSV)

A hot-tempered man stirs up strife,
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but he who is slow to anger quiets contention.
Proverbs 15:18 (ESV)

Whoever is slow to anger is better than the mighty.
and he who rules his spirit than he who takes a city
Proverbs 16:32 (ESV)

He who is slow to anger has great understanding,
But he who is quick-tempered exalts folly.
Proverbs 14:29 (NASB)

A man without self-control
is like a city broken into and left without walls
Proverbs 25:28 (ESV)

A fool gives full vent to his anger,
but a wise man quietly holds it back.
Proverbs 29:11 (RSV)

Now we see why God's anger is held back for so long, even for centuries, before He eventually brings
nations to judgment. God feels anger, but He does not have a temper. Therefore, He never loses it.
Anger can be a godly emotion, but to lose one’s temper is just a display of our fleshly nature. Therefore,
it is sin. God's wisdom is so infinite He can restrain His anger for as long as He chooses. We need to
develop some of that patient self-control that God has. Then we would not be so quick to form, or
express, our own opinions before hearing what others have to say, and before we know the full facts:

19 Know this, my beloved brethren. Let every man be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger, %
for the anger of man does not work the righteousness of God.
James 1:19-20 (RSV)

If one gives answer before he hears,
it is his folly and shame.
Proverbs 18:13 (RSV)

We should also ask God to help us to maintain a rigorous self-control and to be careful how we react to
vexation and especially what we say to others:

Set a guard, O LORD, over my mouth;
Keep watch over the door of my lips
Psalm 141:3 (ESV)

Even if we are right, and even if what we propose to say is true, it is not always appropriate to display
our knowledge or tell people what we think. A wise person knows when to stay silent, but a fool
doesn’t, thus adding to his problems and also making it all the more apparent that he is a fool:

The prudent keep their knowledge to themselves,
but a fool’s heart blurts out folly.
Proverbs 12:23 (NIV)

Fools also have a craving to be seen as important. Therefore, if they see an opportunity to appear
important, or gain approval in the eyes of others, by disclosing private or confidential information, they
will do so. Therefore, a fool can't be trusted with secrets, whether personal or commercial, so don't ever
confide in a fool, or share any sensitive information with him:

He who goes about gossiping reveals secrets;
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therefore do not associate with one who speaks foolishly.
Proverbs 20:19 (RSV)

A fool will not accept correction or listen to advice

Unwillingness to take advice or be corrected is another key characteristic of a fool. It is also one reason
why he tends to remain a fool, rather than change. There are traces of that unwillingness in all of us,
whether we are Christians or not. However, in the fully-developed fool, it is particularly evident.
Therefore, if you rebuke a fool, or a scoffer, he will only hate you for doing so. By contrast, a wise
man will appreciate you for correcting him:

"He who corrects a scoffer gets himself abuse,

and he who reproves a wicked man incurs injury.

Do not reprove a scoffer, or he will hate you;

reprove a wise man, and he will love you.

°Give instruction to a wise man,

and he will be still wiser;

teach a righteous man and he will increase in learning.
Proverbs 9:7-9 (RSV)

%! The ear that listens to life-giving reproof
will dwell among the wise.
2 \Whoever ignores instruction despises himself,
but he who listens to reproof gains intelligence.
Proverbs 15:31-32 (ESV)

A wise son hears his father's instruction,
but a scoffer does not listen to rebuke.
Proverbs 13:1 (ESV)

A fool despises his father's instruction,
but he who heeds admonition is prudent.
Proverbs 15:5 (RSV)

A scoffer does not like to be reproved;
he will not go to the wise.
Proverbs 15:12 (RSV)

Do you dislike being rebuked or corrected and react badly to it, even when what is said is true? In fact,
do you resent it all the more precisely because it is true? Do you also object to being given advice? If
S0, it is evidence of your own foolishness. Therefore, ask God to help you to change, so as to become
not only willing, but eager to be corrected. Wise people positively look for correction and value it.
That is one reason why they become wise, but it is also the result of their having already started to
become wise, and is thus a very good sign in itself.

One of the features of a wise boss or leader is that he will deliberately gather people around him who
are brave enough to stand up to him and to constructively criticise him. He will not resent their doing
s0. On the contrary, a wise man will go out of his way to look for such criticism, and will even ask for
it, so as to get his policies and decisions as right as he can and to avoid all unnecessary errors. We
should all do the same, though the truth is that the vast majority of us don't, even if we are Christians,
and won’t listen to advice or criticism even when it is offered, let alone invite people to give it.

If we are wrong on a point of doctrine, or in our attitude or behaviour, most of us would prefer to remain
wrong rather than be corrected, even if we now know that the other person is correct. That is especially
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so if that correction has to take place in front of other people. However, if we have the love of the truth,
then we will prefer to be corrected, and thus to find the real truth, even if it means being embarrassed
in front of others or diminished in their estimation. It is not only about rebuke and correction. A wise
person listens to advice even when he hasn’t yet gone wrong or behaved badly.

In fact, he goes out looking for advice and values it highly. In stark contrast to that, a fool either takes
no advice at all, or he only ever takes it from the wrong people, whose opinions are so worthless that it
would be better if they said nothing at all. He prefers to ask those who are foolish themselves and thus
likely to agree with him, rather than going to those who are further ahead than him, and who therefore
don’t agree with him. Consequently, the Bible repeatedly urges us to take advice and points out the
great benefits that flow from doing so:

Listen to advice and accept instruction,
that you may gain wisdom in the future.
Proverbs 19:20 (ESV)

Where there is no guidance, a people falls,
but in an abundance of counsellors there is safety.
Proverbs 11:14 (ESV)

Without counsel plans fail,
but with many advisers they succeed.
Proverbs 15:22 (ESV)

Better was a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who no longer knew how to take
advice.
Ecclesiastes 4:13 (ESV)

If you want an example of a fool, who resented truthful advice from a genuine prophet, consider King
Ahab of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. He liked to gather around himself false prophets who would
flatter him, give him positive messages, and tell him nice things that he wanted to hear. There was a
genuine prophet at that time, who always told him the truth, but Ahab hated him for that very reason,
because telling Ahab the truth unavoidably involved giving bad news, rebukes and warnings. This
prophet’s name was Micaiah and King Jehoshaphat of Judah urged Ahab to listen to him:

® Then the king of Israel gathered the prophets together, four hundred men, and said to them, “Shall
we go to battle against Ramoth-gilead, or shall I refrain?” And they said, “Go up, for God will give
it into the hand of the king.” ° But Jehoshaphat said, “Is there not here another prophet of
the LORD of whom we may inquire?” " And the king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat, “There is yet one
man by whom we may inquire of the LORD, Micaiah the son of Imlah; but I hate him, for he never
prophesies good concerning me, but always evil.” And Jehoshaphat said, “Let not the king say so.”
2 Chronicles 18:5-7 (ESV)

So, Ahab reluctantly called Micaiah and asked him whether he should go to war with the King of Syria
at Ramoth-gilead and whether it would result in victory. Micaiah gave a truthful answer and told him
it would result in defeat and in Ahab’s own death if he was to attack the King of Syria. However, yet
again, Ahab resented the advice and ordered that Micaiah be put in prison and fed only meagre rations
of bread and water for having given him bad news. So, Micaiah was put in prison and Ahab went off
to the war in which, as Micaiah had warned him, his army was defeated and he himself was killed:

® And the king of Israel said, “Seize Micaiah and take him back to Amon the governor of the city
and to Joash the king's son, % and say, ‘Thus says the king, Put this fellow in prison and feed him
with meager rations of bread and water until I return in peace.’” >’ And Micaiah said, “If you return
in peace, the LORD has not spoken by me.” And he said, “Hear, all you peoples!”

2 Chronicles 18:25-27 (ESV)
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* But a certain man drew his bow at random and struck the king of Israel between the scale armor
and the breastplate. Therefore he said to the driver of his chariot, “Turn around and carry me out of
the battle, for I am wounded.” ** And the battle continued that day, and the king of Israel was propped
up in his chariot facing the Syrians until evening. Then at sunset he died.

2 Chronicles 18:33-34 (ESV)

A fool automatically assumes that his own position is right and that his own needs are the most
important

A fool is “wise in his own eyes”. He therefore tends to see himself as being already right and not
needing any advice:

“A sluggard is wiser in his own eyes
than seven people who answer discreetly.”
Proverbs 26:16 (N1V)

A fool also tends to trust in his own abilities and especially his own mind:

“He who trusts in his own mind is a fool....... »
Proverbs 28:26(a) (RSV)

When there is a dispute, or conflicting needs and insufficient resources to go round, a fool will
automatically assume, without even pausing to think about it, that:

a) heis obviously in the right,
b) his own need, or his own activity or project, is obviously the most important, and the most urgent,

c) if any wrong has been done, it has only ever been done to him, never by him.

Are any of these points true of you? Are you programmed with default-settings which immediately
assume (a)-(c) about yourself? Or, when you are in a conflict, do you genuinely cross-examine yourself
to find out whether you are actually right? Do you force yourself to admit unpalatable facts to yourself,
and to others, which would put you in the wrong, or show that your need, or your role, is less important
than someone else's? Such probing interrogation of oneself is rare and only ever happens at all if you
force yourself to do it.

Such an approach will never be taken by what the Bible calls your old man, i.e. your sinful, flesh nature.
(See my Book 7) The old man always puts himself first and will never change. If we are to avoid
leaping automatically to these selfish assumptions and reactions, we must choose to act in the opposite
spirit. That means to force yourself to say and do the opposite of what your own flesh nature wants. It
can also mean doing the opposite of what the other person is doing to you, because they have a sinful,
fleshly nature too.

Unless we intervene to stop ourselves, we will instinctively respond in the same way and give as good
as we get. When we choose to act in the opposite spirit it is as if we are grabbing the ‘microphone’, or
the ‘steering wheel’, from our old man and handing it to our new man. That is the part of us which was
reborn when we were saved. Our new man cannot sin and will always react well. However, he is not
always the one making the decisions, or holding the microphone and speaking for us.

Such righteous responses will only occur if, with our will, we consciously insist that our new man has
his way, rather than letting our old man or flesh speak for us. That choice to adopt the manner and
approach of our new man will never come naturally, but it does gradually get less difficult the more we
practice it. Where there is conflict, or where blame is being allocated, take note how few people,
(probably including you), are genuinely willing to see themselves as being at fault.
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The same trait is in all of us, to one extent or another. That reluctance even to consider the possibility
of being in the wrong is still very strong, even when the facts are laid out plainly for all to see. The
automatic reaction, when we are operating in our flesh nature, is to deny all blame, regardless of the
facts. Many of us do so even if it means adopting a position of wilful blindness, such that we are the
only person in the room who cannot see what is as plain as day to everyone else.

Our flesh also regards it as inherently wrong, and objectionable, for anybody to criticise us, however
validly they may do so. The absolute assumption that we are in the right is almost universal. But that
self-justifying attitude will do us a lot of damage. It will also prevent us from learning or changing,
because we will assume that we have no need to do either of those things. So, being wise in our own
eyes will bring us down and cause us to fail:

“Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes,
and shrewd in their own sight!”
Isaiah 5:21 (RSV)

I can think of a meeting which | was told of, involving persons A, B, C and D. Person A was obviously
partly at fault, but spoke only of the wrong which person D had done. Person A would not tolerate
anybody saying anything to contradict that, or to suggest that they bore any responsibility. In fact,
person A had plainly contributed to the difficult situation, but would not allow that to be said. The very
idea of being at fault in any way was unthinkable to person A and certainly ‘unsayable’ by anybody
else.

A fool has the fear of man, instead of the fear of God. He fears the disapproval of others and
allows peer pressure to dictate how he lives

Few of us are brave enough, or wise enough, to live our lives without seeking continually for the
approval of others. Obviously, we should not deliberately seek to antagonise people. On the contrary,
we should try hard to avoid doing so. But it is not right for us to want their approval so strongly that
we are willing to do wrong in order to get it. Many of us, even in the Church, would prefer to do wrong,
but be approved of by those around us, than to do what is right, if that would mean being disapproved
of.

However, how can it make any sense to do wrong, and thereby receive God's disapproval and eternal
judgment, merely to gain the temporary (and misguided) approval of those around us? King Saul of
Israel was judged to be a failure, and was rejected by God, despite all his abilities. He failed because
he feared the opinions of the people instead of fearing God. That fear of public opinion led to him
making a series of wrong choices and eventually ended with him being deposed by God:

Z For rebellion is as the sin of divination,
and presumption is as iniquity and idolatry.
Because you have rejected the word of the LORD,
he has also rejected you from being king.”
% Saul said to Samuel, “I have sinned, for I have transgressed the commandment of the LORD and
your words, because | feared the people and obeyed their voice.
1 Samuel 15:23-24 (ESV)

The approval, or disapproval, of our fellow human beings has no eternal significance. It is only God's
view of us that really counts. Many of us therefore end up with our lives shipwrecked simply because
we wanted to be approved of by others. The Bible calls this craving for approval “the fear of man”. If
we are foolish enough to let this fear influence us it will become a snare which will trap us and paralyse
us. In the end it will ruin us. Instead, we should focus solely on what God wants, seek only for His
approval, and never let anybody pressurise us into doing otherwise:
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The fear of man lays a snare,
but he who trusts in the LORD is safe.
Proverbs 29:25 (RSV)

The craving for people’s approval, or the fear of their disapproval, not only leads us into sin, but also
into foolish, unnecessary decisions and activities. It therefore causes people to do things they don’t
actually enjoy, and to be in places where they don’t really want to be, and with people they don’t even
like, merely to avoid the criticism of others. Even if those situations don’t involve outright sin, they
still involve, at the very least, wasting your own time, and doing things that don’t profit you.

And it is done solely to please others, even where those others, whose approval you seek, are people of
whom you don’'t actually approve yourself! What could be sillier, and sadder, than that? You only
have one shot at this life, and each day can only be lived once. Therefore, it is utter folly to feel obliged
to please others, and therefore not to do what you really want, and need, to do merely because they
might disapprove.

When | was a teenager and beginning to go out to pubs with my friends, who were all non-Christians,
my Dad advised me never to let myself be pressured into drinking at the same pace as any other man,
or to match how much they drink. He said | should only ever drink what | wanted to drink, and only
ever at my own pace, no matter what everybody else was drinking, and no matter what they thought of
me. That might be easy enough for a mature adult, but for a teenager, mixing in groups which applaud
laddish behaviour, and where drinking is treated as a race, that was harder to do.

I took my Dad’s advice and when others had pints of beer, | had halves. | also made those last, such
that | did not get another glass every time they did. Therefore, during an evening, | would drink about
half, or even a third, of what the others drank. | refused to be a follower, or to accept the idea that ‘real
men’ are those who drink the most, or the fastest. | insisted on only ever doing what | wanted to do,
never what others thought | should do. | recommend that resolute approach, not only in relation to
drinking, but every aspect of life. It is liberating not to be ruled by the opinions or practices of others.

We must not yield to peer pressure, even where doing so would not be sin

Let me give another example of how peer pressure arises, and how it needs to be resisted, even where
it doesn’t involve sin. | was once a member of a YMCA committee. The Chairman was keen on money-
raising activities, whereby committee members were urged to spend evenings, and even whole days,
doing things to raise cash for the YMCA. One such activity was going round all day gathering old
newspapers to sell for recycling. They didn’t make much money from it and | felt that spending a whole
day of my precious time just to raise a modest sum was not a good idea.

At any rate, | simply didn’t want to do it, even if they were to make a good profit, because | valued my
free time. So, in one particular committee meeting, the Chairman proposed a newspaper-gathering day
and went round each committee member, one by one, asking us to confirm that we would come. He
intentionally put them on the spot and most of them caved in, even though they may not have wanted
to spend a whole Saturday doing that. A few made excuses about other prior engagements, probably
because they knew how he operated, and they had come prepared with ready-made excuses.

When they did try to wriggle out of it, the Chairman acted even more manipulatively and put pressure
on them to rearrange their diaries, or to drop out of the other things in order to do this. He was really
quite pushy and the whole committee seemed to be too afraid to say openly, in front of everybody else,
that they just didn’t want to do it. They all assumed they had to do what he wanted unless they had
some compelling excuse, or an important and immovable prior engagement. | was the last one to be
asked whether | was coming and | replied, calmly, and completely unapologetically, that I was not.
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However, he didn’t leave it at that. He asked me what prior engagement | had which prevented me
from coming. | then replied, again without any apology, “Nothing whatsoever. 1 just intend to enjoy
that Saturday as a day off and relax.” When I said that the whole committee fell silent and the Chairman
was stunned. Some members looked at me with a mixture of envy, regret and pained admiration for
having the boldness to say what they felt, but were afraid to say. One member approached me
afterwards and said he was kicking himself for not having the nerve to do as | had. But, by then, he felt
trapped into doing it.

Another example involves something my Dad did on his first day as a coalminer. He and several other
brand new recruits were placed under the care of an old miner who was given the soft duty of showing
them around the pit. The old miner had to tell them what to do and point out safety hazards. He was
in his sixties with a group of lively youngsters to look after. At some point the old man had to do
something for a few minutes and he left the youngsters unaccompanied deep underground.

While he was away, some of them had the idea of playing a trick on him by pretending to have got lost.
So they each hid in shadowy corners, or behind machinery, and made no noise. When the old man
came back a few moments later they were nowhere to be found. He then began to call out to them and,
when there was no reply, he started to panic, fearing that some harm may have come to them or that
they had wandered off into a dangerous zone.

My Dad told me, decades later, that he could not bear to hear the anxious shouts of the old man as he
searched for them in his distress. So, my Dad emerged from the shadows and shouted: “It’s alright.
We are all here. We have just been hiding.” The joke was then over, due to my Dad’s intervention,
and the others all emerged too. Speaking up in that way, and being willing to stand alone, and maybe
to be disapproved of, or considered ‘not one of the boys’, is very difficult.

However, it is also right, and absolutely necessary, if you want to live successfully, operate freely, and
do what you believe in, rather than what others think you should do. Ironically, in the end, people will
actually admire you more for not fearing them, and for not slavishly seeking their approval, than if you
had chosen to conform. | am proud of what my Dad did that day as a young man, and for his courage
and independence of mind. It was typical of how he always acted.

The fool tends to lives for pleasure and he is often a mocker and a scoffer.

A fool generally lives for the moment and has his heart set on pleasure and amusement. The things that
ought to grieve him have no effect upon him and are even sneered at:

The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning,
but the heart of fools is in the house of pleasure.
Ecclesiastes 7:4 (NI1V)

There is little point in a wise person trying to argue with a fool, or at least not if the aim is to enlighten
him. It won't succeed. The fool will either get angry or mock what is said. He will not listen, or learn
anything from it:

When a wise man has a controversy with a foolish man,
The foolish man either rages or laughs, and there is no rest.
Proverbs 29:9 (NASB)

As an employer | wasted a vast amount of time for many years trying to rebuke and correct fools. But
they had no interest in listening to any corrections, and no desire to learn or change. It took me years
to realise that what | was doing was futile. Now | don't even attempt it. If | come to the conclusion that
an employee is a proper fool, not just partially and intermittently foolish, as we all are, then I no longer
make any attempt to improve him or challenge him. | just get rid of him.
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I eventually realised that | need to focus all my energy on training those staff who genuinely want to
learn and who are open and willing to be instructed. That discovery changed my life and altered the
whole atmosphere of my business. | decided to aim to create a fool-free zone in my firm. If ever a fool
managed to get recruited, | did not let him stay for long. That may sound harsh, especially in the UK,
where sacking people is frowned upon and assumed to be wrong. However, it is the only sensible way
to operate, for the sake of the business, its clients, and the other staff.

Fools live their lives as if actions don’t have consequences.

All actions have consequences, whether good or bad. This is closely linked to the law of sowing and
reaping, which we will look at in closer detail in chapter 12 below. Each of the thousands of steps that
we take and decisions that we make have consequences. Some are easily foreseeable and others less
so. However, much of the time, they are at least reasonably foreseeable. Wise people are acutely
conscious of those potential consequences, and bear them in mind whenever they take any action or
make any decision.

But fools don’t. They mistakenly suppose that they can do whatever they want and that no adverse
consequences will follow. Or they give it no thought at all. Above all, they imagine that they can sin
and that nothing will happen to them as a result. They also imagine that they will never have to face
God’s judgment for their actions or omissions, whether here and now, or later in life, or even at the final
judgment. Therefore, a fool assumes, usually without giving it any thought, that he can get away with
things.

Sadly, that is not so. Even when a person later repents and is forgiven by God, and even if he goes on
to become a mature disciple, he will still have to live with the results of his past actions, even if those
took place before his conversion. Becoming a Christian wipes away the guilt and penalty of our sins,
but it does not remove their consequences. A wise person bears that fact in mind and takes it into
account when deciding what he can and cannot, and what he should and should not, do. But the fool
presses ahead with indifference.

For example, if we sin sexually and pregnancy results, then a child has come into the world, for whom
we are responsible. That child’s existence will lead to long term, indeed eternal, consequences, even if
we did not foresee those when we sinned sexually. Even if we try to prevent those consequences by
asking an abortionist to kill the child for us, there is still no escape. The only difference is that we will
have to face the consequences of having murdered our own son or daughter rather than of having to
look after them.

Such a step cannot be taken without consequences of some kind, whether spiritual, emotional, or
physical. Regardless of your own personal opinions as to whether abortion is wrong, those will still
follow. In fact, they will pursue you, and for as long as you live. A wise person knows all this, and
regulates his conduct and choices accordingly. But a fool doesn’t, and he therefore suffers for it. The
same principle applies, not only in the context of sexual sin or abortion, but right across the board.

Therefore, if we lie, steal, gamble, borrow, skive in our job or our studies, mix with the wrong people,
marry the wrong person, watch the wrong TV programmes, or sin in any other way whatsoever, then
consequences will inevitably flow from it. Conversely, if we act rightly, love others, obey God, study
the Bible, bless Israel and the Jewish people, and so on, then positive consequences will follow, whether
sooner or later, and whether we foresee them or not.
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The fool reveals his nature through his words.

The Bible says "...out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks". It means that whatever we are
on the inside will inevitably be revealed in the way we speak, whether we are foolish, wicked, wise or
simple. Sooner or later, our character will display itself through our mouths:

*Brood of vipers! How can you, being evil, speak good things? For out of the abundance of the heart
the mouth speaks. *A good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth good things, and
an evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth evil things.

Matthew 12:34-35 (NKJV)

It is rare for anything valuable to come out of the mouth of a fool, at least not during the times when he
is operating as a fool. What he has to say is usually just worthless noise:

The tongue of the wise dispenses knowledge,
but the mouths of fools pour out folly.
Proverbs 15:2 (RSV)

For as the crackling of thorn bushes under a pot,
So is the laughter of the fool;
And this too is futility.

Ecclesiastes 7:6 (NASB)

A foolish woman is noisy;
she is wanton and knows no shame.
Proverbs 9:13 (RSV)

The fool is lazy and does not plan ahead or work to achieve his future goals

Many fools (not all) see no point in working hard and take no pleasure from it. They will therefore try
to avoid effort. It is linked to the fact that the fool does not look ahead. He thinks only of the present,
whereas a wise person focuses on the future. The fool wants gratification now and is not willing to wait
for it. The idea of working now, and only being rewarded later, doesn't appeal to him. But he will lose
out later in life when he has nothing to show for the times when he wasted his opportunities:

The sluggard does not plow in the autumn;
he will seek at harvest and have nothing.
Proverbs 20:4 (RSV)

Like vinegar to the teeth and smoke to the eyes,
So is the lazy one to those who send him.
Proverbs 10:26 (NASB)

Please also refer to chapter 11 below in which I look much more closely at the subject of work and the
workplace, and why so many employees are not good workers.

The fool has no regard for the concept of eternity.

A fool rarely thinks about eternity, if at all, and has no regard for the Day of Judgment. Therefore, if
you don't currently spend much time considering eternity in general, and judgment in particular, then,

at least in that regard, you are being foolish. Accordingly, one way to become wiser is to force yourself
to reflect on your own death and on the judgment which will then follow as you enter into eternity.
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Considering those momentous future events will profoundly affect how you live now and alter all your
priorities. This is one of the best ways that we can grow in wisdom and rid ourselves of foolishness.

A fool is self-centred. He automatically sees himself as being at the centre of the universe, with
all other people and situations orbiting around him.

A fool is always positioned at the centre of his own universe. It is actually difficult for any of us to
avoid this, not just fools. Obsession with oneself, and focusing excessively, or even exclusively, on
one's own needs, is the natural attitude of our old man, which we all continue to have, even after we are
saved. Therefore, this is deeply ingrained in all of us. | trained my staff about this tendency to be self-
centred and referred to it as having a wrong astronomy. That means automatically assuming we are at
the centre of the universe and that clients, colleagues, bosses etc. are all in orbit around us.

If we think that way we will inevitably go wrong. Instead, we have to make a decision to go against all
our ingrained fleshly instincts and start to see ourselves as being in orbit around whoever we are dealing
with or working for, not to see them as being in orbit around us. So, if we are a lawyer, the client is at
the centre and we must always be on the periphery, in orbit around him. If we are a nurse, the patient’s
needs should always be at the centre, never our own needs. That is easy enough to say as a slogan, but
hard to do and even harder to get your staff to do it.

My personal belief is that fewer than 10% of British people genuinely think that way about their jobs,
or indeed about any part of their lives. Actually, it’s probably fewer than 2%. However, if you will
force yourself to adopt this attitude it will have a knock-on effect on all your actions, decisions and
priorities. Everything changes when you realise that you are not even the centre of your own workplace,
let alone the universe. Keep on reminding yourself of your correct place, which must always be at the
edge of any situation you are in, not the centre.

You are not meant to be at the centre of anything and if that is where you think you are, then you have
a wrong view of yourself and of the world. | once interviewed a young woman aged 22 named Emily
who had just graduated in law and wanted to become a trainee solicitor. She did quite well in the
interview, so | invited her in for an open-ended trial period. My policy was always to pay candidates a
full daily wage if they were invited to have a short trial period with us, even though they never did
anything of any value for us. That approach is unusual. Many firms treat it as unpaid work experience.

The purpose of the trial was just for us to assess them, not for them to actually help us, or to do any
useful work. Emily did quite well on her first trial day, so | invited her to stick around and go onto a
more extended trial period, during which we would continue to review her daily. After 4 days on trial
| told her that she was still doing well and that | was therefore going to extend her (fully paid) trial
period even longer. This was in the middle of a deep recession, when such jobs were hard to get.

To my surprise she began to cry and complained that she had already been on trial for 4 days and that
we "ought to be able to decide by now". She said it was “not fair" to keep her on trial! 1 would have
been amazed by that reaction years ago, but | have learned that it is a very common attitude. Her
problem was she was profoundly self-centred and also proud. Therefore, it was intolerable to her that
she had not been accepted immediately.

The trial period was actually a privilege, but she could only see it as an imposition, which was delaying
her in getting what she wanted. Her self-centeredness had never been challenged before by her parents
or teachers. They had therefore helped to make her into a fool. | brought her trial period to a swift end
and sent her home that day. However, she saw nothing wrong in what she had said. Her focus was so
entirely upon herself that she thought she was being mistreated and that we had wronged her by not
approving of her immediately and appointing her to a permanent job.
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A fool is self-absorbed and is guided almost entirely by self-interest, not by duty or by the wish to
act rightly.

When a fool is choosing what to do, or how to react to a situation, self-interest will usually be his only
guiding principle. One sees this at elections, where most people vote primarily, or even solely, on the
basis of what they imagine to be best for themselves. They have no regard for, and don’t even give any
thought to, the question of what God wants, or what is best for their local community or for the nation.
Such considerations rarely come into it. Thus, few politicians today even bother appealing to our
generosity or our sense of civic duty.

They know that most of us are only interested in ourselves. Therefore, they are realistic enough to focus
on what interests us and they carefully avoid telling us any home truths. We can't blame them. It's
mainly our fault, not theirs. We are bigger fools than them. They are just responding rationally to the
facts of what kind of an electorate we really are. If our thinking is self-centred, we need, first of all, to
acknowledge that fact and then take active steps to change. When we vote we must focus on our duty,
on what God wants, and on what is inherently right, not just on what we think is best for ourselves.

The same applies to all areas of life and to all the choices we have to make in our work life or family
life, not just how we use our vote. However, as with all the other changes we need to make, it won't
even begin to happen unless we force ourselves to think differently. One of the features of self-
absorption is that it makes you forgetful of others, and of their needs. Instead, what we actually need
is to be forgetful of ourselves and mindful of others.

That is part of what it means to “die to self” and “crucify the flesh”. Doing so helps us to wrench our
attention away from ourselves and apply it elsewhere, contrary to all our sinful habits and ways. That
is one of the good things about pursuing ‘the Great Commission’ which Jesus instituted in Matthew
28:19-20, when He commanded us to make disciples of all nations. The process of doing that helps us
to redirect our focus away from ourselves and towards others, which would never happen naturally.

The world’s wisdom, which is actually just folly, is all about looking after number one and putting
yourself first. Approaching life in that way, as the unsaved world, and too much of the Church, does,
will only cause you to become more self-absorbed and thus, more of a fool. But obeying Jesus’s words
and applying yourself to the task of making disciples, will help to cure you of that. It will ‘recalibrate’
you, until focusing on others begins to become normal, and even your preference.

God commands us not to waste our time with fools as we will only become like them.

There are a number of reasons why we are told not to associate with fools. Firstly, one cannot learn
much from a fool, except by noting his bad habits and seeking to avoid them in yourself. Other than
that, he has very little to offer. But he will not learn from you either, because he has no desire to.
Secondly, whatever group we currently belong to, we will inevitably become like the people with whom
we spend most of our time. Whatever group they may be in, we will move in their direction. That law
applies just the same if we spend time with fools as it does with people from any other group:

He who walks with wise men will be wise,
but the companion of fools will suffer harm.
Proverbs 13:20 (NASB)

*Do not associate with a man given to anger;

Or go with a hot-tempered man,

20r you will learn his ways and find a snare for yourself.
Proverbs 22:24-25 (NASB)

Do not be deceived: “Bad company ruins good morals.” 1 Corinthians 15:33 (ESV)
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Leave the presence of a fool,
for there you do not meet words of knowledge.
Proverbs 14:7 (ESV)

Be not envious of evil men,
nor desire to be with them,
Proverbs 24:1 (ESV)

21 My son, fear the LORD and the king,
and do not join with those who do otherwise,
22 for disaster will arise suddenly from them,
and who knows the ruin that will come from them both?
Proverbs 24:21-22 (ESV)

If a fool was to spend a lot of time with wise men then, over a period of time, he too would change and
become wiser. However, that rarely happens because fools don't want to be with wise people and try
hard to avoid them. Wise people make fools feel uncomfortable, just by being there, even if they say
nothing to rebuke them. So you will never become wise unless you are willing to be made to feel
uncomfortable, for a time, by being with people who are wiser, and godlier, than you.

The process of being influenced by those people, and changing for the better, will always feel difficult
while it is happening. Moreover, the benefit only becomes apparent later, which is another reason why
it does not appeal to fools. Therefore, a wise man will not usually be able to influence a fool. If he
engages him in a meaningful conversation, about anything that really matters, the fool will usually only
despise what is said and will not listen:

Do not speak in the hearing of a fool,
For he will despise the wisdom of your words.
Proverbs 23:9 (NASB)

Therefore, if you aren’t yet a fully-developed fool, and don’t want to become one, avoid spending time
with fools. Likewise, if you are behaving foolishly in some ways already, but don’t want to continue
doing so, or to get even worse, then keep away from other fools. Avoid their influence and break off
your contact with them. However, there are some people whom we have no choice but to be with. They
may be our neighbours or work colleagues, such that contact with them can't be avoided.

Those are not the people we are told to avoid. The Bible is referring to the voluntary choices we make
as to whom we spend our time with. God only wants us to associate, where possible, with those who
are likely to be a good influence upon us, or whom we can realistically hope to influence for good. In
this next pair of linked verses from Proverbs we are given advice that sounds like a contradiction. Verse
4 says:

Answer not a fool according to his folly,
lest you be like him yourself.
Proverbs 26:4 (RSV)
But verse 5 says:
Answer a fool according to his folly,
lest he be wise in his own eyes.
Proverbs 26:5 (RSV)

In fact, there is no contradiction. The two verses go together and what they mean is:
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a) Do notsink to the same level as a fool by answering him in the same foolish, carnal, scoffing manner
in which he speaks to you. If you do, you will just become like him. But,

b) do answer him in the way he deserves, i.e. by side-stepping or ignoring him. Don't waste any time
trying to influence or educate a fool. Just avoid him. Spend your time with wise or simple people
instead, so far as you can.

It is both foolish and sinful to drink alcohol excessively, to smoke tobacco, and to take drugs.

Contrary to many denominational traditions, it is not a sin to drink alcohol. Alcohol, in itself, is not an
evil and we are free to drink it. The Bible makes that very clear. Admittedly, some people in the Bible
are told not to drink, and not to do various other things either. But the rest of us are never forbidden to
drink, as such, but only forbidden to get drunk.

For example, look at the ‘Nazarite vow’ which a small minority of Jews took, with John the Baptist
being the most famous example. Those who took this vow separated themselves to the LORD and, as
part of that, they separated themselves from wine and strong drink, but also even from the very grapes
themselves, or even the seeds:

! And the LORD said to Moses, 2 “Say to the people of Israel, When either a man or a woman makes
a special vow, the vow of a Nazirite, to separate himself to the LORD, ® he shall separate himself
from wine and strong drink; he shall drink no vinegar made from wine or strong drink, and shall
not drink any juice of grapes or eat grapes, fresh or dried. * All the days of his separation he shall
eat nothing that is produced by the grapevine, not even the seeds or the skins.

Numbers 6:1-4 (RSV)

Therefore, those who took this vow, whom we refer to as ‘Nazirites’, were the exception, not the norm.
| stress that fact because some people oppose alcohol in and of itself, and they refer to the command
given to the Nazirites as if it applied to all of us when it plainly doesn’t. It only applies to those who
are called by God to that special ministry, which was always a small minority. Moreover, note how, in
the above passage, both wine and strong drink are referred to, but also the very grapes themselves, and
their juice and even their seeds.

If, therefore, God intended the Nazirite vow to apply to all of us, which He doesn’t, then we would all
be forbidden to drink grape juice either, or even to eat grapes. But those who wish to abolish alcohol,
and who tell us that God forbids its consumption, never say that we can’t drink grape juice or eat grapes.
They know that would be absurd and that the Bible makes no such command. They also know, deep
down, as we all know, that wine means wine and grape juice means grape juice and that they are two
different things.

The very fact that God refers to both in the above passage proves that wine and grape juice are not the
same things and that when God refers to wine, He means wine, i.e. fermented, alcoholic wine, not grape
juice. | stress that point too, because there are many people who point to passages in the Bible where
godly characters drink wine, including the prophets and apostles, and even Jesus Himself, and they
explain it away by saying that they were all drinking unfermented, non-alcoholic grape juice. But, as
we saw, those are two different things and God does not confuse the two words in the Bible.

Therefore, although wine, and everything else associated with the grape, plus various other things such
as cutting their hair, were forbidden to the Nazirites, they are not forbidden to the rest of us. Perhaps
the most compelling proof of that point is that Jesus Himself produced wine for the wedding at Cana.
Moreover, it was not mere non-alcoholic ‘grape juice’, as some people implausibly claim. It was real
wine. If wine was forbidden to us, why would God Himself speak favourably of it, and cause the ground
to provide it to us as He speaks of in these verses?
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' You cause the grass to grow for the livestock
and plants for man to cultivate,
that he may bring forth food from the earth
> and wine to gladden the heart of man,
oil to make his face shine
and bread to strengthen man's heart.
Psalm 104:14-15 (ESV)

In any case, how can a person’s heart be ‘gladdened’ by drinking mere unfermented grape juice? It is
ridiculous to suggest, as so many do, that that is what is meant. If you take that approach, why not also
suggest that the verses which refer to bread or olive oil are not referring to real bread or real olive o0il?
Why single out wine alone when making that claim? Also, why would we be told in the Bible not to
get drunk on wine if wine is just unfermented grape juice? It would not be possible to do so.

We cannot have it both ways and interpret the meaning of the word ‘wine’ differently, according to
whatever suits our argument at any given time. The suggestion that God means non-alcoholic wine is
absurd and the only limitation which the Bible puts upon us is that our drinking should not be excessive.
In other words, we must not get drunk. So moderate, sensible, responsible drinking is fine and involves
no sin at all.

Although drinking alcohol is not a sin, drunkenness is, and we must avoid it

However, having said all of that, the fact is that getting drunk is a sin, in itself, even if it does not lead
to other things such as violence or promiscuity. The main reason why God forbids drunkenness, as
opposed to Him forbidding any drinking at all, even when it is done moderately, is that when a person
is drunk they lose some or all of their self-control. Therefore, the person becomes vulnerable and is at
increased risk from their own sin nature which, while they are drunk, has far greater power over them.
That is because their mind, and especially their will, cease to function as effectively as they should.

Therefore, quite foreseeably, a person who is drunk is likely to do or say things to others, or allow things
to be done to them, which would never have happened if they had not been drunk. That is surely
obvious. We see the evidence for it all around us. Drunken people often behave appallingly and destroy
many lives, including our own. This arises, directly or indirectly, through the effects of their
drunkenness, either on themselves, or their families, or on others with whom they come into contact.
Therefore, the Bible warns us against drunkenness:

Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler;
and whoever is led astray by it is not wise.
Proverbs 20:1 (RSV)

20 Be not among drunkards
or among gluttonous eaters of meat,
2! for the drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty,
and slumber will clothe them with rags.
Proverbs 23:20-21 (ESV)

1 Woe to those who rise early in the morning,
that they may run after strong drink,
who tarry late into the evening
till wine inflames them!
12 They have lyre and harp,
timbrel and flute and wine at their feasts;
but they do not regard the deeds of the LORD,
or see the work of his hands. Isaiah 5:11-12 (RSV)
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Blet us conduct ourselves becomingly as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in
debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy. ** But put on the Lord Jesus Christ,
and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.

Romans 13:13-14 (RSV)

% Now the works of the flesh are plain: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 2 idolatry, sorcery,
enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, 2! envy, drunkenness, carousing,
and the like. I warn you, as | warned you before, that those who do such things shall not inherit the
kingdom of God.

Galatians 5:19-21 (RSV)

So, we have very clear biblical commands not to get drunk and the wisdom of that is corroborated by
the evidence of our own eyes as to what happens to people when they do. Therefore, we need to make
sure that we never get drunk. If we do, we are effectively abdicating our responsibility for maintaining
our control of ourselves and allowing it to be taken away from us. Indeed, much of the time, people
positively want to lose their ‘inhibitions’, which is a negative alternative word for ‘self-control’.

Therefore, they get drunk deliberately, to help themselves cast off restraint and to do things, including
sinful things, which they would never do otherwise. Accordingly, from God’s perspective, to
deliberately drink alcohol to the extent that we lose some or all of our self-control, is a serious sin in
itself. It would be like tampering with the brakes and steering of your car, thereby reducing or removing
your ability to control it or stop it, but then getting in and driving it on the road.

Everyone would see that as an act of great recklessness, and even wickedness, given the obvious
potential that your car has to injure yourself or others. In the same way, doing anything to deliberately
reduce your own restraints, and knowingly rendering yourself more likely to sin, or to sin in more
serious ways, is a sinful act in itself. That would still be so, even if it was not your express intention
for it to result in any harm. Merely to expose yourself, and others, to an increased risk that such things
might occur is sinful.

After all, weakening the brake pipes on your car does not guarantee that an accident will occur. It does,
however, foreseeably increase the chances of it happening and the point is that to take such an additional
risk is blameworthy. Firstly, you have no right to take risks with other people’s lives. But, secondly,
you don’t even have the right to take risks with your own life. Neither do you have any right to take
risks with your own propensity to sin, because you do not own yourself. You, and your body, belong
to God. You are only a steward of His property, not the owner.

You cannot therefore tell Him that what you do with your own body is exclusively your own affair,
even if you could be sure, which you can’t, that nobody else would ever be harmed by your drinking.
The point is that God owns you and your body, and He is fully entitled to tell you what you can and
cannot do with it. That fact alone is conclusive, quite apart from the additional point that drunkenness
also increases the chances of your sinning against Him in lots of other ways as well, by reducing your
self-control in all areas.

I am warning against the danger, and the sinfulness, of drunkenness because it is on the increase, at
least in the UK. Amongst older people, especially those in professional jobs or from educated, wealthier
backgrounds, a high proportion are now quietly sitting at home most evenings and drinking themselves
into a numb forgetfulness. They are seeking to calm their nerves, or to mask their unhappiness, or to
reduce the dullness of their lives.

Amongst young people this is occurring more publicly, as they go out drinking into the small hours,
including engaging in ‘drinking games’. Many drink cheap vodka from the supermarket, even before
they go out, so as to get drunk less expensively. Their excessive drinking not only results in sin, violence
and promiscuity, but also in serious damage to their own health. Doctors are reporting that many people
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in their twenties or thirties now have the kind of unhealthy livers that were previously associated with
people in their seventies. Isaiah has something to say to those who turn drinking into a contest:

Woe to those who are heroes at drinking wine,
and valiant men in mixing strong drink,
Isaiah 5:22 (RSV)

However, it is not only a person’s health which will be damaged by drunkenness. There is a clear
pattern that drunkards also tend to end up in poverty for all sorts of direct and indirect reasons:

He who loves pleasure will be a poor man;
he who loves wine and oil will not be rich.
Proverbs 21:17 (RSV)

Unlike alcohol, tobacco and illegal drugs are sinful in themselves and should not be used except
on medical advice

All the same points apply, with even greater force, to those who take illegal drugs, or even the so-called
‘legal highs’, to produce the kind of euphoria and reduced inhibitions that excessive alcohol produces.
Such drugs are not only a cause of increased sin, due to reduced self-control. They also damage health,
destroy families and even render people effectively unemployable. Again, only a fool would take such
drugs. At any rate, anyone who does so will soon become a fool, even if he isn’t already one when he
begins.

Concerning tobacco, only a fool would continue to smoke by choosing not to take steps to overcome
his addiction. However, to intentionally start to smoke when one isn’t yet addicted, makes one an even
bigger fool. One might partially excuse those who are now addicted, due to having started in the past,
such that they now find it difficult to stop. But for a person who is not addicted to deliberately create
an addiction and then continue to smoke merely to satisfy a craving which they only have because they
chose to create it, is utter folly, quite apart from the damage they inflict on their health.

There surely cannot be any person, at least in the West, who is not aware that smoking causes lung
cancer, heart disease, and many other illnesses. Thus, to start to inflict those on oneself, or to continue
to do so, is foolishness, and sin as well, since one is wilfully damaging one’s own body which, as we
saw, is not one’s own property. It is also desecrating a temple of the Holy Spirit in the case of a believer.

Some guidelines on how to drink alcohol sensibly rather than foolishly

Returning to the theme of alcohol, which is the only drug that is legitimate, i.e. when used moderately,
I suggest some simple guidelines to prevent it getting control over you;

a) Never drink alcohol when you are alone. It was given to us as a gift from God and is meant to be
used as part of social interaction, when dining or relaxing with others in fellowship and friendship,
not for when we are by ourselves.

b) Never drink when you feel sad. Do so only when you are happy. As above, alcohol is only meant
for fellowship, not for “drowning your sorrows”. Besides, alcohol is actually a depressant and it
only lifts the mood of those who are already happy. Contrary to what many assume, it actually
further depresses those who are feeling down to begin with.

c) Don’t drink in the daytime unless it is a very special occasion, such as a wedding, or in some other
exceptional situation. Due to the way the human liver was created, it processes alcohol twice as
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d)

e)

9)

effectively in the evening than in the morning or afternoon. Thus, alcohol consumed before about
7pm will be twice as potent and will make you drunk far more quickly.

Have at least two whole days per week when you don’t drink at all. This will give your liver some
recovery time. It will also prove that you are not dependent on alcohol, which you should never
allow yourself to become. If you feel any withdrawal symptoms when you have a day off from
drinking, or if you crave for a drink, or feel that you “need it”, then stay off it even longer, or even
permanently. Force your body to do without it and reassert the authority that your will has over
your body and emotions. They need to be shown who the boss is.

Never drink to please others or because they want you to, especially if they try to pressurise you.
Only drink when you want to, and only with the type, quantity, strength and frequency of drink that
you want. Therefore, never try to “keep up” or “fit in” or to meet others’ expectations or satisfy
peer pressure. What you drink, and when, and how much, is entirely a matter for you, not other
people.

Be sensitive to others who are present who might have a ‘drink problem’, even where you aren’t
sure, but only suspect it to be so. In such situations don’t drink anything yourself, so as to avoid
putting temptation in their way and also to show solidarity if they are struggling to exercise self-
control.

Never drink to the extent that your speech, reaction time or motor skills, are in any way affected.
Ideally, except on special occasions, stay within the drink driving limits for England and Wales.
(not Scotland or the EU - their limits are needlessly strict)

These simple guidelines will make sure that you never have any problems with alcohol or allow yourself
to become dependent on it. Above all, they will greatly reduce the chances of you ever becoming drunk,
which is the key thing to avoid.

Fools are useless and unreliable, especially as employees.

We should avoid employing fools to work for us, i.e. those who have a substantial amount of foolishness
in their character. | am not referring to people who in any way, or at any time, display even traces of
foolishness. Otherwise, none of us could ever employ anybody at all, not even ourselves. Fools make
ineffective and unreliable staff and will cause us grief. | have never had a profitable experience
employing a fool. They are always a disappointment and it always ends badly:

®He cuts off his own feet and drinks violence

Who sends a message by the hand of a fool.

"Like the legs which are useless to the lame,

So is a proverb in the mouth of fools.

8ike one who binds a stone in a sling,

So is he who gives honour to a fool.

°Like a thorn which falls into the hand of a drunkard,
So is a proverb in the mouth of fools.

19_jke an archer who wounds everyone,

So is he who hires a fool or who hires those who pass by.

Proverbs 26:6-10 (NASB)

I learned, from a series of bitter experiences, that it is useless trying to train or discipline staff who are
fools. They were not interested in learning how to do their jobs better, or raising their standards or
serving clients properly. Therefore, everything I tried to do to train and improve them was unsuccessful,
as they paid no attention. Conversely, with wise and teachable staff, one only needed to have a quiet
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word with them and they would listen and benefit from it. King Solomon obviously had the same
experiences in trying to manage fools:

“The words of the wise heard in quiet are better than the shouting of a ruler among fools.”
Ecclesiastes 9:17 (ESV)

What are you really like as an employee? Are you thoroughly reliable? Are you sensible? Do you put
the client/patient/customer ahead of yourself? Do you serve your boss faithfully and loyally, even if he
doesn't treat you well? Do you treat colleagues fairly? Can they always count on you, or do you let the
side down? Are you emotionally stable? Does your firm make a profit or a loss from employing you?
Do you save management time or waste it? Are you an asset or a liability? Have you ever asked
yourself any of these blunt questions? If not, it is unlikely that you are a good employee.

Many people in churches are fools.

One might ask how a real Christian, or even a mere churchgoer, can be a fool. Aren't fools meant to
say "there is no God"? Or, at least, aren’t they meant to live as if there was no God? Therefore, how
can people do either of those things and still go to church? How can they be so inconsistent, or
hypocritical, as to act the way they do, where they are real Christians? The short answer is that it’s
actually not difficult at all to behave inconsistently. At any rate, it is certainly not unusual. Millions of
people find it very easy indeed.

Many fools, and even wicked people, belong to churches but live in a worldly way. Yet they are usually
completely unchallenged by the leaders. Indeed, many such foolish, and even wicked, people are
leading churches themselves. Another reason why foolish people claim to believe in God and yet
behave wrongly is that, as we saw above, many redesign or redefine God so as to make Him into
someone more acceptable to themselves, indeed, usually into a replica of themselves.

So, a liberal might want to focus on God’s love because, that feature (as they wrongly understand it)
happens to appeal to them. They like the sound of those aspects of God’s nature, at least as they imagine
them to be. However, they dislike any talk of God’s wrath or judgment. To deal with that problem of
Him having attributes which they don’t like, they simply ‘rebrand” God, or redefine Him, to remove
any mention of His judgment or holiness. Then they focus solely on the features they do like, as if the
Bible was a self-service buffet bar.

They then put onto their ‘plate’ whatever they like, but leave off it anything that sounds uncomfortable,
or is convicting. They simply pick and choose what they want to believe and ignore or reject the rest,
and see nothing wrong in doing so. | have pointed out this practice to a number of people. Some appear
to be unaware, and even unconcerned, that they do this. Others are aware, but try to justify it. Such a
person does not want the real God of the Bible. They want a false god that they can design and build
for themselves.

That being so, what God, or rather what god, do they actually have? It depends on the precise
circumstances and on how far they go in editing out those parts of God’s character that they don’t like.
However, they may easily end up with a completely false god, who is entirely of their own making
instead of the real God who is revealed in the Bible. That may sound a harsh thing to say, but isn’t it
clearly true? Many say, for example, that the god they believe in:

a) isnotangry at sin
b) is not going to judge anyone
c) will not condemn anyone

d) will not send anyone to the Lake of Fire
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e) did not create us and does not own us
f) does not have the right to tell us how to live

g) has entirely changed his mind on issues of sexuality and gender since the Bible was written

Sometimes the god they manufacture is angry about sin, but only at certain types of sin, i.e. the ones
which they personally disapprove of, such as financial corruption, racism, or ‘homophobia’, as they call
it. Their god is never angry about other sins such as abortion, promiscuity or homosexuality, which the
Bible condemns, but which they don’t consider to be wrong. It is remarkable how many people design
a god who shares all their own personal opinions and preferences, instead of allowing the real God to
describe Himself through the pages of the Bible.

If a person has any of the false beliefs listed above, then how can the god they believe in possibly be
the real God of the Bible? So, if they do hold those wrong beliefs about God, then what does that make
that person? Are they a fool? Are they even areal Christian? Again, it depends on all the circumstances
and on how far they go in their errors and unbelief. Merely to lack some particular piece of knowledge,
or to make an error about God’s character or intentions, does not necessarily mean that we therefore
have a false god or that we are a fool. That must be so because none of us has a complete understanding
of God.

However, many go far beyond mere gaps in their knowledge and end up with such a distorted view of
God that what they have is not even remotely like the true God of the Bible. For some their perception
of God is so false that they must either be fools, or close to it. At any rate, whether they are fools or
not, what they believe in may well be a false god, because it is such a misrepresentation, or caricature,
of the real God. That helps to explain why so many people’s lives are in such a mess. They reject what
the real God says and follow their own home-made god who shares all their own opinions.

Nobody is 100% foolish. We are all a mixture.

People do not fit into neatly defined groups, such that wise people are wise all the time and are never
foolish or naive. Therefore, it is wrong to assume that if a person is a fool that must mean he thinks and
acts in a foolish way all the time, in every part of his life. If that was true it would mean that if a person
ever does or says anything wise they cannot be a fool, and if they ever say anything naive or foolish
then they can’t be wise. That’s the wrong way to see this.

The reality is much more complicated and changeable. None of us are ever 100% anything. We are all
a blend of wise, simple, foolish and wicked characteristics. The real question is in what proportions?
Are we mainly foolish or mainly wise? And, more importantly, in which direction are we travelling?
Moreover, are we wiser in some parts of our lives but more foolish in others? For example, we might
be relatively wise in the way we do our job, or run a business, but relatively foolish in the way we treat
our wife or children. Or it could be the other way round.

Alternatively, we might be wise in our drinking habits, but foolish when it comes to gambling. We
each have stronger and weaker areas of our lives, where we show more or less wisdom, maturity or
sense. So, we need to be a good deal more flexible and sophisticated when deciding who is wise, and
who is foolish or simple etc. A better way to put the question would be “Is that person generally/mainly
foolish?” Or “Is that person mainly/usually wise?”” Or, concerning specific incidents, we could say “Is
that person thinking/behaving in a foolish way at the moment?”

That is a more meaningful and realistic way in which to approach this subject. It will also help to
prevent us from being overly simplistic and from categorising other people, and ourselves, too glibly
and hastily. Another vital point is that when the Bible refers to fools, and to foolish thoughts or
behaviour, it is referring to you and me, not just to others. There is not a person on this Earth, not even
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the most mature Christian, who has not been naive, foolish, and perhaps even wicked, on many
occasions.

Moreover, we still display those traits, even now, and will continue to do so until the day we die and
are at last set free from our sinful, flesh nature. The reason the Bible says so much about naivety,
foolishness and wickedness is because those descriptions are frequently applicable to us, not just to
other people. The foolish people are not “that group over there”. At times they are you, me, and all
the people we know. So, when God speaks of these faults He is speaking to you and me, not just to
other people.

We cannot therefore switch off and skim-read those parts of the Bible which address these character
faults, as if they were only of relevance to other people. Some of us think, without ever saying it out
loud, “I am a Christian, so that automatically means | am wise, unlike those non-Christians over there
who are foolish and wicked. Thank goodness I'm not like them.” Therefore, what the Bible has to say
about foolishness, naivety and wickedness is of relevance to you. Those traits are present in you, at
least from time to time, and need to be removed.

Realistically, however, our aim should not be to change overnight from a fool into a wise person, but
to bring gradual change to each of the parts of our character, like renovating a derelict old house. You
may get to the point where one of the rooms is starting to look quite good, but the others still aren't any
better. That is a more accurate reflection of how we really are. So we need to keep on pursuing wisdom
until every 'room', or every part of us, is mainly/usually wise, or at least wiser than it was, or more
frequently than it was.

A wise person can learn valuable lessons from absolutely anyone, even if they are a fool, and indeed,
even if they are wicked. At the very least, one can learn how not to think, how not to behave, and how
things should not be done. Therefore, if you are beginning to be wise and want to be wiser still, you
can learn almost as much from bad colleagues, bad bosses, and even bad pastors, as you can from good
ones. They are all there to be watched and heard, and can all be treated as living demonstrations,
illustrating what goes wrong when a person thinks, speaks or behaves foolishly.

In a certain sense, therefore, it can be a blessing when God allows foolish people to come into our lives
as colleagues, bosses or fellow church members. It gives us an opportunity, albeit one we did not seek,
to learn from observation how not to live and what not to do. If it were not for being able to observe
such people at close quarters you would either have to learn those lessons directly from Scripture, or
from taking advice, which can be hard to find. Or we would have to do so from making those same
foolish errors and bad decisions ourselves.

But that would mean learning from our own pain and suffering, rather than from other people’s, which
is far easier. Accordingly, look for events and situations arising in the lives of others. That way we can
learn valuable life lessons at their expense, rather than our own. That is not an argument for seeking to
make friends with fools or to spend more time with them by choice. But it is an argument for taking
every opportunity to learn lessons from the things that are said and done by those fools whom we have
no choice but to be with.
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CHAPTER 3

THE SIMPLE (OR NAIVE)

»

“How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?....
Proverbs 1:22(a) (RSV)

The naive believes everything,
But the sensible man considers his steps.
Proverbs 14:15 (NASB)

The naive inherit foolishness,
But the sensible are crowned with knowledge.
Proverbs 14:18 (NASB)

O simple ones, learn prudence;
O foolish men, pay attention.
Proverbs 8:5 (RSV)

.....for the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of
light.
Luke 16:8(b) (RSV)

My son, if sinners entice you,
do not consent.
Proverbs 1:10 (ESV)

The law of the LORD is perfect,
reviving the soul;
the testimony of the LORD is sure,
making wise the simple;

Psalm 19:7 (RSV)

The unfolding of thy words gives light;
it imparts understanding to the simple.
Psalm 119:130 (RSV)

“Strike a scoffer and the naive may become shrewd....
Proverbs 19:25(a) (NASB)

“When a scoffer is punished, the simple becomes wise.....”
Proverbs 21:11(a) (RSV)

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;

all those who practice it have a good understanding......
Psalm 111:10(a) (ESV)

Who are the simple or the naive?

The words simple and naive mean the same and can be used interchangeably. The simple or naive
person falls in between the categories of the fool and the wise. They are in the middle and are not fools,
but they are not wise either. They do not deny or ignore God's existence or reject His values. Neither
do they generally live as if God didn’t exist. Therefore, overall, they have quite a bit to commend them.
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However, they still cannot be classified as wise, as they have not yet acquired knowledge,
understanding, prudence, insight, discernment, discretion or the fear of the LORD. At least, they do
not yet have enough of those things to be considered wise, even if they are Christians. Thus, the naive
do not yet have the habits and attitudes that this book seeks to help you to develop.

The majority of Christians, even genuine ones, fall into this category because very few people are wise,
even within the real Church. That is one reason why there is so much apostasy and false teaching today.
There are too few wise people in our churches to challenge it and the naive, although numerous, cannot
see what is going on.

The main problem of the simple is that they lack discernment. In particular they are unable to
judge accurately the character of other people.

The simple person is too gullible, naive and trusting. Therefore, as well as being unable to identify
false teaching in the churches, he regularly misjudges the nature, motives and intentions of others. He
will believe what people say, and trust them, whoever they may be. He does not realise that there are
different types of person in this world, and that he is meant to try to differentiate or judge between them.

However, let me make clear that there are two main words for judge’ or fjudging’ in the New
Testament, diakrino and kreetace, and they have very different meanings. There is one kind of judging
which we are commanded to do and another kind which is forbidden. So, when | say that we must judge
other people, | mean in the sense of ‘diakrino’. That means to distinguish, assess or differentiate, all of
which we are commanded to do.

I do not mean ‘kreetace’ type judgment. To ‘kreetace’ others would mean assuming a position of
superiority, acting hypocritically, and usurping Jesus’ role as the judge of the whole world. It therefore
involves condemning others and doing so invalidly and self-righteously. For much more detail on the
important distinction between these two Greek words, please listen to my audio teaching on Matthew’s
gospel or see my written commentary on Matthew which | hope to write shortly.

However, the naive person doesn't know how to assess people anyway, or how tell them apart, even if
he knew that he was supposed to try to do so. In particular, he does not understand the way in which
the wicked operate. Therefore, he tends to believe everything he is told because he is unaware that
there are people out there who would actually want to deceive him, or who are deceived themselves.
Above all, he has no idea that such deceivers are So numerous:

The naive believes everything,
But the sensible man considers his steps.
Proverbs 14:15 (NASB)

There is nothing virtuous about trusting people whom we do not yet know and whose character and
fruit we have not yet measured. In fact, the Bible positively tells us not to trust them. We are
commanded instead to critically appraise everything we see and hear and to form a judgement, in the
sense of ‘diakrino’, not ‘kreetace’. That applies to everyone we deal with. We have to find out exactly
whom, and what, we are dealing with before we even considering trusting anybody. (See my Book 6,
concerning the wicked, for a much fuller discussion of this.)

Naivety is a fault, not a quality. Jesus does not want us to automatically trust everybody - not
even fellow Christians.
The simple person's excessive and premature willingness to trust others and to “see good in everyone”

may seem endearing. | have often heard that approach praised, as if it was a virtue. However, it is not
something that God ever praises. God views it as gullibility and regards that as a major fault. It will
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lead the simple person into a great deal of trouble, such that he will regularly become prey for others,
especially the wicked.

Apostle Paul therefore tells us to be innocent ourselves. But, at the same time, we are meant to be
completely realistic about the evil that is in other people, or likely to be in them, or even that might
possibly be in them. That must be our approach, however unlikely it may seem to us that the person is
bad, based on what we currently know and believe:

Brothers and sisters, stop thinking like children. In regard to evil be infants, but in your thinking be
adults.
1 Corinthians 14:20 (NIV)

Jesus did not trust everybody. Far from it. He was entirely realistic and knew all about the hidden
malice in men's hearts:

“Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs he
was doing and believed in his name.*But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all
men. ?*He did not need man's testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man.

John 2:23-25 (NIV)

If a simple/naive person does not take steps to acquire wisdom, he is in danger of going the other way
and descending into being a fool himself. The membership of each of these four groups is not static.
People move up and down, and it is rare to stay in the same place, at the same level. We are all travelling
along the spectrum, either upwards from simple to wise, or downwards from simple to fool and then on
to being wicked. That said, for most people, the direction of travel is downward, i.e. from naive to
foolish, rather than for fools to move up to become simple and then wise:

The naive inherit foolishness,
But the sensible are crowned with knowledge.
Proverbs 14:18 (NASB)

Having become a fool, a man can easily degenerate even further, until he becomes wicked.

If we are currently simple, but do nothing to try to become wise, we are likely to end up as a fool. The
very act of choosing not to pursue wisdom is foolish in itself. It is also disobedience, since the Bible
commands it. Going downwards is easy and automatic, like drifting downstream, but we will never go
up unless we consciously try to do so. Upward movement is not automatic, whereas we will inevitably
descend unless we actively seek not to. We have to be moving in some direction, as the option of
standing still is not available. Thus, if a fool does nothing to try to change, he is likely to end up wicked:

For a fool speaks nonsense,

And his heart inclines toward wickedness ....
Isaiah 32:6(a) (NASB)

Simple people lack prudence and caution so they ‘sleepwalk’ into danger or into being deceived,
used or manipulated.

Because the simple don’t understand other people, especially the wicked, they are generally unaware
of the danger they are in. They do not see others as a threat, even when the danger would be obvious
to a wise person. The simple go through life with their guard down and their ‘carbon monoxide
detectors’ switched off. Unlike Jesus, they are not alert to the falseness in other people's hearts and are
generally unaware that it exists at all. Accordingly, they are not expecting to be deceived today, or by
whoever they are with at the moment.
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Therefore, they are not being careful and vigilant because they do not even realise that they need to be.
A man who does not realise there is any danger is not going to brace himself or be ready for it.
Therefore, the simple sleepwalk into situations in which they are then used or exploited. Even
afterwards, they are slow to realise what happened to them. They still can't see the manipulation, even
after it has become obvious to others. The simple/naive person therefore walks into the traps that are
set for him:

A prudent man sees evil and hides himself,
The naive proceed and pay the penalty.
Proverbs 27:12 (NASB)

The simple person generally doesn't learn, even from repeated bad experiences and mistreatment by
others. Therefore, even after those experiences are over, he still doesn't know what went wrong or how
he got into the mess. He doesn’t realise that he was deceived or manipulated and makes little or no
attempt to figure it out. Therefore, he often emerges from the fiasco still trusting, and even confiding
in, the very person who has deceived or used him. | know, because | have done so myself a number of
times.

That inability to see how the deception or manipulation occurred prevents the simple man from learning
from his errors. Thus, he is doomed to repeat them over and over again. He may never come to
understand the nature of the problem, because he doesn't even know he has got a problem. At any rate,
it doesn’t occur to him that his own naivety is one of the causes of his difficulties. He assumes he is
just unlucky. Therefore, being naive is obviously less damaging than being wicked or foolish, but it is
still likely to result in us being harmed.

God is very sensible, and He knows how much grief is caused merely by naivety, i.e. the absence of
wisdom, even where there is no sin or transgression. That's why it's so crucial to pursue wisdom. You
can't just wait for it to come to you automatically, as you get older, merely by the passage of time. It
has to be actively pursued. Proverbs portrays wisdom as if it was a person who is calling to you and to
whom you must go, because wisdom never comes to you, no matter how much time passes:

'Does not wisdom call,
does not understanding raise her voice?
%0On the heights beside the way,
in the paths she takes her stand;
3peside the gates in front of the town,
at the entrance of the portals she cries aloud:
*'To you, O men, I call,
and my cry is to the sons of men.
> O simple ones, learn prudence;
O foolish men, pay attention.
®Hear, for I will speak noble things,
and from my lips will come what is right;
for my mouth will utter truth;
wickedness is an abomination to my lips.
8All the words of my mouth are righteous;
there is nothing twisted or crooked in them.
*They are all straight to him who
understands and right to those who find knowledge.
°Take my instruction instead of silver,
and knowledge rather than choice gold;
for wisdom is better than jewels,
and all that you may desire cannot compare with her.
121, wisdom, dwell in prudence,
and I find knowledge and discretion. Proverbs 8:1-12 (RSV)
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I love those who love me,
and those who seek me diligently find me.
Proverbs 8:17 (RSV)

Again in Proverbs chapter 9, wisdom is spoken of as if it was a person. Here it is portrayed as a woman
calling to the simple/naive person and urging him to spend time with her and, thereby, to gain
understanding. We are to pursue this 'person’ called wisdom and to become thoroughly acquainted:

Wisdom has built her house,

She has hewn out her seven pillars;

2She has prepared her food, she has mixed her wine;

She has also set her table;

3She has sent out her maidens, she calls

From the tops of the heights of the city:

“"\Whoever is naive, let him turn in here!"

To him who lacks understanding she says,

>'Come, eat of my food

And drink of the wine I have mixed.

®'Forsake your folly and live,

And proceed in the way of understanding."
Proverbs 9:1-6 (NASB)

Absolutely anybody can stop being simple and start to become wise if they really want to

There is always hope for the simple person. He can stop being naive and start to become wise if he
really wants to. His condition is not unchangeable. If he pursues wisdom he can fully expect to get it.
Moreover, he can get as much of it as he wants, and is willing to work for. God would not command
us to stop being naive and to become wise if it could not be done. Therefore, being wise is entirely a
matter of choice, not something which randomly happens to you, or a natural ability you are born with.
It is something you build or grow as a matter of your own decisions:

Leave simpleness, and live,
and walk in the way of insight."
Proverbs 9:6 (RSV)

There is a way for even the most naive person to become shrewd and discerning, provided he realises
his need to change, and is determined to do so. Being naive is nothing to boast about, as it is only one
step up from being a fool. God is therefore urging us all to wake up, to leave our naivety and gullibility
behind, and to get wisdom:

"How long, O naive ones,
will you love being simple-minded?
Proverbs 1:22(a) (NASB)

Hear instruction and be wise,
and do not neglect it.
Proverbs 8:33 (RSV)

® do not forget, and do not turn away from the words of my mouth.
Get wisdom; get insight.

® Do not forsake her, and she will keep you;
love her, and she will guard you.

" The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom,
and whatever you get, get insight.
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8 Prize her highly, and she will exalt you;
she will honor you if you embrace her.
% She will place on your head a fair garland;
she will bestow on you a beautiful crown.”
Proverbs 4:5-9 (RSV)

The simple also lack knowledge.

Another major problem for the simple person is sheer lack of knowledge. There are so many things
that he just doesn't know. He doesn't know how wicked people operate, or what the Bible warns us of.
He doesn't know the techniques that people use to control and manipulate us, or the tell-tale signs of
deception and malice. Therefore, he isn’t looking for them. Lack of knowledge alone can cause us to
be destroyed, quite apart from lack of wisdom. Our lives may be damaged or even ruined, simply
because we lack knowledge of the Bible and of other people's evil characters and schemes:

"My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge..."
Hosea 4:6(a) (RSV)

Perhaps you are now beginning to realise that you belong to this group called the simple and not to the
wise and are even willing to admit that you are prone to being deceived, used and manipulated. If so,
then resolve to see these things as faults, and to start to address them. Begin by recognising what you
really are at present. Then set your face to seek the knowledge that you lack, and to keep searching
until you have it. Even then, continue pursuing knowledge permanently, because you can never really
finish the job or get too much of it:

""Wise men lay up knowledge ..."
Proverbs 10:14(a) (RSV)

The simple are easily used and manipulated by the wicked.

One of the hallmarks of Satan and his demons, and also of wicked people, is that they seek to dominate,
manipulate and control others. To succeed in that they have to go in search of suitable victims who are
likely to fall for their devious tactics. The wicked know that other wicked people will rarely allow
themselves to be used, manipulated or controlled, as they themselves are seeking to do all those things
to others. Therefore, they can easily see through anybody who is using the same methods against them.

Therefore, albeit for different reasons, neither the demons nor the wicked will get very far by seeking
their victims from among the wise. The wise do not use such devious tactics themselves but they have,
nevertheless, learned how to see through the wicked when they engage in them. So, the only groups
left for the wicked to prey upon are the foolish and the simple. That said, a high proportion of the
foolish are already well on the way to becoming wicked themselves and so they often have at least some
understanding of the crafty schemes that the wicked use.

That means, therefore, that the prime target group that the wicked have left to focus on is the simple.
They are easy prey, even when the same tricks are used against them repeatedly. Any contest between
the wicked and the simple generally results in victory for the wicked man, mainly because he is the only
one who even knows that there is a contest going on. There is therefore an inbuilt inequality, because
the wicked can understand and recognise the simple, but the simple cannot do the same with the wicked.
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The simple are easily recognised by the wicked. It is as if they have a neon sign on their head
advertising what they are.

The tricks that are played on the simple are remarkably repetitive. They are deceived, manipulated and
used over and over again and in the same ways, even by the same people. That is not just a coincidence.
One reason for it is that the wicked are very skilled at recognising the simple and can immediately spot
them, even across a crowded room. In part, the wicked person’s ability to see a victim so quickly is
because they have their own native cunning, also aided by years of experience.

However, on top of all that, they also have the help of demons. The overall effect is that it is as if the
simple have a neon sign on their heads saying "easily deceived”. | have a particular person in mind as
an example of this, but | could also think of many others who are repeatedly manipulated. In fact, | was
in that group myself, when | was younger. The particular person | am thinking of used to live in one
part of the country where he was repeatedly deceived, used and taken advantage of.

He was tricked into helping false, unworthy people, for example by lending them money. He kept
falling for the same old tricks again and again. Then he moved to a different part of the country, but
within a matter of days, he had fallen into the clutches of two new manipulators, quite separately, neither
of whom knew each other. It was no coincidence. It was due to the ‘neon sign’ on his head. He had
brought that with him when he moved towns and the wicked saw it.

Therefore, he immediately stood out to the wicked as someone who would be easy prey. So, one of our
first tasks, if we want to stop being simple, is to remove that neon sign from our heads. We must stop
sending out those signals which tell the wicked that we are gullible and available to be used and
deceived. Assoon as we realise this problem, and start to send out a different kind of signal, the wicked
will notice straight away. You can be quite sure of that, because they notice everything.

The simple allow themselves to be walked on

The simple are easily walked on and pushed around by others. Fools and wicked people develop a
thick, leathery skin, and are brass-faced when challenged. Simple people do not have that thick skin,
and find it hard to grasp the fact that other people do. That being so, they tend to try too hard to avoid
giving offence. In fact, they need not be so concerned about it, because the wicked, and also fools, are
not easily hurt whatever one does.

They can certainly be angered at being challenged, resisted or caught out in a lie or a scheme. But it
would be wrong to think of them being hurt. That is the reaction of simple people. Fools, and especially
wicked people, feel outrage, fury, temper etc, but rarely hurt feelings. Therefore, in their effort to avoid
offending others, the simple frequently fail to show enough assertiveness and are insufficiently direct.

Their wish to avoid offending others, causes them to stay silent when they should defend themselves
and to tolerate things which ought not to be tolerated. However, that concern for the feelings of others
is not shared by the wicked, or even by fools. Thus, the simple often end up going through the battles
of life with one hand, or even both hands, tied behind their backs, while the wicked use both hands,
elbows, and their feet as well.

The simple can't discern what the "time' is.

Even if we are beginning to wake up and to discover some facts and principles that we did not previously
know about, there is still a difficulty in knowing when to apply a particular principle and when not to.
Timing is vitally important. One might learn of a new factor which may need to be considered, but still
be unsure as to whether or not it is applicable at this specific time. For example, there is a time to be
firm and a time not to be.
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There is also a time to ask probing questions and a time not to, a time to give or to lend money and a
time not to, a time to confront and a time not to. The same can be said of every principle that we see in
Scripture. For each one, wisdom is needed to work out whether, when, how, and to what extent, it ought
to be applied in the particular situation that you face. Solomon identified this vexed problem when, as
an old man, he wrote the book of Ecclesiastes:

'For everything there is a season,
and a time for every matter under heaven:
Za time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant,
and a time to pluck up what is planted;
%a time to kill, and a time to heal:
a time to break down,
and a time to build up;
*a time to weep, and a time to laugh;
a time to mourn, and a time to dance;
® a time to cast away stones,
and a time to gather stones together;
a time to embrace,
and a time to refrain from embracing;
®a time to seek, and a time to lose;
a time to keep,
and a time to cast away;
"a time to rend,
and a time to sew;
a time to keep silence,
and a time to speak;
8a time to love,
and a time to hate;
a time for war,
and a time for peace.
Ecclesiastes 3:1-8 (RSV)

If we have been simple, or still are, we may not have been aware until now that certain principles even
existed. Now we might know of them, but still be unsure as to when to apply them and when not to.
On many occasions | have come to learn of some principle but have then applied it prematurely. Other
times | have applied it too late, or with the wrong people, for whom it was not applicable. This is
something we just have to learn gradually, from painful experience. There is no other way.

However, we can speed up the learning process by praying on each occasion and asking God to guide
us as to timing and as to whether or not the principle is applicable at this time and in this particular
situation. 1 know of no short cuts. It inevitably takes years to learn. | have therefore discovered many
new factors or considerations over the years that may potentially be of relevance to a situation I am
facing. But deciding whether and when to apply principle A, or whether and when to apply principle
B instead, can be quite bewildering.

One can find that one was too vigilant in one situation and/or that one acted too hastily, and/or went too
far. Therefore, on the next occasion one adjusts, only to find, in that different situation, that one has
over-compensated and therefore was not vigilant enough, and/or was too slow to act, and/or did not go
far enough. It is due to having misread the timing or wrongly assessing the nature and gravity of the
circumstances, or because one is not yet experienced enough at applying the various principles one has
learned.

It is just as with learning any new skill. We might learn a new recipe, but the first time we try it, the
dinner is overcooked. Then the next time it is undercooked until, eventually, after several attempts, we

41



get the hang of it. The precise timing of difficult situations, knowing when to start, how far to go, and
how vigorous to be, especially when handling the wicked, is rather like that. Realistically, the only way
to learn is by trial and error, which means being willing to risk making mistakes. If you are not willing
to make those you will never get anywhere and will certainly never learn the art of ‘telling the time’.

A simple person is often humble enough to be willing to be corrected without resenting it. Thus,
they are much more open to the Gospel than fools or wicked people are.

In my experience, most people who get saved seem to come from among the simple. They tend to have
tender hearts and are not too proud to be corrected or to see that they are at fault. We see an example
of this in the case of the Samaritan women whom Jesus met by the well:

® So he came to a city of Samar'ia, called Sy'char, near the field that Jacob gave to his son Joseph. °
Jacob’s well was there, and so Jesus, wearied as he was with his journey, sat down beside the well.
It was about the sixth hour.” There came a woman of Samar'ia to draw water. Jesus said to her,
“Give me a drink.” ® For his disciples had gone away into the city to buy food. ° The Samaritan
woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samar'ia?” For Jews
have no dealings with Samaritans. ° Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is
that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you
living water.” ** The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw with, and the well is deep;
where do you get that living water? ** Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well,
and drank from it himself, and his sons, and his cattle?” ** Jesus said to her, “Every one who drinks
of this water will thirst again, ** but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst;
the water that I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” *° The
woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to draw.”

John 4:5-15 (RSV)

Note how open the Samaritan women was. When Jesus spoke of this living water her immediate
reaction was to take Him seriously and to ask Him for it. A hardened person would have sneered at
Jesus’ words, but she wanted what He was speaking of, and did not try to pretend that she already had
it. Moreover, she did not object when Jesus pointed out some of the sins in her life, in particular that
she had lived immorally with many different men. A fool or a wicked person would have been enraged,
but she just continued to question Jesus and was not at all resentful:

18 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here.” " The woman answered him, “I have
no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no husband’; *® for you have had
five husbands, and he whom you now have is not your husband; this you said truly.” ** The woman
said to him, “Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. *° Our fathers worshiped on this mountain; and
you say that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship.” ** Jesus said to her, “Woman,
believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the
Father. > You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the
Jews. 2 But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in
spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. ** God is spirit, and those who worship
him must worship in spirit and truth.” *® The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming
(he who is called Christ); when he comes, he will show us all things.” % Jesus said to her, “I who
speak to you am he.”

John 4:16-26 (RSV)

She also took Jesus perfectly seriously when He told her that He was the Messiah. In fact, she not only
believed Him, she went immediately to tell others:

% So the woman left her water jar, and went away into the city, and said to the people, ?* “Come, see

a man who told me all that I ever did. Can this be the Christ?” *° They went out of the city and were
coming to him. John 4:28-30 (RSV)
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Do not build your life on sand.
Here is one of Jesus' statements which has entered into the English language:

24""Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built
his house on the rock. 2 And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that
house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. 2 And everyone who hears these
words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. %
And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell,
and great was the fall of it."

Matthew 7:24-27 (ESV)

Jesus commands us to build our lives on Him. He, and His Word, are solid rock, and can be depended
on, whereas everything else is sand. That, in a nutshell, is what wisdom is all about. We have to make
Jesus, and obedience to His commands, the very foundation of our lives, upon which everything else
has to be built. If you don’t then you cannot claim to be His disciple, in which case, you cannot hope
to become wise either, as that is a pre-condition to doing so. Therefore, Jesus asks this stark question
in the parallel passage in Luke about building on the rock:

“Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?
Luke 6:46 (ESV)

Jesus is even blunter in Matthew’s gospel where He makes clear that those who do not do the Father’s
will are not going to enter the Kingdom of heaven:

2L “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who
does the will of my Father who is in heaven. ?* On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we
not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your
name?’ > And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of
lawlessness.’

Matthew 7:21-23 (ESV)

Don’t build your life on unrighteousness — the means are more important than the ends

Building your life on unrighteousness means doing things, and making decisions, which are motivated
by, or based on, some kind of sin rather than on obedience to what Jesus has said. So, for example, we
might be motivated by pride or greed or envy. Or we might cut corners in our lives and seek to build
our career, business or relationships with the ‘help’ of lies or sharp practices or by manipulating or
dominating others. The potential list of such sinful methods or techniques is endless. But they are all
the opposite of what God wants us to do.

Anything we build by using such carnal or worldly methods is built upon a foundation of iniquity. It
might appear to succeed in the short term, but it will not last, because God was not involved in it and it
was not achieved in His way. God is far more interested in how we go about things than in how much
we succeed or achieve. To Him, the means are more important than the ends. He will only bless and
give His approval to those who build things His way, based on godliness and righteousness, not in their
own way, or in the flesh, or by using worldly practices:

*Woe to him who gets evil gain for his house, to set his nest on high, to be safe from the reach of
harm! You have devised shame to your house by cutting off many peoples; you have forfeited your
life. ** For the stone will cry out from the wall, and the beam from the woodwork respond. **Woe to
him who builds a town with blood, and founds a city on iniquity!

Habakkuk 2:9-12 (RSV)
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It is therefore stupidly short-sighted to try to cheat in this life by doing things in an unfair or dishonest
way. Likewise, being wilful and impulsive and going faster than God wants you to go, or doing more
than He wanted, is carnal and He won’t support it. It may bring the appearance of success, in the short
term, but it will produce nothing in the long term, and certainly not in eternity. Dishonesty, in particular,
will only bring woe upon yourself, i.e. God’s curse. Then He will dismantle everything that was built
by any other means than obedience to Him and in accordance with His principles.

Like the partridge that gathers a brood that she did not hatch, so is he who gets riches but not by
justice; in the midst of his days they will leave him, and at his end he will be a fool.
Jeremiah 17:11 (ESV)

®The plans of the diligent lead surely to abundance,
but every one who is hasty comes only to want.
® The getting of treasures by a lying tongue
is a fleeting vapor and a snare of death.
Proverbs 21:5-6 (RSV)

Wealth hastily gotten will dwindle,
but he who gathers little by little will increase it.
Proverbs 13:11 (RSV)

In fact, do not build anything at all unless God is building it. If you do, it will just be a work of
the flesh.

Another lesson | have learned through many bitter experiences is that we should never do, or build, or
join, anything at all unless God is in it. Over the years | have initiated, or got involved in, all sorts of
apparently good causes or worthy sounding activities that seemed good to me. But | later realised they
were just my own ‘bright ideas', and that God was never in them, or at least that He never told me to get
involved in them.

God has never promised to assist us with tasks or projects which are merely our own ideas, or which
we have embarked on solely by our own initiative, due to our own wilfulness or impulsiveness. If we
attempt such things we may find that God will leave us to do them on our own, without His help. If so,
they will inevitably come to nothing and we will find that we have laboured in vain:

Unless the LORD builds the house,
those who build it labour in vain.
Unless the LORD watches over the city,
the watchman stays awake in vain.
Psalm 127:1 (RSV)

Therefore, even if a thing sounds good, always ask God whether He is involved in it, and whether He
wants you to be doing it, before you get involved. This simple measure will save you from a lot of
wasted stress and effort and enable you to focus exclusively on those things which God is calling you
to. That is very liberating and will also greatly increase your effectiveness. One would imagine this to
be obvious, but how many of us actually think and act in this way, rather than just pressing full steam
ahead, pursuing our own ideas, opinions, and even pipe dreams?

Y«“Woe to the rebellious children,” declares the LORD,
“Who execute a plan, but not Mine,

And make an alliance, but not of My Spirit,

In order to add sin to sin;

2Who proceed down to Egypt

Without consulting Me,
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To take refuge in the safety of Pharaoh

And to seek shelter in the shadow of Egypt!

® “Therefore the safety of Pharaoh will be your shame

And the shelter in the shadow of Egypt, your humiliation.
Isaiah 30:1-3 (NASB)

The difference between a ‘dream’ and a ‘pipedream’ is that a dream is valid and is planted in your mind
by God because He wants you to pursue it. By contrast, a pipedream is something of your own making,
which you have imagined or invented, and which did not come from God. It is an ambition, or even a
fantasy, which you pursue in your own strength, as a work of the flesh. That is why it is essential to
know whether any idea or project is from God, or from yourself, or even from a demon. That is often
difficult to tell, but we need to try hard to get it right, because there is a lot at stake.

If you have now realised that you are not wise, but simple, and that you need to change, then start
to seek wisdom now, in every possible way

This book is not intended to flatter you. Neither is the Bible. The aim is to tell the truth and to help
you to see the truth about yourself and about your lack of wisdom, your naivety, and perhaps even your
foolishness. Wherever you may currently be on the wickedness to wisdom ‘spectrum’, if you have
made some discoveries about what you really are, then resolve to do something about it, not just as a
one-off exercise, but as a life-long project.

From now on seek to identify all the areas in which you are naive, or foolish, or where you currently
lack knowledge, understanding, discernment, prudence, insight, discretion or the fear of the LORD.
Then set about putting things right and plugging all of the gaps. This book sets out many of the ways
in which you can do that. However, | suggest that you begin by praying, as Paul prayed for the people
in Ephesus, that God would grant you wisdom and revelation and help you to change:

> For this reason, because | have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward all the
saints, 1° I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, '’ that the God of our
Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the
knowledge of him, *® having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope
to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, ** and what
is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his
great might

Ephesians 1:15-19 (ESV)

Ask God to give you the wisdom that you lack and to build in you the right attitudes and habits. But
you must also keep on and on asking Him, in your devotional times, but also as you face difficulties,
trials and tests that you have not faced before. Above all, ask Him every time you read the Bible. Ask
Him to open it up to you and to enable you to see its real meaning, to realise where it is speaking of
faults that you have, or areas where your doctrines are mistaken. Also ask Him generally to give you
new insights, of various kinds, that you have not previously seen.

I have done that for many years and God has answered my prayers remarkably. Often He does it by
allowing me to see things in the Bible for the first time, or to see connections between passages. Or,
He will give me insights into matters of doctrine or practice, or into my own character faults, or someone
else’s, that I had not previously noticed. That is largely how my books have been written. | ask God
to teach me things, mainly from Scripture, which | can then teach others, and He does. Indeed, He is
glad to do so, as James told us He would be:

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives to all men generously and without

reproaching, and it will be given him.
James 1:5 (RSV)
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However, when God gives you those insights, as He will if you sincerely ask Him to, and if you really
want to know, then don’t waste those discoveries by allowing yourself to forget them. Write them down
at the time in a journal, or notebook, or in your Bible. Then you will have a permanent record and
reminder of the lesson that God has just given to you, or the insight He has revealed. Don’t leave it
until later, or you will forget it, partly because it is in our nature to forget, but also because the demons
will try hard to make sure that you do, by distracting you.

So, foresee all that and act sensibly by recording all such insights there and then. God also wants to
know what you will do about any insight that He has given you before He will give you further ones.
Therefore, don’t despise, neglect, ignore or disobey anything that God has shown you, however small
it might seem. Take it seriously, note it down and remember it. Above all, act upon it by immediately
obeying it or putting it into practice in your life.

As God sees you doing that, and thus honouring Him, He will honour you in return by continuing to
give you more and more insights, and on an ever larger scale. He will also correct your errors and
misunderstandings about His Word and show you your own personal faults and character failings. That
may not sound like a privilege, but | can assure you it is, and that it is one that you must not allow
yourself to miss. If you don’t do this, and instead you ignore or disobey God’s insights and revelations,
or even delay in obeying them, then they will dry up.

The Bible will then become for you a difficult, impenetrable book which you do not enjoy reading and
get little from. That happens to people not because there is something wrong with the Bible, but because
there is something wrong with their attitude towards it. In particular it is due to their failure to take
seriously, and to act upon, the insights and revelations they have already had. In short, if you obey
what you now know, then God will tell you more. But if you don’t, then He won’t. Or at least He will
not do so until you repent and change your attitude.
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CHAPTER 4

THE WICKED

All wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin which is not mortal.
1 John 5:17 (RSV)

“Do not enter the path of the wicked
And do not proceed in the way of evil men.
1> Avoid it, do not pass by it;
Turn away from it and pass on.
Proverbs 4:14-15 (NASB)

Everyone who is proud in heart is an abomination to the LORD;
Assuredly, he will not be unpunished.
Proverbs 16:5 (NASB)

Pride goes before destruction,
And a haughty spirit before stumbling.
Proverbs 16:18 (NASB)

He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns the righteous,
Both of them alike are an abomination to the LORD.
Proverbs 17:15 (NASB)

On every side the wicked prowl,
as vileness is exalted among the children of man.
Psalm 12:8 (ESV)

Haughty eyes and a proud heart,
the lamp of the wicked, are sin.
Proverbs 21:4 (RSV)

“Scoffer” is the name of the proud, haughty man
who acts with arrogant pride.
Proverbs 21:24 (RSV)

He who digs a pit will fall into it,
and a stone will come back upon him who starts it rolling.
Proverbs 26:27 (RSV)
If favour is shown to the wicked,
he does not learn righteousness;
Isaiah 26:10(a) (RSV)

Who are the wicked?

Before we look at the wicked more closely, firstly in this chapter and then, in much greater detail, in
Book 6, we need to make clear at the start that the wicked can be divided into two main sub-groups:

47



a) the non-religious wicked

These are the people who openly reject God, despise His Word, and live for themselves. They are
dishonest and hard-faced and would never be mistaken for Christians:

% For the wicked boasts of the desires of his soul,
and the one greedy for gain curses and renounces the LORD.
% In the pride of his face the wicked does not seek him;
all his thoughts are, “There is no God.”
Psalm 10:3-4 (ESV)

b) the religious wicked

These believe in God, or say they do, and may be ‘churchgoers’. However, they are not sincere or
genuine and have not been born again. They are false, and their hearts are hard and unrepentant. They
don’t have reverence for the Bible and don’t regard it as infallible or as having authority over them.
Many don’t even read it at all and prefer to get their beliefs from the secular world, the media,
denominational traditions, or their own opinions. They may look and sound like Christians, but they
are not real:

They profess to know God, but they deny him by their deeds; they are detestable, disobedient, unfit
for any good deed.
Titus 1:16 (RSV)

The same kind of people existed in the Old Testament. Some Jewish people were not sincere and did
not truly believe, even though they sounded and acted as if they were believers:

Hear this, O house of Jacob,
who are called by the name of Israel,
and who came forth from the loins of Judah;
who swear by the name of the LORD,
and confess the God of Israel,
but not in truth or right.
Isaiah 48:1 (RSV)

God recognises that such people are wicked, no matter how much time they spend in religious rituals
and liturgy. He does not accept them, or their prayers, because He knows they are false and have no
regard for the Bible and that they “cast His words” behind them:

2L «T hate, I despise your feasts,
and | take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
22 Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal offerings,
I will not accept them,
and the peace offerings of your fatted beasts
I will not look upon.
2 Take away from me the noise of your songs;
to the melody of your harps I will not listen.
Amos 5:21-23 (RSV)

16 But to the wicked God says:
“What right have you to recite my statutes,
or take my covenant on your lips?

" For you hate discipline,
and you cast my words behind you.

'8 1f you see a thief, you are a friend of his;
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and you keep company with adulterers.
9 «“You give your mouth free rein for evil,
and your tongue frames deceit.
Psalm 50:16-19 (RSV)

So, the label ‘wicked’ is not limited only to those who do not believe in God or who even hate Him.
Those who believe in God, or claim to, can also be wicked, or become so, if they disregard Him. Even
to think such things of God, they would have to believe in Him in the first place. But, although they
know He exists, they do not honour Him or fear Him. That is true of many people in churches who
have no fear of God and, in particular, no fear of being judged by Him. They do not believe that God
sees what they do and they don’t care what He thinks anyway:

He says to himself, “God has forgotten;
He has hidden His face; He will never see it.”
Psalm 10:11 (NASB)

Why does the wicked renounce God,

and say in his heart, “Thou wilt not call to account”?
Psalm 10:13 (RSV)

Woe to those who go to great depths
to hide their plans from the LORD,
who do their work in darkness and think,
“Who sees us? Who will know?”
Isaiah 29:15 (NIV)

If a person believes in God, and knows at least some of the Bible, then their responsibility for their sin
is much greater than that of a person who does not. To know what God has said, but then to ignore it,
is worse, and more wicked, than the sins of those who don’t know anything about God or His Word.
That is why God’s judgment on Israel has been so severe, because they knew more, and had been given
more, than the Gentile nations:

> “Thus says the Lord GOD, ‘This is Jerusalem; I have set her at the center of the nations, with lands
around her. ° But she has rebelled against My ordinances more wickedly than the nations and against
My statutes more than the lands which surround her; for they have rejected My ordinances and have
not walked in My statutes.’

Ezekiel 5:5-6 (NASB)

King Solomon tells us that even where there is justice and righteousness, there is also wickedness. We
are all a mixture and, therefore, there is an element of wickedness, or the potential for wickedness, in
every one of us:

Moreover | saw under the sun that in the place of justice, even there was wickedness, and in the place
of righteousness, even there was wickedness.
Ecclesiastes 3:16 (RSV)

Solomon also says that it is even possible to offer a sacrifice to God, but for it still to be viewed as evil,
because it is a “sacrifice of fools™:

Guard your steps when you go to the house of God; to draw near to listen is better than to offer the

sacrifice of fools; for they do not know that they are doing evil.
Ecclesiastes 5:1 (RSV)
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Even though they believed in Him, God viewed most of the Exodus generation as wicked

A sobering passage in Numbers speaks of almost an entire generation of Israelites whom God describes
as wicked. They were those who were adults when God miraculously rescued them from slavery in
Egypt, bringing them through the Red Sea and into the wilderness. However, He declares that the vast
majority of them will not be allowed to enter the Promised Land. They therefore lost their inheritance,
though not necessarily their salvation. God then kept them wandering in the desert for 38 years waiting
for all of those who were over the age of 20 at the time of the Exodus to die of disease or old age:

% And the LORD spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying, ¥ “How long shall this wicked congregation
grumble against me? | have heard the grumblings of the people of Israel, which they grumble against
me. 2 Say to them, ‘As I live, declares the LORD, what you have said in my hearing I will do to you:
2 your dead bodies shall fall in this wilderness, and of all your number, listed in the census from
twenty years old and upward, who have grumbled against me, **not one shall come into the land
where | swore that | would make you dwell, except Caleb the son of Jephunneh and Joshua the son
of Nun.
L But your little ones, who you said would become a prey, | will bring in, and they shall know the
land that you have rejected. * But as for you, your dead bodies shall fall in this wilderness. * And
your children shall be shepherds in the wilderness forty years and shall suffer for your faithlessness,
until the last of your dead bodies lies in the wilderness. ** According to the number of the days in
which you spied out the land, forty days, a year for each day, you shall bear your iniquity forty years,
and you shall know my displeasure.’ * 1, the LORD, have spoken. Surely this will 1 do to all this
wicked congregation who are gathered together against me: in this wilderness they shall come to a
full end, and there they shall die.”

Numbers 14:26-35 (ESV)

God was angry with almost all of that generation because they had behaved wickedly. That is how He
viewed their attitudes and their unbelief. Yet, what had they done? And why did their attitude anger
God so much? This is the alarming part, because they actually sound rather like our modern Western
churches. These are the kind of things they did:

a) They grumbled against God because of their circumstances. They complained about their food and
the initial lack of water and about being in the wilderness. But most of us grumble and complain about
far smaller things than those and we can be equally ungrateful, if not more so.

b) They had a lot of knowledge, for which God held them accountable. They had personally seen a
series of extraordinary miracles such as walking through the Red Sea with the water stacked up as a
wall to their left and right. Then they saw that water come crashing down on the Egyptian army. Yet
once that series of miracles was over they quickly began to doubt God’s promises and to question
whether He would even provide food and water. But the truth is most of us have had similar doubts.
We have not seen such spectacular miracles, but we do have the Bible, in which these are written about.
So, we have at least indirect knowledge, for which we are going to be held equally accountable, if not
more so.

c) They criticised and blamed God for their circumstances. They also slandered and misrepresented
Him. Some even said that God must hate them because He was exposing them to such hardship and
inconvenience. In saying such things they defamed God’s character. They also discouraged and misled
younger people and tarnished their view of God.

d) They did not sufficiently value the promises that God had made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, of
which they, as the Hebrew nation, were all beneficiaries. Like Esau, most of them had failed to value
the promises and they did not appreciate the great privilege of being included within God’s Chosen
People. Again, many of us do exactly the same, despising our birthright as Christians, and failing to
value God’s promises in particular, and the Bible in general.
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The point is that when the people of Israel behaved in these ways, or displayed these attitudes, God
viewed them as wicked, especially that particular generation which came out of Egypt as adults. They
had heard God’s Word through Moses and had directly witnessed God’s miraculous power. Therefore,
they were judged very severely and held more strongly accountable for their attitudes in the light of the
enormous knowledge and other privileges they had been granted. Few of us would think of them as an
example of wicked people.

We would be more likely to have in mind drug-dealers and paedophiles. But that is not necessarily how
God sees it. In His eyes, it is also wicked, and possibly more wicked, for us to have been given
knowledge, understanding, blessings and advantages and yet to ignore those things and act like an
unbeliever instead. God might well see such attitudes as more serious, and more wicked, than the
actions of those who lie and steal. There is no basis for us to be complacent about any of this, because
we have been given far more access to God’s Word than the Israelites of that generation ever had.

At any rate, the point is that none of us can assume that because we know the Bible, and believe in God,
we cannot therefore be viewed as wicked. Many of us may be surprised, and even appalled, when we
face Jesus in judgment, to find that His appraisal of us is far worse than the way we see ourselves. That
needs to concern all of us as we contemplate the Judgment that is coming which, by the way, we should
all be thinking of regularly.

Likewise, God viewed it as wickedness when the people of Israel asked Samuel to give them a
King, rather than have God as their King.

Another surprising example of where a group of people are described by God as being wicked is the
generation of Israelites which asked Samuel to give them a King. God wanted for Himself to be their
King. But the people wanted a man, so they could be like all the other nations. God considered their
request for a king, and their implicit rejection of Him, to be wickedness:

And Samuel said to all Israel, “Behold, I have obeyed your voice in all that you have said to me and
have made a king over you.
1 Samuel 12:1 (ESV)

® And Samuel said to the people, “The LORD is witness, who appointed Moses and Aaron and brought
your fathers up out of the land of Egypt. “ Now therefore stand still that | may plead with you before
the LORD concerning all the righteous deeds of the LORD that he performed for you and for your
fathers. ®When Jacob went into Egypt, and the Egyptians oppressed them, then your fathers cried
out to the LORD and the LORD sent Moses and Aaron, who brought your fathers out of Egypt and
made them dwell in this place. ° But they forgot the LORD their God. And he sold them into the hand
of Sisera, commander of the army of Hazor, and into the hand of the Philistines, and into the hand
of the king of Moab. And they fought against them.
19 And they cried out to the LORD and said, ‘We have sinned, because we have forsaken the LORD
and have served the Baals and the Ashtaroth. But now deliver us out of the hand of our enemies, that
we may serve you.’ ' And the LORD sent Jerubbaal and Barak and Jephthah and Samuel and
delivered you out of the hand of your enemies on every side, and you lived in safety. ** And when you
saw that Nahash the king of the Ammonites came against you, you said to me, ‘No, but a king shall
reign over us,” when the LORD your God was your king. ** And now behold the king whom you have
chosen, for whom you have asked; behold, the LORD has set a king over you.

1 Samuel 12:6-13 (ESV)

16 Now therefore stand still and see this great thing that the LorRD will do before your eyes. *" Is it not
wheat harvest today? I will call upon the LORD, that he may send thunder and rain. And you shall
know and see that your wickedness is great, which you have done in the sight of the LORD, in asking
for yourselves a king.” '® So Samuel called upon the LORD, and the LORD sent thunder and rain that
day, and all the people greatly feared the LORD and Samuel. 1 Samuel 12:16-18 (ESV)
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The way God viewed this was that the Israelites were rejecting Him. To do that, despite knowing who
He is, what He had done for them, and their unique role as the Chosen People, was seen by God as
wickedness. He saw the Israelites of Samuel’s day as being accountable for all the knowledge they had
and for all their other privileges. So, for people in their position to prefer to have a human king, and to
be like all the other nations instead of being God’s special people, was a gross insult to God.

Again, that has got to make us consider our own position. Many of us are at least equally guilty of the
same attitudes they had, and of rejecting God in favour of some other person or thing. Some of the
religious wicked know that they are false. However, some of them are deceived about it themselves
and are not necessarily aware of how wicked they are. Many do not even realise they are not real
Christians and completely assume that they are saved when they aren’t, or even that everybody will be
saved. They will get a terrible shock when they die.

The religious wicked may seem to be saved, but God knows those who are His and those who are
not.

This group can therefore be mistaken for Christians and they frequently are. However, God knows
those who are His, and those who aren’t. He makes no mistakes and cannot be deceived. In some
ways, the religious wicked are actually the larger threat to the real Church as they are more likely to be
listened to and believed by others when they preach myths and false doctrines of their own making.
They then cause others to follow them and to reject the truth.

The judgment of God is going to fall heavily on those false teachers who reject the truth, and who lead
so many others to do the same. However, His judgment will also come upon those members of
lukewarm and apostate churches who prefer to hear false teaching and pleasant, positive sermons about
things like prosperity rather than being taught the real truth from the Bible by genuine leaders and
teachers:

°For this is a rebellious people, false sons,

Sons who refuse to listen

To the instruction of the LORD;

Y Who say to the seers, “You must not see Visions”;

And to the prophets, “You must not prophesy to us what is right,
Speak to us pleasant words,

Prophesy illusions.

1 «“Get out of the way, turn aside from the path,

Let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel.”

12 Therefore thus says the Holy One of Israel,
“Since you have rejected this word
And have put your trust in oppression and guile, and have relied on them,
B Therefore this iniquity will be to you
Like a breach about to fall,
A bulge in a high wall,
Whose collapse comes suddenly in an instant,
Y Whose collapse is like the smashing of a potter’s jar,
So ruthlessly shattered
That a sherd will not be found among its pieces
To take fire from a hearth
Or to scoop water from a cistern.”
Isaiah 30:9-14 (NASB)

Please see below, and also in my Book 6, a discussion of some passages from the letter to the Hebrews.
From these it emerges that even real Christians, who have been genuinely saved and have begun to be
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sanctified, can fall away, i.e. become apostate, and join the ranks of the religious wicked. It is also
made clear that they will end up in the Lake of Fire. Even more alarmingly, we are told that it is virtually
impossible for such apostates to repent, and to regain a real faith, once they have degenerated in this
way.

That is how seriously God takes all of this, and therefore it needs to make us tremble. We need to be
clear then, that when we speak of the wicked, we are not always referring to outright unbelievers.
Sometimes we mean people who look and sound like Christians, and who may once have been real
Christians, but have since fallen away and become apostate.

Either way, whether they ceased to be real Christians, or never were real to begin with, they are now
false, and are a danger to the real Church. In the pages that follow, and within Book 6 too, we shall
repeatedly refer to ‘the wicked’, but you need to be aware, in each case, which type is being spoken of,
i.e. the religious wicked, or the non-religious wicked, or both.

The wicked in general, whether religious or not

Another name which is frequently applied to the wicked in the Bible, and also to fools, is the scoffer.
Such a person mocks and belittles the things that God considers precious. Therefore, at the very least,
a scoffer is automatically a fool, but many of them are wicked as well:

""Scoffer™ is the name of the proud,
haughty man who acts with arrogant pride.
Proverbs 21:24 (RSV)

Another feature of the wicked, which they also share with fools, is that they do not fear God. In
particular, they do not fear His judgment and do not expect ever to be found out, caught or punished.
They believe that they can do whatever they wish and that there will be no adverse consequences for
them, either now or in eternity:

! Transgression speaks to the wicked

deep in his heart;

there is no fear of God

before his eyes.

2For he flatters himself in his own eyes

that his iniquity cannot be found out and hated.
Psalm 36:1-2 (ESV)

We hear of the wicked even as far back as Genesis chapter six. By that time in the Earth's history God
had become dismayed and regretted making mankind. Things had degenerated to such a low point that
almost the whole population of the world was classified by Him as wicked. The only exceptions were
Noah and his family:

Then the LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that every intent of the
thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.
Genesis 6:5 (NASB)

The situation became so grave that God solved it by wiping out almost all of the people on the Earth,
using a worldwide flood. That indicates how seriously God takes wickedness and shows that we cannot
afford not to take it seriously ourselves. Moreover, He is going to judge the whole world again, albeit
by fire next time, not water. To begin with, Jesus Himself will destroy all the wicked when He returns
at His second coming:

For the ruthless will come to an end and the scorner will be finished,
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Indeed all who are intent on doing evil will be cut off;
Isaiah 29:20 (NASB)

! For behold, the day is coming, burning like a furnace; and all the arrogant and every evildoer will
be chaff; and the day that is coming will set them ablaze,” says the LORD of hosts, “so that it will
leave them neither root nor branch.” > “But for you who fear My name, the sun of righteousness will
rise with healing in its wings; and you will go forth and skip about like calves from the stall. *You
will tread down the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles of your feet on the day which I am
preparing,” says the LORD of hosts.

Malachi 4:1-3 (NASB)

After the 1000 year Millennial reign of King Jesus is over, the very surface of the Earth itself will be
burned up and all wickedness will then be fully and finally removed:

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise,
and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and the works that are upon it will be
burned up.

2 Peter 3:10 (RSV)

Moreover, all those who have rejected the Gospel will face their complete and eternal judgment at the
Great White Throne Judgment, after which they will all be cast into the Lake of Fire:

1 Then I saw a great white throne and him who sat upon it; from his presence earth and sky fled
away, and no place was found for them. > And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the
throne, and books were opened. Also another book was opened, which is the book of life. And the
dead were judged by what was written in the books, by what they had done. ** And the sea gave up
the dead in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead in them, and all were judged by what they had done.
¥ Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire;
> and if any one’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

Revelation 20:11-15 (RSV)

But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the polluted, as for murderers, fornicators, sorcerers, idolaters,
and all liars, their lot shall be in the lake that burns with fire and sulphur, which is the second death.”
Revelation 21:8 (RSV)

God scorns, abhors, curses, and even hates, the wicked and He intends to wipe them all out

The wicked are at the bottom end of the spectrum. Not only are they fools, they go even further and
are also arrogant, dishonest and hard-hearted. Many of them hate God, or at least despise Him, which
is to say that they under-value Him, whether they realise it or not. That is the case whether they are
religious or not. God actually hates the wicked, and all that they stand for. He considers them an
abomination and treats them as His enemies.

If you are not convinced of all that, consider the following passages and note how strongly God feels
and how resolved He is to confront and punish the wicked. | have included several such passages
because so many people find it hard to believe that God really will deal with the wicked in this way.
They have been told that He loves everyone, and hates nobody, and that He will forgive everyone and
punish nobody. But there is no basis for those views in the Bible. God’s hatred for sin, and of the
wicked, emerges clearly, however much our apostate generation might deny those facts:

* For you are not a God who delights in wickedness;
evil may not dwell with you.

® The boastful shall not stand before your eyes;
you hate all evildoers.
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® You destroy those who speak lies;
the LORD abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful man.
Psalm 5:4-6 (ESV)

Do not envy a man of violence
and do not choose any of his ways,
%2for the devious person is an abomination to the LORD,
but the upright are in his confidence.
%3The LORD's curse is on the house of the wicked,
but he blesses the dwelling of the righteous.
% Toward the scorners he is scornful,
but to the humble he gives favour.
Proverbs 3:31-34 (ESV)

“Men of perverse mind are an abomination to the LORD,
but those of blameless ways are his delight.
21Be assured, an evil man will not go unpunished,
but those who are righteous will be delivered.
Proverbs 11:20-21 (RSV)

>The LORD is a jealous and avenging God; the LORD is avenging and wrathful; the LORD takes
vengeance on his adversaries and keeps wrath for his enemies. *The LORD is slow to anger and great
in power, and the LORD will by no means clear the guilty. His way is in whirlwind and storm, and
the clouds are the dust of his feet.

Nahum 1:2-3 (ESV)

"The LORD is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; he knows those who take refuge in him. ®But
with an overflowing flood he will make a full end of his adversaries, and will pursue his enemies into
darkness.

Nahum 1:7-8 (RSV)

God scorns the wicked,
but the upright enjoy his favour.
Proverbs 14:9 (RSV)

The thoughts of the wicked are an abomination to the LORD,
the words of the pure are pleasing to him.
Proverbs 15:26 (RSV)

8your hand will find out all your enemies;
your right hand will find out those who hate you.
°You will make them as a blazing oven
when you appear.
The LorD will swallow them up in his wrath;
and fire will consume them.

Psalm 21:8-9 (RSV)

All the wicked of the earth thou dost count as dross;
therefore | love thy testimonies.
Psalm 119:119 (RSV)

But God will strike the heads of his enemies,

the hairy crown of him who walks in his guilty ways.
Psalm 68:21 (ESV)
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He will bring back on them their iniquity

and wipe them out for their wickedness;

the LORD our God will wipe them out.
Psalm 94:23 (RSV)

1God shall arise, his enemies shall be scattered;
and those who hate him shall flee before him!
2As smoke is driven away,
so you shall drive them away;
as wax melts before fire,
so the wicked shall perish before God!

Psalm 68:1-2 (ESV)

To be classified as ‘wicked’ does not require us to be famous or to do spectacularly evil things

Do not make the mistake of assuming that when the Bible speaks of the wicked it means only
spectacularly evil people, such as murderers, drug-dealers and dictators. It also includes many people
who are entirely ordinary, but who have proud, hard, dishonest hearts. In particular they have no
willingness to listen to God or to repent. They obstinately close their ears until, eventually, they become
deaf to God's convicting voice. That includes the religious wicked who are not sincere, or who are even
outright apostates.

They have no love for the truth, no genuine repentance and no fear of God. In fact, such falsely religious
people are often the proudest and most hard-hearted of all. They are frequently also the most
antagonistic to real Christians. The wicked are very willing to lie, whether they are religious or non-
religious. They are also mean and selfish, and they have a contempt for God, i.e. for the real God, as
opposed to the false god they create for themselves.

The wicked also have contempt for genuine Christians, who are hated by all of the wicked, but with
particular venom by the falsely religious. Perhaps the main reason for the increased antagonism that
the religious wicked display is that genuine Christians make false Christians feel convicted. Their very
lives are a rebuke to them, even when they aren’t saying anything, and the wicked do not like to be
rebuked, however politely or sensitively it is done.

Wicked people exist at every level of the social scale and make up perhaps 20% to 30% of the
population. It may be a lot more. I don’t know, as only God knows their exact number. It will also
vary from country to country, and from one generation to the next, but that is my personal guess. God
is determined to resist the wicked and to bring them to judgment. Ultimately, He will destroy them all
i.e. end their lives, because He classes them as His enemies. | emphasise that fact again, for the sake of
those who still find it hard to believe. Consider these further verses:

The LORD preserves all who love him;
but all the wicked he will destroy.
Psalm 145:20 (RSV)

God is a just judge,
And God is angry with the wicked every day.
Psalm 7:11 (NKJV)
The face of the LORD is against evildoers,
to cut off the remembrance of them from the earth.
Psalm 34:16 (RSV)

Evil shall slay the wicked; and those who
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hate the righteous will be condemned.
Psalm 34:21 (RSV)

'Why do you boast, O mighty man,

of mischief done against the godly?

All the day you are plotting destruction.

Your tongue is like a sharp razor,

you worker of treachery.

®You love evil more than good,

and lying more than speaking the truth.

*You love all words that devour,

O deceitful tongue.

*But God will break you down for ever;

he will snatch and tear you from your tent;

he will uproot you from the land of the living.
Psalm 52:1-5 (RSV)

Some readers may be surprised that | spoke of false Christians as having contempt for God, or at least
that they despise, i.e. devalue, the real God. | also spoke of them constructing a false god of their own
because every false Christian | have ever met has redefined or rebranded God in some way to suit their
own beliefs, opinions, preferences, likes and dislikes. Above all, they do it to make Him fit in with
their own denominational traditions, customs and practices.

Any person whose focus is on tradition rather than on the Bible, and who seeks to uphold their own
denomination rather than the truth, is in danger of creating their own false god in place of the real God.
Such a false god is then likely to tell them that real Christians, who don’t redefine God, but accept what
He says about Himself in the Bible, need to be persecuted, and even killed, for the sake of defending
that tradition or denomination. Throughout history, and also today, falsely religious people have found
it easy to justify such persecution.

There was also wickedness amongst those who claimed to be believers in the days of the prophet
Jeremiah. In the passages below, note the kinds of things which God regards as wicked. The sins
described are not spectacular ones. They include things like not having any fear of God, being stubborn
and rebellious, telling lies, and giving (and also accepting) false prophecies. The problem is that all of
those things, and more besides, are being done regularly in very many churches today and on an even
larger scale than in Jeremiah’s time:

2L “Now hear this, O foolish and senseless people,
Who have eyes but do not see;

Who have ears but do not hear.

%2 Do you not fear Me?’ declares the LORD.

‘Do you not tremble in My presence?

For I have placed the sand as a boundary for the sea,
An eternal decree, so it cannot cross over it.

Though the waves toss, yet they cannot prevail;
Though they roar, yet they cannot cross over it.

%3 ‘But this people has a stubborn and rebellious heart;
They have turned aside and departed.

' “They do not say in their heart,

“Let us now fear the LORD our God,

Who gives rain in its season,

Both the autumn rain and the spring rain,

Who keeps for us

The appointed weeks of the harvest.”

% “Your iniquities have turned these away,
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And your sins have withheld good from you.
% <For wicked men are found among My people,
They watch like fowlers lying in wait;
They set a trap,
They catch men.
" “Like a cage full of birds,
So their houses are full of deceit;
Therefore they have become great and rich.
8 ‘They are fat, they are sleek,
They also excel in deeds of wickedness;
They do not plead the cause,
The cause of the orphan, that they may prosper;
And they do not defend the rights of the poor.
2 <Shall I not punish these people?’ declares the LORD,
‘On a nation such as this
Shall I not avenge Myself?’
% “An appalling and horrible thing
Has happened in the land:
%' The prophets prophesy falsely,
And the priests rule on their own authority;
And My people love it so!
But what will you do at the end of it?
Jeremiah 5:21-31 (NASB)

To whom shall | speak and give warning
That they may hear?
Behold, their ears are closed
And they cannot listen.
Behold, the word of the LORD has become a reproach to them;
They have no delight in it.
Jeremiah 6:10 (NASB)

The wickedness that has always been, and still is, within the Roman Catholic Church

Consider what the Roman Catholic church has done over many centuries, and is still doing, to oppose
genuine, biblical Christianity. Their power was at its peak for over a thousand years, from the fifth
century until the sixteenth. During that time they dominated all of Europe and even kings submitted to
the popes. All real Christianity was driven underground, reading the Bible was forbidden, and they
hunted, persecuted and killed genuine Christians, all over Europe.

Such real Christians have always existed, in every century, and the Roman Catholic church has always
persecuted them, wherever and whenever it had the power to do so. However, it was in the years before
and during the Reformation, when the popes were fighting to preserve their power over the people, that
we saw them at their most brutal, arrogant and devious. John Wycliff, who lived in the fourteenth
century, from 1320 to 1384, was originally a Roman Catholic priest but he then began to study the
Bible. That was strictly forbidden for lay people, but very few priests ever did so either.

Indeed, priests still don’t study it much today. Most of the priests I have known, which is a lot, barely
know the Bible at all, even at the shallowest level. As usually happens when Catholics begin to read
the Bible, Wycliff saw that what he was reading did not match the doctrines, practices, traditions or
standards of behaviour, that he had grown up with. From what he read, he began to understand the real
Gospel, was born again, and became a true Christian. That did not go down well with those in authority,
so they tried to silence him, using various forms of pressure, including violence.
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But Wycliff refused to be silenced. Instead he trained up hundreds of lay preachers who came to be
called ‘Lollards. They went round the UK, and also into Europe, preaching the real Gospel and telling
people the truth about the Bible and also about the corruption in the Catholic church. Many of those
men were then put to death simply because they preached the real Gospel, told the truth about
Catholicism, and read the Bible out loud in public to the ordinary people. Those were three activities
which the Catholic hierarchy were determined to stamp out.

The popes and bishops did not want any member of the public to read the Bible. They knew that if
people did start to read it, they would soon realise that what Catholicism had become was totally
different from what the Bible says the Church should be. Their entire power structure, and all of their
pomp and vast wealth, would then have been threatened. There was no way they would ever permit
that and they still don’t today. However, Wycliff continued to defy them and went ahead and translated
the New Testament into English in the face of all their threats.

Woycliff had a huge influence, both in England and in Europe, where his ideas and teaching had spread.
His influence even went as far as what we now call the Czech Republic and reached another great man
called Jan Hus. Wycliff also laid the foundations for the work of Martin Luther, John Calvin and many
others who later played key roles in the Reformation of the sixteenth century. That is why Wycliff is
now referred to as “the morning star of the Reformation”. He would undoubtedly have been put to
death were it not for the protection of a very powerful man called John of Gaunt.

He was a wealthy aristocrat, and was related to royalty, but he was also a Bible-believing Christian, and
he arranged for Wycliff to be accompanied by armed soldiers everywhere he went. They were needed
to protect him from being assassinated. Without them, the Pope would certainly have killed him. That
is how venomous they were towards him and the real Gospel. One day Wycliff was discussing the
guestion of martyrdom, which many of his followers had suffered, and he said: “Why do you talk of
seeking the crown of martyrdom afar? Just preach the gospel of Christ to haughty prelates and
martyrdom will not fail you”.

So, moving back to our main point, would it be right to describe as wicked the Roman Catholic popes
and bishops, and those working for them, who opposed Wycliff and killed his followers? Am |
exaggerating if I do? I don’t think so. Let’s summarise just some of what they did and then you can
decide for yourself:

a) They forbade the translation of the Bible into any language other than Latin, so that only educated
priests could read it (not that many of them ever bothered to read it either, and very many priests
were not educated men anyway).

b) They destroyed any English Bibles they found.

c) They put the Lollards to death for preaching the real Gospel and telling the truth about Roman
Catholicism.

d) They wanted to put Wycliff himself to death and tried hard to do so.

It would surely be difficult to describe the actions and attitudes of those popes and bishops as anything
other than wicked. They were proud, arrogant, devious and cruel. They were also selfish, greedy for
money and power, and had no respect at all for the truth, or the Bible. It was not just Wycliff and his
followers that were persecuted. They did the same, and worse, to the Czech reformer, Jan Hus, who
preached the true Gospel fearlessly and was burned alive at the stake for doing so.

Likewise, in the early sixteenth century, William Tyndale (1494-1536) translated a large part of the
Bible into English from Greek and Hebrew, despite the violent opposition of the Pope and bishops of
his day. He also preached the truth about the Gospel and about the corrupt nature of the Roman Catholic
church and its leaders. One day a Roman Catholic bishop said to Tyndale:

“Well then, it [is] better to be without God’s laws than the Pope’s”.
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Tyndale boldly replied:

“I defy the Pope and all his laws. 1f God spares my life | will take care that a ploughboy knows more
of the Scriptures than [you do]!”

That aim was not as hard as it sounds, because Catholic clergy, both then and now, know very little
about the Bible and do not read much of it. Tyndale was eventually lured to his death by tricks and lies.
His only ‘crimes’ were to speak the truth, to preach the real Gospel, and to translate the Bible into
English. How can we call what they did to him anything other than wicked? This brutality did not only
occur at the time of the Reformation. It is the way the Roman Catholic church has always behaved,
throughout its entire history and it still does, wherever it has the power to do so.

One common response, if one speaks of these atrocities, is for Catholics to say “That was all in the past.
Things have changed now, especially since the 2" Vatican Council of the 1960s”. However, Roman
Catholicism has not changed in any material sense. Its essential character and nature are just as they
have always been. Moreover, they have never, at any stage, renounced or condemned any of the wicked
things they have ever done, or the actions of any of their present or former leaders.

The only real change that has taken place is that the Reformation freed many European nations from
the power of the Popes and thus reduced the influence of Catholicism over them. But that was contrary
to their wishes and, if they still had the power today to put people to death, they would assuredly do so,
as they always did when they had got that power. If you aren’t convinced that the character of the
Roman Catholic leadership is the same as it always was, you need only look at the worldwide scandal
of the sexual abuse of children by paedophile priests.

On top of that there is also the systematic cover-up of that abuse by the bishops, cardinals and popes.
Most of them, and probably all of them, were well aware of what was going on, and of the extent and
gravity of what was being covered up. Yet they all looked after their institution and did whatever was
needed to protect it, rather than the thousands of children who were being abused, on an industrial scale,
by priests. For example, Pope John-Paul II, who ‘reigned’ from 1978 to 2005, and was recently made
what they call a ‘saint’, consistently covered up reports of child abuse and took no action against his

clergy.

When anyone spoke out about paedophile priests, they were silenced rather than helped, and the priests
concerned went completely unpunished. If there was any trouble locally, the offending priests were
simply moved to another parish, where they could continue, as before, unchallenged and unsupervised.
If we look at just one very small country, Austria, we see that, at the time of writing, the Roman Catholic
church there has paid out token compensation to 1800 victims of abuse. However, they did so on the
strict condition that those victims must remain silent about what was done to them.

Moreover, not even one Austrian priest or bishop has been removed from his position, either for the
abuse itself, or for failing to tackle the abusers. How can one find that anything other than appalling,
not only the initial abuse, but also the way it was then covered up? And how can they possibly justify
taking no action whatsoever against any of the guilty priests? And why should the victims be required
to stay silent when it might well help them to speak about it?

The way the Catholic authorities have acted proves conclusively that there is no genuine repentance on
their part, or even remorse. They care only for their own reputation, the preservation of the institution,
and maintaining their own power base. However, | am not just picking on Austria, as if they were
somehow worse than the rest. What happened there is entirely typical of how this scandal has been
handled. This paedophilia and its subsequent cover-up has not just happened once or twice, here and
there.

It has been happening systematically, in thousands of places, all over the world. In fact, even now, we
are generally only getting to hear of a fraction of the abuse that went on, and is still going on. The
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organisation called SNAP — Survivors Network of those Abused by Priests, represents 18,000 people
from 79 countries who were sexually abused by priests. But those who have chosen to do something
about it are only a small fraction of the true number of victims who are still alive today.

Even that huge number, 18,000, is just the tip of a vast iceberg that remains hidden. Moreover, we are
only really getting to hear of it in countries in which the majority of the population is hot Roman
Catholic. In the countries where they do have a majority, and especially in the developing world, they
find it much easier to cover things up, suppress criticism, undermine witnesses and stop the police
enquiring effectively into complaints.

The wickedness that has been, and still is, within the Reformed, Lutheran and other Protestant
churches and in the Pentecostal and Charismatic churches too

If anyone thinks | am singling out the Roman Catholic church alone for criticism, | assure you | am not.
It simply contains more doctrinal errors, has a falser gospel, has more paedophiles, and has done more
wicked things, than any other denomination. But, it is far from being alone in any of these things.
Many other churches have also acted in ways which can only be called wicked, albeit on a smaller scale.
For example, some of the Reformers (by no means all) oppressed those people who wanted to take the
Reformation even further.

Those reformers promoted their own opinions and practices by punishing and even executing those who
disagreed with them. They displayed the very same pride, haughtiness and cruelty that the Popes had
shown to them. Some of the leadership of the new Protestant denominations began very quickly to
impose their views by force. They abused their positions of power in very similar ways to how the
popes and bishops had always operated. One example is their oppressive treatment of the Anabaptists,
who preached believers’ baptism instead of baptism for babies, which most Reformed leaders continued
to practise.

Likewise, in Geneva, John Calvin and his followers were creating a city which was supposedly made
up entirely of ‘the elect’, an absurd idea which they invented. They therefore became the leaders not
only of the church in Geneva, but also of the city itself. They took over the councils, and also the civil
and criminal courts, and began to make the laws and to enforce them brutally. They became appallingly
domineering and forced people to go to church, as well as imposing dictatorial rules about conduct and
speech.

They were proving, by their own oppressive actions, that the craving to control and dominate other
people is deeply ingrained in the fallen human nature. It is by no means limited to Roman Catholicism,
or to any other denomination. Any person who achieves absolute power, as some of the reformers did,
just as the popes and bishops had done, is likely to end up a dictator. One of the many savage things
which happened in Geneva, was that John Calvin had a part to play in the execution of a good man,
Michael Servetus, who was put to death merely because he would not accept Calvin's teachings.

Today, the supporters of Calvin try to play down the extent of his personal involvement in Servetus
being burned alive at the stake for his beliefs. However, it is clear that Calvin was personally involved
and that he acted just like a pope. An even starker example is Martin Luther. He began well and said
many true things as he stood up to the Roman Catholic church and its false practices and teachings.
Consequently, he is revered by those who admire his early actions and beliefs and there is therefore a
reluctance to hear about how he ended up.

However, the truth is that, in many ways, even Luther became a heretic. He rejected the book of James,
calling it a “letter of straw” and taught that it should not even be in the Bible. He did the same with the
book of Revelation and urged people not to bother with it. However, the lowest point for Luther came
at the end of his life when he turned against the Jews and publicly taught, and wrote, that they should
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be persecuted and killed. These were not just unscripted off-the-cuff remarks, which he did not really
mean, and later regretted.

He deliberately and clearly taught that people everywhere should kill the Jews. Therefore, the sermons
and writings of Martin Luther were later used as the theological justification for the Nazi holocaust.
Indeed, Adolf Hitler quoted Luther’s teachings in his book, ‘Mein Kampf’, in which he set out the
manifesto of the Nazi Party. Moreover, Hitler was not misquoting, misunderstanding or exaggerating
any of Luther’s words. Neither was he taking them out of context. It was an accurate representation
of what Luther had said and was in its proper context.

One very rarely hears about any of this, because it is not considered polite to speak ill of a “great man”
like Luther, who is an idol for many. But the facts are what the facts are. What Luther taught, at least
in his later years, was evil, quite apart from his heretical views about the authority of some of the
Scriptures. Therefore, if we have any regard for the truth, we need to be willing to admit such facts and
to speak of them openly, without hiding anything. We must not make an idol of any man, however
famous he might be, and no matter how much good he might also have done in other ways.

What therefore, do the brutal actions and policies of men like Luther and Calvin amount to? Would it
be fair to call it wickedness? | think it would. Some of the reformers (not all) took on the very same
haughty, autocratic ways as the popes and bishops, albeit not to the same extent. However, that was
probably only because they never achieved the same levels of unlimited power that the popes had. If
the reformers had had more power, some of them would have used it and would have been even more
vicious than they already were.

We see the same dictatorial features today, although in less dramatic ways, but that is probably only
because the churches no longer have the power to execute anybody. However, there are still controlling,
manipulative and dominating leaders in almost all the denominational churches, at least in all the ones
I have ever been in. In some cases that abuse of authority is only at a low level. Fleshly, insecure men
jockey for position and do whatever they feel they need to do to preserve their own position.

However, that behaviour often reaches the level of outright wickedness. For example, many church
leaders lie. Moreover, they do so entirely deliberately, and regularly, not just by mistake or only on
rare occasions. They also manipulate and dominate people to get their own way. | know several
Evangelical and Charismatic church leaders who have gone way beyond just being carnal. Some have
undoubtedly acted wickedly and with deliberate intent. Yet that is just my own experience. Far worse
things have been done elsewhere, that | have only read of or heard about.

The religious wicked have the same desire to rule, in every denomination, and are not willing to
be questioned or contradicted.

All of the religious wicked, of whatever denomination, are proud and haughty, especially those who are
‘ordained’ as ‘clergy’. They display this in many ways, for example by their love of the trappings of
office and the power it gives them. They like their special clothes and to be set apart, deferred to, and
held in honour. In particular they hate to be challenged or questioned, especially by ‘lay’ people. |
describe such leaders as having a ‘clergy mentality’.

They come to believe that God has elevated them to a special status above ordinary members of the
church, and that He has appointed them to rule. They see it as their natural place to teach, not to be
taught, and to correct, not to be corrected. Few ever say any of that out loud, in express words, but that
is how they think, and it shows in their actions and tone, especially when you begin to look for it. An
example of this kind of haughtiness can be seen in the Pharisees who spoke to the man born blind,
whose sight Jesus had restored:

62



24 So for the second time they called the man who had been blind, and said to him, “Give God the
praise; we know that this man is a sinner.” % He answered, “Whether he is a sinner, I do not know;
one thing I know, that though I was blind, now I see.” % T hey said to him, “What did he do to you?
How did he open your eyes?” * He answered them, “T have told you already, and you would not
listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you too want to become his disciples?” *® And they
reviled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. *° We know that God has
spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he comes from.”
% The man answered, “Why, this is a marvel! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he
opened my eyes. ** We know that God does not listen to sinners, but if any one is a worshiper of God
and does his will, God listens to him. ** Never since the world began has it been heard that any one
opened the eyes of a man born blind. * If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” * They
answered him, “You were born in utter sin, and would you teach us?” And they cast him out.

John 9:24-34 (RSV)

These Pharisees were incensed at the idea of an ordinary man having the impertinence to tell them
something. They were not willing even to be questioned, let alone instructed or corrected, by ‘non-
clergy’. | have come across that attitude consistently, in virtually every church | have ever attended.
There has been that same assumption of superiority wherever | have tried to question leaders, and even
more so if | have tried to tell them something. They have seen it as their role to teach me, not mine to
teach them.

Moreover, the more accurate my point was, the more bitterly they resented it. So, they were not
objecting to me making inaccurate or unjustified remarks, but to the fact that they were true. However,
they were mainly objecting to the idea that someone would have the nerve to ‘answer back’ at all and
not to show them the deference that they expected to receive. Yet, the truth is that we are all supposed
to teach, correct, question, challenge and inform each other. It is meant to be done by everybody and
to everybody, regardless of rank, role or status.

The only position of authority the Bible recognises within a local church is that of an ‘elder’
(presbuteros). But that just means a mature man, who is recognised as a leader within a local church.
They were not ‘clergy’ of the kind that we have today. They were not ‘ordained’ either, and they did
not wear fancy clothes, or have any special status or powers. Therefore, they were not considered to be
high and lifted up.

On the contrary, an elder was meant to submit, defer, and listen to, all other members of the church, not
just to those of a particular role or status. In short, we are all meant to submit to all other believers and
to all fellow workers whenever they have something to say to teach or correct us. Thus, when the
circumstances require it, an elder is just as much under a duty to submit to non-elders as they are to
submit to him. We are all meant to be humble, gentle and cooperative and also to be open to being
corrected, questioned and instructed, whether we are leaders or not.

Therefore, from time to time, we are all called upon to submit to each other, “and to every fellow worker
and labourer”, even to the youngest and lowliest of Christians. Age, status and rank don’t come into
it. For example, if a 16 year old is in charge of the sound desk at church, then we would all be under a
duty to submit to him and to cooperate while he attends to those tasks. The same applies to the man
who puts out the chairs, or those who serve tea and coffee afterwards. Submit to all of them, when they
have some request to make or some instruction to give. Consider these verses:

5 Now, brethren, you know that the household of Steph'anas were the first converts in Acha'ia, and
they have devoted themselves to the service of the saints; ‘°I urge you to be subject to such men and
to every fellow worker and laborer.

1 Corinthians 16:15-16 (RSV)

submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.
Ephesians 5:21 (ESV)
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It is interesting also to note apostle Peter’s attitude, not only to himself, but also to every other Christian.
Firstly, he saw himself as a servant, rather than as a celebrity or superstar. Secondly, he saw other
Christians as having a faith “of equal standing with [his]”. There was not even a trace of pride,
arrogance or what I call ‘clergy mentality’ in him:

Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who have obtained a faith of equal
standing with ours by the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ:
2 Peter 1:1 (ESV)

Having said all that, there is still a valid role for elders as leaders and ‘shepherds’ and we are also meant
to submit to them, or be subject to them. That means we are to make their role of leadership easier by
cooperating and not being stubborn, awkward or argumentative. Anyone who has been appointed as
an elder has an important job to do in the local church but they are meant to do it honestly, unselfishly,
humbly and unpretentiously, without seeking to gain anything financially, and without being
domineering or controlling.

So, the elder cares for the people, and he also leads, but he must do so in the right way and with the
right attitude. The members of the church are then to “be subject” to such elders, but only in the sense
of honouring them and cooperating, not with any kind of unquestioning obedience or subservience. At
the same time, as we saw above, we are all meant to act with humility towards one another, i.e. to
everyone whether we, or they, are elders or not. Apostle Peter also writes helpfully on this:

1 S0 I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well
as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: ? shepherd the flock of God that is among you,
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have you; not for shameful
gain, but eagerly; * not domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to the flock. 4
And when the chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory. ° Likewise, you
who are younger, be subject to the elders. Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one
another, for “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” ° Humble yourselves, therefore,
under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you,

1 Peter 5:1-6 (ESV)

Whenever you come across haughtiness and pride in a leader it should immediately put you on your
guard. It does not necessarily mean that that leader is wicked. He may just be foolish, immature and
carnal. Perhaps he will grow out of such attitudes as he gets older. That is possible, though unlikely.
It is far more likely that such a leader, having already developed an attitude of seeing himself as being
above correction or instruction, may degenerate further and eventually become properly wicked.

That is one reason why you need to beware of, and draw back from, proud, arrogant, clergy-minded
leaders. For more detail on this theme please refer to Book 8 in this series, entitled ‘Biblical and
unbiblical churches’. Also see Book 6, entitled “How to identify and handle wicked people”. This is
a very important issue, and one which you are bound to come across, especially if you ever start to
guestion their teaching or decisions.

The wicked are brass-faced, defiant and bold, even when they are exposed and ought to be
ashamed.

One of the most consistent features of the wicked is that they are brass-faced, even when it has been
proved that they were lying or acting wrongly. Indeed, that is usually when they are at their most
defiant. Therefore, brazen, unrepentant defiance and petulance are some of the classic signs of
wickedness that we should be looking out for:

A wicked man puts on a bold face,
but the upright gives thought to his ways. Proverbs 21:29 (ESV)
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This is the way of an adulterous woman:

She eats and wipes her mouth,

And says, “I have done no wrong.”
Proverbs 30:20 (NASB)

O LORD, do not thy eyes look for truth?
Thou hast smitten them,
but they felt no anguish;
thou hast consumed them,
but they refused to take correction.
They have made their faces harder than rock;
they have refused to repent.
Jeremiah 5:3 (RSV)

I have confronted many wicked people, both religious and non-religious ones, partly because God gave
me jobs that required it. | was a police officer and then a solicitor (lawyer) and | have also been an
employer of a great many staff over the years. So | often needed to confront wicked people, firstly
criminals, and then employees, who had been behaving badly. However, I had to do the same within
churches, and was appalled to discover that exactly the same techniques and attitudes are found in
wicked, false churchgoers, and even wicked church leaders, as in wicked staff, or even criminals.

If anything, the dishonesty and pride of falsely religious people is worse than that of the non-religious,
which is actually not surprising, if one thinks about it. Their greater knowledge of God, and of the
Bible, makes their behaviour all the more blameworthy, and makes them all the more accountable. It
is also indicative of hypocrisy rather than just ignorance. The hardest thing to get used to is their
inability to feel shame, even when they are publicly exposed. Not only do they not repent, they do not
even feel embarrassed.

The only emotions they are likely to feel when they are caught red-handed are anger and resentment,
not shame. They do not blush or hide themselves away in disgrace. On the contrary, most of the wicked
people I confront, whether religious or non-religious, go the other way. Even after being exposed in
their wrongdoing, they show their faces immediately, without any embarrassment at all, and continue
to strut about as if nothing had happened. They also socialise openly, even amongst those who know
what they have done, and display no trace of shame:

"...but the unjust knows no shame"".
Zephaniah 3:5 (b) (RSV)

Were they ashamed when they committed abomination?
No, they were not at all ashamed;
they did not know how to blush.
Therefore they shall fall among the fallen;
when | punish them, they shall be overthrown,
says the LORD.
Jeremiah 8:12 (RSV)

The difference between being wicked and merely being sinful, as we all are
When the Bible speaks of the wicked it does not mean that those who are not wicked are therefore not
sinful. Everybody is sinful, even the godliest, wisest person you know. King David makes it quite clear

that no one is righteous or, in other words, that we are all sinners:

Enter not into judgment with your servant,
for no one living is righteous before you. Psalm 143:2 (ESV)
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Therefore, even the prophet Daniel was a sinner, as were Moses, Job, Joseph, David and the apostle
Paul. We all continue to have a flesh nature, even if we are a real Christian, and anything that we do
in, or through, our flesh nature is sin:

> For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who
live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. ® To set the mind on the flesh
is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. ’ For the mind that is set on the flesh is
hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law, indeed it cannot; ® and those who are in the flesh
cannot please God.

Romans 8:5-8 (RSV)

Basically, anything we do that does not proceed from faith is sin and therefore cannot please God,
because it falls short of His perfect standard. Also, if it does not come from faith, then it must come
from our own flesh, which automatically makes it sin, even if it looks good to us:

Romans 14:23 (b) (RSV)

However, there are some levels and categories of sin which go farther than the ordinary sins we all
commit, and which would require us to be reclassified as wicked, rather than ordinary sinners:

All wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin which is not mortal.
1 John 5:17 (RSV)

So, when we speak of wickedness we do not mean the ordinary sin, of which we are all guilty. It goes
beyond that. The wicked sink to a lower level and yet, having said that, the things they do are still not
necessarily spectacular. Most of the wicked look and sound very ordinary. Their key features are that
they are hard-hearted and devious and that their consciences are seared. Moreover, they are not moved
by pity, and they speak arrogantly:

They close their hearts to pity;
with their mouths they speak arrogantly.
Psalm 17:10 (RSV)

The wicked are dishonest and devious and tend also to be two-faced flatterers. They often say one thing
to a person’s face and another thing behind their back:

They speak falsehood to one another;
With flattering lips and with a double heart they speak.
Psalm 12:2 (NASB)

The wicked oppose both God and real Christians and they will react adversely to the Gospel, or even to
being in the presence of a godly person. Frequently the wicked have no conscious understanding of
why they do that. Their flesh nature, or ‘old man’, simply doesn't like the reborn human spirit in the
godly person and therefore reacts against it by lashing out. However, it goes beyond just the flesh. A
wicked person is also likely to be strongly influenced by demons.

The more wicked they become, the more they open themselves up to be influenced by demons.
Therefore, when a wicked man meets a godly person then, even as they enter the room, before anyone
says a word, irrational hostility may spring up in him. The demon accompanying him, or living within
him, alerts him to the nature of that godly person and whips up his antagonism by getting his flesh to
react more than it would ordinarily.

The wicked therefore go further in their sin than ordinary sinners and are much more hostile to the
godly. Another key identifying feature is they are not ashamed of their sins, so they display them
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brazenly. In the end, if the wicked gain the upper hand in a society, their sin will be paraded openly, as
we see in our day, where homosexuality is thrust at us aggressively and treated as if it was something
to be proud of, rather than unnatural and perverted:

% For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. Their women exchanged natural
relations for unnatural, 2’ and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were
consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in
their own persons the due penalty for their error.

Romans 1:26-27 (RSV)

Likewise, abortion is aggressively and shamelessly proclaimed as a so-called ‘human right” when it is
actually a terrible crime in God’s eyes. The wicked therefore strut about assertively at times in history,
such as our own day, when their evil values prevail and vileness is exalted. They can quickly sense
when they are in the ascendant and that realisation emboldens them to go further, and do more, than
they would in less wicked times:

The wicked strut about on every side
When vileness is exalted among the sons of men.
Psalm 12:8 (NASB)

If evil is on the rise in a nation, or in a business, the wicked have the confidence to show themselves
openly, but in better times, the influence of godly people and of righteous laws restrains them and they
keep a lower profile. So the wicked tend to come out when it is ‘dark’, like cockroaches, as the more
committed Nazis, and their sympathisers, did in Germany in the 1930s and 1940s. When it was evil’s
hour in Germany, the wicked developed a greater willingness to come out into the open.

They therefore joined the Nazi Party, SS, Gestapo and so on and publicly embraced Nazi ideology
because they saw advantage in doing so and that they could gain from it. However, in May 1945, they
all vanished overnight when Germany lost the war. It then became impossible to find anybody who
would admit that they had ever been a Nazi, as if Germany had always been a nation of Hitler-opposers.
The reality was that, from 1933-1945, there were advantages to being openly wicked, so those whose
hearts were already wicked, or going that way, seized their opportunity.

The wicked are also recognisable by their capacity for hatred
Another identifying feature of the wicked is the fact that they have such a strong tendency to hate:

Consider how many are my foes, and with what violent hatred they hate me.
Psalm 25:19 (RSV)

Those who hate me without a cause are more than the hairs of my head......
Psalm 69:4(a) (NASB)

The wicked particularly hate the real God, the real Gospel, any real Christian and anything else which
is genuinely biblical. Therefore, when any person is telling the truth about God or the Bible the wicked
will instinctively lash out with irrational hatred and anger. You need to watch out for that, because it
is one of the main ways in which you can identify them:

19 But my foes are vigorous, they are mighty,

and many are those who hate me wrongfully.

2 Those who render me evil for good

accuse me because | follow after good.
Psalm 38:19-20 (ESV)
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The wicked draw the sword and bend their bows,
to bring down the poor and needy,
to slay those who walk uprightly;

Psalm 37:14 (RSV)

The wicked watches the righteous, and seeks to slay him.
Psalm 37:32 (RSV)

Ordinary sinners tend to be opportunistic, whereas the wicked conspire, scheme and plan their
wicked deeds in advance.

The wicked also go beyond the ordinary sin that we all display in that they tend to scheme and conspire
and much of their wrongdoing is premeditated. They plan their sins in advance and come to situations
with a plot already worked out, by which they can more effectively lie, cheat or do harm. An ordinary
sinner, who is not wicked but only foolish, simple, or even wise, tends to sin spontaneously, in
unplanned ways, as and when opportunities or temptations arise. That is still sin, but it does not have
the same devious or conspiratorial quality that the wicked display:

For, behold, the wicked bend the bow,

They make ready their arrow upon the string

To shoot in darkness at the upright in heart.
Psalm 11:2 (NASB)

“Behold, the wicked man conceives evil,
and is pregnant with mischief, and brings forth lies.
®*He makes a pit, digging it out,
and falls into the hole which he has made.
Psalm 7:14-15 (RSV)

The wicked are hostile to the godly, partly due to the hatred they feel for them, but also because it suits
the purposes of their demon guides to harm God's people. That is one reason why we need to pray for
God's protection from the wicked. In the Psalms this is a frequent subject for prayer, especially in those
that David wrote. He was a mighty man, but fully aware of the harm the wicked can do and of his need
for God's protection from them. Accordingly, we need to pray as David did:

'Deliver me, O LORD,
from evil men; preserve me from violent men,
2who plan evil things in their heart,
and stir up wars continually.
*They make their tongue sharp as a serpent's,
and under their lips is the poison of vipers.
“Guard me, O LORD, from the hands of the wicked:;
preserve me from violent men,
who have planned to trip up my feet.
*Arrogant men have hidden a trap for me,
and with cords they have spread a net,
by the wayside they have set snares for me.
Psalm 140:1-5 (RSV)

Rescue me, O my God, from the hand of the wicked,
from the grasp of the unjust and cruel man.
Psalms 71:4 (ESV)

Vindicate me, O God, and defend my cause
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against an ungodly people,
from the deceitful and unjust man
deliver me!
Psalm 43:1 (ESV)

It is far from obvious who the wicked are, especially those who are inside churches

The wicked are not always easy to recognise, especially if you are not yet a mature Christian, but even
if you are. | have come across many people in my work as a policeman, and then as a lawyer, who were
crude and foul-mouthed. Some were even persistent criminals. Yet, they were not necessarily wicked,
contrary to what one might assume. As | got to know them better, underlying qualities of kindness,
generosity and decency often emerged.

Conversely, there have been others who seemed respectable at first, such that | never guessed that they
were wicked. But it later emerged that they were, because they were so hard-hearted, stingy, devious,
malicious, and contemptuous towards God. Ironically, some of the criminals | have prosecuted have
actually had better attitudes, and been more genuine, and certainly more humble, than some of the
'respectable’, professional people | have dealt with.

You have to look beneath the surface and not be misled by mere appearances based on the person's
status, wealth, education or cultured manners. Such things can easily cause you to misjudge them.
One's view of a person can therefore alter, in either direction, as more facts emerge, and one certainly
cannot judge by mere appearances, such as by a person's job, or where they live. Those things are
irrelevant, and Jesus warned us against judging by such superficial factors:

Do not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment."*
John 7:24 (RSV)

Thus, one cannot just assume that a criminal or a prostitute is necessarily wicked. They might well be,
but equally, they may well not be. On the other hand, we could meet a lawyer or banker, or even a
church leader, and assume, by virtue of his role and status, that he cannot possibly be wicked, only to
find out later that he is. Indeed, | can think of a number of church leaders I have known who turned out
to be extremely wicked.

They were insecure and even paranoid, were motivated by personal ambition, had cold, hard hearts, and
a lying tongue, and they regularly manipulated others. Moreover, so far as | could see, they had no fear
of God. Thus they could comfortably preach a sermon, or lead worship, and then go on to lie, use and
control people, and abuse their leadership position, without feeling any shame, or being the least bit
uncomfortable. It is nothing new. Such men did exactly the same in Jeremiah's day:

'Both prophet and priest are ungodly; even in my house I have found their wickedness, says the
LORD. *2 Therefore their way shall be to them like slippery paths in the darkness, into which they
shall be driven and fall; for I will bring evil upon them in the year of their punishment, says the
LORD. ®In the prophets of Sama'ria | saw an unsavory thing: they prophesied by Ba'al and led my
people Israel astray. *But in the prophets of Jerusalem | have seen a horrible thing: they commit
adultery and walk in lies; they strengthen the hands of evildoers, so that no one turns from his
wickedness; all of them have become like Sodom to me, and its inhabitants like Gomor'rah."
BTherefore thus says the LORD of hosts concerning the prophets: ""Behold, | will feed them with
wormwood, and give them poisoned water to drink; for from the prophets of Jerusalem ungodliness
has gone forth into all the land.""

Jeremiah 23:11-15 (RSV)

Such carnal and apostate believers fall very clearly into the camp of the wicked, however 'respectable’
they may appear to be and whatever leadership position they may occupy. Indeed, their wickedness is
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all the more intense, given that they know so much more than others and they are, therefore, more
accountable, because they have transgressed more directly. In other words, they have sinned more in
knowingly disobeying God's Word than an unbeliever does, who possibly had no knowledge to begin
with, and had never even seen a Bible.

The sins of an outright unbeliever might well be more visible and obvious, but the sins of a false
Christian or an apostate are probably more serious, from God’s perspective. Therefore, we need to be
more discerning and try to see people as God sees them. Otherwise we will miss the signs. For example,
the gospel accounts show that not one of the other disciples of Jesus ever realised that Judas Iscariot
was false. Not only did they not realise the scale of the problem, they did not seem to notice any
problem with him at all:

2LWhen Jesus had said this, He became troubled in spirit, and testified and said, “Truly, truly, I say
to you, that one of you will betray Me.” * The disciples began looking at one another, at a loss to
know of which one He was speaking.

John 13:21-22 (NASB)

One cannot even say that Judas had only degenerated into that condition of wickedness very shortly
beforehand. On the contrary, we are told that he was already a thief, and had been stealing regularly
since long before the time when he betrayed Jesus:

*But Judas Iscariot, one of His disciples, who was intending to betray Him, said, >*“Why was this
perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and given to poor people?” °Now he said this, not because
he was concerned about the poor, but because he was a thief, and as he had the money box, he used
to pilfer what was put into it.

John 12:4-6 (NASB)

The clear impression from Scripture is that Judas Iscariot had been false from the very outset and had
never been a genuine believer at any stage. If so, we have to face the fact that he was, nevertheless,
able to appear to be a believer and a disciple, and to keep up the act for three and a half years. And he
was able to do that so convincingly that none of the disciples suspected him of anything. Note that
when Jesus said that one of them would betray Him, none of them said or thought “I bet it’s Judas —
I've always thought there was something not quite right about him”.

Far fromit. We are told above that the disciples were “at a loss to know of which one He was speaking”.
Thus, we can conclude that they saw nothing wrong or unusual about Judas’ speech or actions. He
seemed to be one of them, and to be genuine. Therefore, if even the apostles could be so effectively
deceived by Judas for three and a half years, and so unable to see that he was false, why should you
assume that you are going to be able to identify false/bogus/apostate Christians easily? Sometimes they
can be spotted straight away, because they stand out a mile. But very often they don’t.

Perhaps the clearest indication of all that we see in Scripture as to the real nature of Judas is seen in
John 6:70 when Jesus refers to him as “a devil”. That was said approximately two years into Jesus’
public ministry. So there was still at least a year left to go and yet, even at that early stage, Jesus plainly
considered Judas to be false:

8 After this many of his disciples drew back and no longer went about with him. " Jesus said to the
twelve, “Do you also wish to go away?” % Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go?
You have the words of eternal life;  and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the
Holy One of God.” ° Jesus answered them, “Did I not choose you, the twelve, and one of you is a
devil?” " He spoke of Judas the son of Simon Iscariot, for he, one of the twelve, was to betray him.
John 6:66-71 (RSV)

We cannot always easily, or immediately, discern the real nature of those with whom we are dealing,
whether in churches or outside in the world. If we think we can then we are deluding ourselves. We
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can all get it very wrong, especially if we are too quick to form a view. Sometimes it takes a long time
to correctly weigh up a person's character. Nevertheless, that is still what we need to aim to do and to
begin to learn how to do. The only sure way of knowing what someone is like is to assess the fruit that
their lives produce, and over a period of time, not a single day.

When you are eventually in a position to do that, you can end up being surprised in either direction. In
the end, a man's wickedness shows itself in every part of his life. It is what he is. It defines him and
the fruit that he produces can be identified and assessed, provided you are looking for it. If you aren’t
looking at all, then you won’t see anything. But if you are sufficiently alert and vigilant you will
eventually see the evidence, because the wicked cannot stop themselves from producing fruit that
reflects what they really are. Their nature inevitably manifests itself in their actions:

""As the proverb of the ancients says, 'Out of the wicked comes forth wickedness';
1 Samuel 24:13(a) (NASB)

As with the fool, the wicked man ignores, and even rejects, God. Every wicked man starts off simple,
even if only when he is a child, and then he gradually becomes a fool. But his decision to ignore God
eventually leads him to slide further and further downwards into other kinds of sin. Eventually he
moves into open and blatant rebellion. That is how a fool eventually ‘graduates’ into being a wicked
man, which is where every man's life is heading if he ignores or rejects God, as it will always lead to
degeneration.

For some people the pace of that decline intensifies at the point when God "gives them up” A time
may come where they become so hardened and unresponsive that He effectively hands them over and
allows them to sink as low as they wish to go. God eventually does that when He sees, after trying
repeatedly to get them to repent, that they are determined not to acknowledge Him or to turn from their
sin:

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies
among themselves,
Romans 1:24 (RSV)

And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a base mind and to improper
conduct. # They were filled with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy,
murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips,

Romans 1:28-29 (RSV)

These types of behaviour set out above are, in brief, the kind of things that the wicked do. But the point
is it all begins with ignoring God and not acknowledging Him. That is all it takes for any of us to get
on to this terrible downward spiral from being simple, to being a fool, and then eventually becoming
wicked.

The non-religious wicked very rarely become Christians.

Experience indicates that there is very little hope for the wicked to be saved. By the time they have
sunk to that level, they rarely ever choose to repent, because they have already travelled a long way
downhill by then. However, no matter how low they sink, they could still repent if they wished to. They
just don't usually want to. Therefore, the people who do choose to repent are mostly drawn from the
ranks of the simple and, to a lesser extent, fools. But those who have gone so far as to join the ranks of
the wicked seldom repent or change their ways. Neither will they understand God’s Word, especially
prophecy:

""Many will be purged, purified and refined, but the wicked will act wickedly; and none of the wicked
will understand, but those who have insight will understand. Daniel 12:10 (NASB)
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Also, their lack of receptivity to the Gospel is partly because the wicked have no interest in, or respect
for, the Bible, such that “their ears are closed”:

Salvation is far from the wicked,
for they do not seek thy statutes.
Psalm 119:155 (RSV)

To whom shall | speak and give warning,
that they may hear?
Behold, their ears are closed,
they cannot listen;
behold, the word of the LORD is to them an object of scorn,
they take no pleasure in it.
Jeremiah 6:10 (RSV)

The wicked man does not often choose to listen or respond, even when he is shown God's kindness,
partly because he does not understand or respect goodness or mercy. These are alien concepts to him
and he despises them. He wrongly assumes that they are signs of weakness and thus he will mistreat
and disrespect those who show him kindness or generosity. The wicked man therefore deals wickedly,
even when he is with the upright (the wise and godly) and he is oblivious to God's majesty, even when
it is straight in front of him, as when we see the beauty of His Creation, or of His written Word:

Though the wicked is shown favour,

He does not learn righteousness;

He deals unjustly in the land of uprightness,

And does not perceive the majesty of the LORD.
Isaiah 26:10 (NASB)

Because of the way the wicked think and act, they are far away from God. However, it is also true to
say that He is far from them, as He keeps the wicked at arm’s length. That makes it even less likely
that they will ever find God and be saved:

For though the LORD is high,

he regards the lowly;

but the haughty he knows from afar.
Psalm 138:6 (RSV)

Nevertheless, the fact remains that, until the moment we die, the offer of the Gospel is always available,
even to the wickedest of people. If they want to, they can still repent and be saved, no matter how evil
they have become. So, even though very few of them ever actually choose to accept that offer, it is still
made. Therefore, we do need to share the Gospel with the wicked and must not keep it from them or
assume that they would never respond. Occasionally they do repent and God is entirely willing to
receive them, and save them, if they do. In fact, He is very eager to do so:

Let the wicked forsake his way
And the unrighteous man his thoughts;
And let him return to the LORD,
And He will have compassion on him,
And to our God,
For He will abundantly pardon.

Isaiah 55:7 (NASB)

2L «“But if the wicked man turns from all his sins which he has committed and observes all My statutes

and practices justice and righteousness, he shall surely live; he shall not die. 2 All his transgressions
which he has committed will not be remembered against him; because of his righteousness which he
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has practiced, he will live. > Do I have any pleasure in the death of the wicked,” declares the Lord
GOD, “rather than that he should turn from his ways and live?
Ezekiel 18:21-23 (NASB)

%0 «“Therefore I will judge you, O house of Israel, each according to his conduct,” declares the Lord
GOD. “Repent and turn away from all your transgressions, so that iniquity may not become a
stumbling block to you. 3 Cast away from you all your transgressions which you have committed and
make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! For why will you die, O house of Israel? * For | have
no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies,” declares the Lord GOD. “Therefore, repent and live.”

Ezekiel 18:30-32 (NASB)

Perhaps the most famous example of wicked people being willing to repent comes from the book of
Jonah. He went to Ninevah to tell the people of that city that God was about to destroy their city because
of their wickedness. Surprisingly, the King of Ninevah chose to listen and to repent and he urged the
whole city to do so as well. Amazingly, many of them did:

* Then Jonah began to go through the city one day’s walk; and he cried out and said, “Yet forty days
and Nineveh will be overthrown.”” Then the people of Nineveh believed in God; and they called a
fast and put on sackcloth from the greatest to the least of them. ® When the word reached the king of
Nineveh, he arose from his throne, laid aside his robe from him, covered himself with sackcloth and
sat on the ashes. " He issued a proclamation and it said, “In Nineveh by the decree of the king and
his nobles: Do not let man, beast, herd, or flock taste a thing. Do not let them eat or drink water.
8But both man and beast must be covered with sackcloth; and let men call on God earnestly that
each may turn from his wicked way and from the violence which is in his hands. ®* Who knows, God
may turn and relent and withdraw His burning anger so that we will not perish.”
9When God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God relented concerning
the calamity which He had declared He would bring upon them. And He did not do it.

Jonah 3:4-10 (NASB)

The religious wicked rarely become real Christians, or regain their faith if they become apostate.
They like their positions of power within churches and are too proud to repent.

In all my personal experience, | cannot think of even one falsely religious or apostate person that | have
dealt with who has ever repented, changed and become a real Christian. The chances of a genuine
repentance seem to be even lower amongst the religious wicked than with the unbelieving wicked.
However, that ought not to surprise us. The writer to the Hebrews tells us that false religious people
very rarely repent, or find their way back to having a real faith after having become apostate:

*For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, who have
tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness
of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, °if they then commit apostasy, since they
crucify the Son of God on their own account and hold him up to contempt. “For land which has
drunk the rain that often falls upon it, and brings forth vegetation useful to those for whose sake it
is cultivated, receives a blessing from God. ®But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near
to being cursed; its end is to be burned.

Hebrews 6:4-8 (RSV)

In case anybody thinks that the wickedness of the religious wicked is less serious than that of the
unbelieving wicked, or that God will not punish the religious wicked, consider this passage from
Hebrews:

%For if we sin deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a

sacrifice for sins, ’but a fearful prospect of judgment, and a fury of fire which will consume the
adversaries. A man who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy at the testimony of two
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or three witnesses. 2 How much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by the man who has
spurned the Son of God, and profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and
outraged the Spirit of grace? * For we know him who said, "*Vengeance is mine, | will repay." And
again, ""The Lord will judge his people.” 3 It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living
God.

Hebrews 10:26-31 (RSV)

The passage above is clearly speaking of the Lake of Fire as being the punishment that awaits these
people. Yetitis referring to people who used to be Christians. Indeed, there is every reason to conclude
that they were real Christians, because we are told that they had ‘receive/d] the knowledge of the truth’
and also that they had ‘profaned the blood covenant by which he was sanctified’. That last point is
crucial. Nobody can even begin to be ‘sanctified” until after they have previously been justified, i.e.
forgiven and made righteous.

So the person being spoken of in Hebrews 10 must have been genuinely saved or born again to begin
with. The point is that, even after they had received God’s grace and blessing in that way, they then
‘spurned the Son of God’ and ‘outraged the Spirit of grace’. Therefore we are dealing here with a
situation where a genuinely saved Christian chooses to turn away from the truth and to become apostate
by speaking and acting in a manner which despises God’s grace and dishonours His name.

But what makes it even more alarming is that there is nothing unusual or rare about this. It is happening
on a massive scale today in the Western churches. More than any other thing, the falsely religious
harden their hearts towards the Bible. Many of them ignore it and even those who do read parts of it
are unmoved by it. They cannot see, or do not care, that it is calling on them to repent and change.
They probably assume it is aimed at someone else. Then they harden their own hearts towards it, so
that God’s Word bounces off them and is not understood, or even noticed:

2 They made their hearts like adamant lest they should hear the law and the words which the LORD
of hosts had sent by his Spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great wrath came from the
LoRD of hosts. ** “As I called, and they would not hear, so they called, and I would not hear,” says
the LORD of hosts,

Zechariah 7:12-13(RSV)

This passage too is clearly speaking of people who claim to be believers. That must be so, because we
are told that their hardness towards God’s Word results in Him refusing to hear their prayers. But they
would not even attempt to pray in the first place unless they were religious, at least in some sense of the
word, either genuinely or falsely.

What God will do to the wicked, both the falsely religious and the non-religious, in the present
and in the future

Whether the wicked are falsely religious or non-religious, they will all come under God’s judgment in
this life. He will intervene in their lives to oppose them and to bring judgment and retribution on them,
even while they are still alive:

®> Him who slanders his neighbour secretly

I will destroy.
The man of haughty looks and arrogant heart

I will not endure.

¢ 1 will look with favour on the faithful in the land,
that they may dwell with me;

he who walks in the way that is blameless
shall minister to me.
" No man who practices deceit
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shall dwell in my house;
no man who utters lies
shall continue in my presence.
8 Morning by morning | will destroy
all the wicked in the land,
cutting off all the evildoers
from the city of the LORD.
Psalm 101:5-8 (RSV)

'Woe to those who devise wickedness and work evil on their beds! When the morning dawns, they
perform it, because it is in the power of their hand. They covet fields and seize them, and houses,
and take them away; they oppress a man and his house, a man and his inheritance. *Therefore thus
says the LORD: behold, against this family | am devising disaster, from which you cannot remove
your necks, and you shall not walk haughtily, for it will be a time of disaster.

Micah 2:1-3 (ESV)

The wicked will inevitably receive God’s opposition, but they generally have no idea that it is Him who
is opposing them and bringing them to ruin and disaster. So, the wicked will eventually fall, in all sorts
of ways, but they do not usually realise why they are stumbling:

But the way of the wicked is like deep darkness;
they do not know what makes them stumble.
Proverbs 4:19 (NIV)

To a very large extent it is the wicked person’s own evil deeds which ensnare him and keep him trapped.
In other words, he brings judgment upon himself by his own actions. | have witnessed that on countless
occasions with people | have dealt with, especially employees. The things they do build up and
eventually catch up with them and they are then ruined:

22 The evil deeds of the wicked ensnare them:
the cords of their sins hold them fast.
2 For lack of discipline they will die,
led astray by their own great folly.
Proverbs 5:22-23 (NIV)

But a man who commits adultery has no sense;
whoever does so destroys himself.
Proverbs 6:32 (NIV)

Although very few people realise this, and even fewer speak of it, God also specifically curses those
who steal and lie. He makes sure that they are opposed and obstructed. In the end they will be cut off
completely as a result of God’s intervention in their lives:

® Then he said to me, “This is the curse that goes out over the face of the whole land; for everyone
who steals shall be cut off henceforth according to it, and everyone who swears falsely shall be cut
off henceforth according to it. 41 will send it forth, says the LORD of hosts, and it shall enter the
house of the thief, and the house of him who swears falsely by my name; and it shall abide in his
house and consume it, both timber and stones.”

Zechariah 5:3-4 (RSV)

With some wicked people, God even chooses to end their lives early. An example of this is a man
called Er, who was Judah’s son. He was wicked and the Bible says the LORD “slew him”:

But Er, Judah’s first-born, was wicked in the sight of the LORD; and the LORD slew him
Genesis 38:7 (RSV)
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We are not told what Er did, or how wicked he was, or how exactly God killed him. Perhaps it was
through some illness. But the point is that God did it and He might choose to do the same with others
too. It is certainly true that the wicked have shorter lives on average, because God deliberately shortens
their lives, whereas He says that He prolongs the lives of those who fear Him and keep His
commandments:

The fear of the LORD prolongs life,
But the years of the wicked will be shortened.
Proverbs 10:27 (NASB)

! My son, do not forget my teaching,
but let your heart keep my commandments,
2 for length of days and years of life
and peace they will add to you.
Proverbs 3:1-2 (ESV)

That reduction of life span is partly a direct judgment upon them, but also it is a natural consequence of
the ways in which they choose to live. For example, those who are violent will also encounter violence
against themselves. People’s own lifestyle choices have a major bearing on their life expectancy. We
can clearly see that sexual sin is highly correlated with the contracting of serious diseases and cancers
which can be fatal in themselves or shorten lives indirectly. The most striking example of all is
homosexual activity between men.

The data gathered by insurance companies, based on health service figures, shows unmistakably that,
on average, men who engage in homosexual sex have over 20 years taken off their life expectancy.
Many die in their twenties, thirties and forties, such that, on average they tend not to live beyond their
late fifties or early sixties. You might imagine that would be spoken about continually in the media,
together with public information campaigns, just as we hear of research projects and surveys on the
dangers of white sugar, fat, aspartame or smoking.

However, politicians and the media, and even doctors, do not have enough courage or integrity to say
anything about the health consequences for homosexuals of their chosen lifestyle. There is a wall of
silence and a news blackout, especially about their reduced life expectancy. These alarming statistics
do not fit in with the politically correct ideology of the media or our governments and so they are simply
not willing to publicise it. However, apostle Paul spoke of it very directly and identified it as a judgment
from God. Paul says that homosexuals are:

“....receiving in their own persons the due penalty for their error”
Romans 1:27(b) (RSV)

We can do the maths for ourselves and see how the life expectancy of the wicked is shortened by simply
adding up the average length of reigns of the wicked Kings of Israel and Judah, as compared to those
of the good kings. There is a stark difference. The wicked ones almost all had short reigns and died
young. It would seem that one of God’s reasons for shortening their lives was to limit the amount of
harm that they could do.

The biggest exception to that general rule was the wicked King Manasseh of Judah, who reigned for 52
years. However, he repented close to the end of his reign and was saved. He was also the grandfather
of Josiah, the most faithful King of Judah. Those two facts may help to explain why God spared his life
during the many years when he was doing so much evil. As we watch them now, it may not seem to us
that the wicked are doing badly or suffering much in this life. In fact, it often seems that the opposite
is the case:

3For | was envious of the arrogant,
when | saw the prosperity of the wicked.
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*For they have no pangs;

their bodies are sound and sleek.
® They are not in trouble as other men are;
they are not stricken like other men.
® Therefore pride is their necklace;
violence covers them as a garment.
"Their eyes swell out with fatness,

their hearts overflow with follies.
& They scoff and speak with malice

; loftily they threaten oppression.
° They set their mouths against the heavens,
and their tongue struts through the earth.
1% Therefore the people turn and praise them;
and find no fault in them.

1 And they say, ""How can God know?

Is there knowledge in the Most High?""
12 Behold, these are the wicked,;
always at ease, they increase in riches.
13 All in vain have | kept my heart clean
and washed my hands in innocence.

Psalm 73:3-13 (RSV)

However, it is the way that things work out in the end that really counts. Whatever may happen in the
short term, while God’s judgment is being delayed, the end result is inevitably the same, and the wicked
are swept away. Again, | will set out several passages, because so many Christians, even real ones, find
it very hard to believe that God could really be so severe:

*But when I thought how to understand this,

it seemed to me a wearisome task,

7 until 1 went into the sanctuary of God;

then | perceived their end.

8 Truly thou dost set them in slippery places;

thou dost make them fall to ruin.

1 How they are destroyed in a moment,

swept away utterly by terrors!

They are like a dream when one awakes,

on awaking you despise their phantoms.
Psalm 73:16-20 (RSV)

For lo, those who are far from thee shall perish;
thou dost put an end to those who are false to thee.
Psalm73:27 (RSV)

1 will punish the world for its evil,
and the wicked for their iniquity;
I will put an end to the pomp of the arrogant,
and lay low the pompous pride of the ruthless.
21 will make people more rare than fine gold,
and mankind than the gold of Ophir.
B3 Therefore | will make the heavens tremble,
and the earth will be shaken out of its place,
at the wrath of the LORD of hosts
in the day of his fierce anger.
Isaiah 13:11-13 (ESV)
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For the LORD is enraged against all the nations,
and furious against all their host;
he has devoted them to destruction, has given them over for slaughter.
Isaiah 34:2 (ESV)

31 The clamour will resound to the ends of the earth,

for the LORD has an indictment against the nations;

he is entering into judgment with all flesh,

and the wicked he will put to the sword,

declares the LORD.’

%2 «“Thus says the LORD of hosts:

Behold, disaster is going forth

from nation to nation,

and a great tempest is stirring

from the farthest parts of the earth!

% «“And those pierced by the LORD on that day shall extend from one end of the earth to the other.

They shall not be lamented, or gathered, or buried; they shall be dung on the surface of the ground.
Jeremiah 25:31-33 (ESV)

22 Behold the storm of the LORD!

Wrath has gone forth,

a whirling tempest;

it will burst upon the head of the wicked.

24 The fierce anger of the LORD will not turn back

until he has executed and accomplished

the intentions of his mind.

In the latter days you will understand this.
Jeremiah 30:23-24 (ESV)

However, much it may seem that the wicked get away with things, and even profit from their
wrongdoing, there will inevitably come a time when God will confront them and give back to them
what they did to other people:

Woe to you, destroyer,
who yourself have not been destroyed;
you treacherous one,
with whom none has dealt treacherously!
When you have ceased to destroy,
you will be destroyed;
and when you have made an end of dealing treacherously,
you will be dealt with treacherously.
Isaiah 33:1 (RSV)

There is a ‘cup of judgment’ which is being prepared for the wicked. Usually they get to drink at least
some of it in this life, though not always. However, absolutely all wicked people will, in the end, have
to drink every last drop of it:

“At the set time which I appoint
I will judge with equity.
*When the earth totters, and all its inhabitants,
it is I who keep steady its pillars.
* | say to the boastful, "*Do not boast,"
and to the wicked, "*Do not lift up your horn;
> do not lift up your horn on high,
or speak with insolent neck."
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® For not from the east or from the west

and not from the wilderness comes lifting up;
" but it is God who executes judgment,
putting down one and lifting up another.

& For in the hand of the LORD there is a cup,

with foaming wine, well mixed;

and he will pour a draught from it,

and all the wicked of the earth

shall drain it down to the dregs.

° But | will rejoice for ever,

I will sing praises to the God of Jacob.

19 All the horns of the wicked he will cut off,

but the horns of the righteous shall be exalted.
Psalm 75:2-10 (RSV)

The Bible is even blunter than that about what will happen to the wicked in the end. They will be sent
to Sheol/Hell when they die. Moreover, there is no reason to suppose that that this is only referring to
the non-religious wicked. It would seem clear that false, unrepentant, hard-hearted, apostate
churchgoers, and especially insincere church leaders, will also face this dreadful fate:

BThis is the fate of those who have foolish confidence,
the end of those who are pleased with their portion.
14 Like sheep they are appointed for Sheol;
Death shall be their shepherd;
straight to the grave they descend,
and their form shall waste away;
Sheol shall be their home.
Psalm 49:13-14 (RSV)

The wicked shall be turned into hell,
And all the nations that forget God.
Psalm 9:17 (NKJV)

They will then be sent onwards from Hell to the Lake of Fire:

“Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth and sky
fled away, and no place was found for them. *?And | saw the dead, great and small, standing before
the throne, and books were opened. Then another book was opened, which is the book of life. And
the dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to what they had done.

BAnd the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who were in them,
and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they had done. **Then Death and Hades
were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. *and if anyone's name
was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

Revelation 20:11-15 (ESV)

Having said that, unless we repent and believe in Jesus Christ, that same end awaits all of us, whatever
category we may currently be in. We are all sinners, even if we aren't wicked. It is a man's sin, and his
rejection of Jesus, that takes him to Hell, and from there to the Lake of Fire. Nevertheless, the wicked
are in that group and are all on their way to Hell, unless and until they repent. Their problem is that
they do not care about that fact, even if they are told of it.

The wicked do not generally enjoy their lives, especially in middle age and old age, and they usually
end up miserable. Though a wicked man’s life may bring him some temporary pleasure, it never brings
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joy or peace, because a man’s wickedness provokes God into opposing him. Therefore, God will not
allow the wicked to have any real peace and deliberately intervenes in their lives to ensure that they
don't:

"There is no peace for the wicked," says the LORD.
Isaiah 48:22 (NASB)

The LORD has made himself known; he has executed judgment;
the wicked are snared in the work of their own hands.......
Psalm 9:16 (ESV)

Many are the pangs of the wicked;
but steadfast love surrounds him who trusts in the LORD
Psalm 32:10 (RSV)

God is watching everything and testing everybody and He will make sure that the wicked encounter His
opposition and judgment, either in this life, or after death, or both:

*The LORD is in his holy temple,
the LORD's throne is in heaven;
his eyes behold, his eyelids test,
the children of men.
*The LORD tests the righteous and the wicked,
and his soul hates him that loves violence.
®0n the wicked he will rain coals of fire and brimstone;
a scorching wind shall be the portion of their cup.
"For the LORD is righteous, he loves righteous deeds;
the upright shall behold his face.
Psalm 11:4-7 (RSV)

I will punish the world for its evil, and the wicked for their iniquity; I will put an end to the pride of
the arrogant, and lay low the haughtiness of the ruthless.
Isaiah 13:11 (RSV)

°The righteous will rejoice when he sees the vengeance;
he will bathe his feet in the blood of the wicked.
1 Men will say, "'Surely there is a reward for the righteous;
surely there is a God who judges on earth."
Psalm 58:10-11 (RSV)

Righteous Job, when speaking to his friends about the fate of the wicked, put it this way:

13" This is the portion of a wicked man with God, and the heritage that oppressors receive from the
Almighty: If his children are multiplied, it is for the sword, and his descendants have not enough
bread. **Those who survive him the pestilence buries, and his widows do not weep. **Though he heap
up silver like dust, and pile up clothing like clay, *’he may pile it up, but the righteous will wear it,
and the innocent will divide the silver. *He builds his house like a moth's, like a booth that a
watchman makes. **He goes to bed rich, but will do so no more; he opens his eyes, and his wealth is
gone. ®Terrors overtake him like a flood; in the night a whirlwind carries him off. #The east wind
lifts him up and he is gone; it sweeps him out of his place. #It hurls at him without pity; he flees from
its power in headlong flight. *It claps its hands at him and hisses at him from its place.

Job 27:13-23 (ESV)

80



The wicked will tend to hate people who are righteous and godly.
The wicked frequently have a hatred for the wise and godly:

Bloodthirsty men hate one who is blameless,
and the wicked seek his life.
Proverbs 29:10 (RSV)

They hate him who reproves in the gate,
And they abhor him who speaks with integrity.
Amos 5:10 (NASB)

This hatred is often unconscious, because there is something about a godly person that sets a wicked
person's teeth on edge, without him even knowing why he feels like that. A wicked man will often take
an instant dislike to a godly person, for no apparent reason. In fact, a wicked man sees a righteous,
godly person as an abomination, in just the same way as a righteous man sees an unjust or wicked man
as an abomination:

An unjust man is an abomination to the righteous,
but he whose way is straight is an abomination to the wicked.
Proverbs 29:27 (RSV)

Therefore, ironically the more blameless and innocent a person is, the more they will be hated by the
wicked. Moreover, a wicked man cannot usually be won over or softened by kindness. On the contrary,
he will have contempt for it. Goodness makes no sense to the wicked. They see it as weakness and it
only increases their malice.

The wicked plots against the righteous
And gnashes at him with his teeth.
Psalm 37:12 (NASB)

The starkest example of how the wicked hate the righteous is the treatment given to Jesus as He died
on the cross. He was surrounded by wicked men and He could see their malice towards Him, even as
He was giving His life for them. No person has ever been more blameless, but nobody has ever been
more hated than He was. If they treated Jesus that way, they will hate you too. If even His goodness
could not melt their hard hearts, yours is unlikely to. In my own life | have treated some people well,
and have helped them, but they hated me in return.

Part of that could be explained by my being an employer and a boss, but not all of it, and certainly not
the extreme intensity. Besides, it had already arisen many times, long before | ever became a boss. It
comes from deep within the heart of the wicked person. They “hate the light” because it exposes their
own evil nature and because the very life of a godly person transmits an unspoken rebuke to them.
Therefore, if a person is wicked they will react against anybody whose life is a light.

However, every Christian is meant to be a source of salt and light. If they are, then the way they live
lights up the darkness, whether at home or at work. The light that their life gives off is, in itself, a kind
of unspoken rebuke to the wicked. It convicts him of his wickedness and he sees that as an affront. The
wicked do not want their evil deeds to be exposed, or for them to be shown to be in the wrong.
Therefore, they avoid Christians if they can, and attack them if they can't:

YAnd this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather
than the light because their works were evil. °For everyone who does wicked things hates the light
and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed. **But whoever does what is true
comes to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God."'

John 3:19-21 (ESV)
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But at my stumbling they gathered in glee,
they gathered together against me;
cripples whom | knew not slandered me without ceasing;
8they impiously mocked more and more,
gnashing at me with their teeth.
Psalm 35:15-16 (RSV)

A righteous person being in the room can cause the wicked man to feel rebuked, even if he doesn't say
aword. The wicked man feels told off because the contrast between his own life and that of the godly
person is so apparent that it irritates him and he may therefore lash out in an unprovoked verbal blast.

A false, apostate Christian hates the true Gospel and any real Christian who speaks of it, or
demonstrates it in his life.

If anything, the hostility manifested towards real Christians by false Christians is greater than that which
comes from outright unbelievers. | have been in many discussions and debates with unbelievers,
including atheists and I have generally found them to be less discourteous. When | was involved in an
evangelistic ministry to students, in my twenties, |1 knocked on literally hundreds of doors on campus
and had countless conversations.

Most atheists were quite happy to talk and argue, whereas | have often found that falsely religious and
apostate people cannot cope with any debate. They are more likely to lose their temper and shut the
discussion down than unbelievers are, especially where they are out of their depth or are losing the
argument. Falsely religious people also cannot cope with being challenged or corrected about what
they believe. Therefore, in the main, | have found them less open-minded, and more proud, than atheists
are.

That said, things have been changing over the past 20 years or so and there is a growing wave of militant
political correctness which has the same aim of silencing any opposition to itself. But those who act in
that way, even if they are not religious, are only doing the same as the religious wicked have always
done. Even the worst of them are no worse than the popes who burned the evangelical believers who
chose to leave the Roman Catholic church when they realised how corrupt and unbiblical it is.

Do not "cast your pearls before swine’.

Here is a hard lesson about dealing with fools, and especially the wicked, that | have had to learn. This
is how Jesus put it:

"Do not give what is holy to dogs, and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample
them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces.
Matthew 7:6 (NASB)

Though it sounds a little harsh, this is a practical and realistic statement. Jesus is telling us to recognise
that some of the people with whom we come into contact are going to be callous scoffers and mockers,
with no sensitivity or respect. They care nothing for God, or the Bible, or for the precious things that
Jesus came to do for us or to teach us. They are therefore fools, and Solomon tells us that fools will
despise your words of wisdom:

Do not speak in the hearing of a fool,

for he will despise the wisdom of your words.
Proverbs 23:9 (RSV)
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So, we must not go out into the unbelieving world in a naive manner, sharing every precious truth with
wicked people whose hearts are as hard as stone and who have no respect for the Bible. They will take
the truth that we speak and trample it under their feet, as a pig would do if we threw pearls on the ground
in front of it. So how does this principle work out in practice? What should we say and what should
we avoid saying and to whom? It doesn't mean that we should never discuss Jesus or never share the
Gospel with unbelievers. We need to do that, or they can never be saved.

It means that there are certain truths or experiences which are so intimate and precious, we should not
discuss them in front of scoffers whose hearts are hard and flippant. Reserve such precious things for
that minority of people who are wise, or at least simple. When speaking to scoffers, whether wicked or
foolish, our message needs to be less intimate. It needs to focus on sin, judgment and the Lake of Fire,
and on how to repent and be saved through what Jesus did on the cross. Unless people are willing to
listen to such things as those, don't go any further. Don't share more intimate truths unless the situation
is exceptional.

If you do so, they will only abuse you, disrespect what you say, and even leave you feeling violated.
However, we certainly should share the Gospel with the wicked and tell them of their need to repent
and be saved. Never write them off or assume they will never respond. There is always that chance,
however small, that they might. Neither should we ever fear them or be intimidated into silence. On
the contrary, the wicked need to hear the Gospel just as much as every other person does. Moreover,
God will hold us accountable if we do not warn the people whom He wants us to warn, which includes
the wicked:

8 When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you will surely die,” and you do not speak to warn the
wicked from his way, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require from your
hand. ° But if you on your part warn a wicked man to turn from his way and he does not turn from
his way, he will die in his iniquity, but you have delivered your life.

Ezekiel 33:8-9 (NASB)

How should we handle the wicked and in what ways should we pray about, or even against, them?

In this chapter we have merely begun to examine and define the wicked, and to describe how they
operate. The question then is how to handle them, and defend ourselves from them, without becoming
like them ourselves. In particular, one question | have grappled with for years is how we ought to pray
about the wicked. Can we pray against them using ‘imprecatory’ prayers, whereby we ask God to
defeat, and even destroy, them as Moses and many others did? Here is an example of how Moses did
this, but King David also prayed in the same way, as did many others:

And whenever the ark set out, Moses said, “Arise, O LORD, and let thy enemies be scattered; and let
them that hate thee flee before thee.”
Numbers 10:35 (RSV)

These are all very big questions which require detailed responses. | have attempted to provide some
answers in Book Six entitled “How to identify and handle wicked people” and would refer you to that
to take this subject further. It sets out a fuller explanation of what the Bible says about dealing with the
wicked, as well as a lot of practical examples and advice from my own personal experience. There is
also a lengthy chapter on ‘imprecatory’ prayer, which is yet another of the many taboo subjects that are
hardly ever mentioned, let alone taught on, in most churches today.
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CHAPTERS

THE WISE

There was a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job, and that man was blameless and upright,

one who feared God and turned away from evil.

The merciful man does himself good,
But the cruel man does himself harm.
Proverbs 11:17 (NASB)

A wise son accepts his father’s discipline,
But a scoffer does not listen to rebuke.
Proverbs 13:1 (NASB)

Folly is a joy to him who lacks sense,
but a man of understanding walks straight ahead.
Proverbs 15:21 (ESV)

Listen to advice and accept instruction,
that you may gain wisdom for the future.
Proverbs 19:20 (RSV)

A good name is to be more desired than great wealth,
Favor is better than silver and gold.
Proverbs 22:1 (NASB)

Wisdom strengthens a wise man more than ten rulers who are in a city.
Ecclesiastes 7:19 (NASB)

“.... Do not be wise in your own estimation.”
Romans 12:16(b) (NASB)

A rebuke goes deeper into a man of understanding
than a hundred blows into a fool.
Proverbs 17:10 (RSV)

The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom.
Though it cost all you have, get understanding.
Proverbs 4:7 (N1V)

And he said to man,
‘Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom,

and to turn away from evil is understanding.’”’
Job 28:28 (ESV)

Nobody is 100% wise, or 100% anything else

Job 1:1 (ESV)

Nobody is ever 100% wise. Even those whom the Bible would classify as wise are not wise all the
time, or in every aspect of their character or conduct. Therefore, in general terms, the wise are those

people who:
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a) are genuine Christians - this is the first and most vital requirement, on which all the others depend
b) fear God and take the Bible seriously - we cannot get any further up the wisdom scale if we don’t
c) try to think the same way God thinks

d) value what God values

e) want what God wants

f) pursue knowledge and understanding

g) spend time with wise people and imitate them

Alternative descriptions of the wise - the 'godly’, 'upright’, 'blameless’, 'God-fearing' and
‘righteous’

The wise are also referred to in the Bible as the godly, the upright, the blameless the God-fearing and
the righteous. These alternative phrases are used interchangeably as different names for, or
characteristics of, the same group. They express different aspects of what it means to be wise. God
sees this group as precious and He protects and blesses them:

But know that the LORD has set apart the godly for himself;
the LORD hears when | call to him.
Psalm 4:3 (RSV)

For you bless the righteous, O LORD;
you cover him with favor as with a shield.
Psalm 5:12 (ESV)

Cast your burden on the LORD,

and he will sustain you;

he will never permit the righteous to be moved.
Psalm 55:22 (RSV)

°Hjs delight is not in the strength of the horse,
nor his pleasure in the legs of a man;
“hut the LORD takes pleasure in those who fear him,
in those who hope in his steadfast love.
Psalm 147:10-11 (RSV)

1Byt let all who take refuge in thee rejoice,

let them ever sing for joy; and do thou defend them,

that those who love thy name may exult in thee.

2For thou dost bless the righteous, O LORD;

thou dost cover him with favour as with a shield.
Psalm 5:11-12 (NIV)

The LORD is near to all who call upon him,
to all who call upon him in truth.
¥He fulfils the desire of all who fear him,
he also hears their cry, and saves them.
2The LORD preserves all who love him;
but all the wicked he will destroy.
Psalm 145:18-20 (RSV)
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For the eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous,

and his ears are open to their prayer.

But the face of the Lord is against those that do evil.”
1 Peter 3:12 (RSV)

Wise people seek to acquire ever more knowledge and understanding of God and His Word by diligently
and persistently studying the Bible and putting it into practice. Anyone prepared to do that, for a
sufficiently long period, will inevitably become wise. In fact, even our natural cleverness or 1Q will
increase if we study the Bible. It has a way of elevating people in every sense, including intellectually.
That is why there has been such an explosion of learning and scientific achievement since the
Reformation of the sixteenth century.

At that time study of the Bible began to take place on a much wider basis in countries such as Britain,
Holland, Germany, Czechoslovakia, Scandinavia and Switzerland (and later America). The growing
knowledge of the Bible literally transformed those nations in a host of ways. It was even the foundation
for the industrial revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and for the technological and
communications revolution of the twentieth century. However, for the same reasons, the widespread
abandonment of the Bible in recent decades has resulted in the catastrophic ‘dumbing down’ of our
generation, which we are now witnessing.

What does wisdom consist of?

Let's look at just a few of the many passages from the book of Proverbs in which the general subject of
wisdom is discussed. Note the various words used to define or illustrate what it is and what it consists
of. Those are all needed because wisdom is a multi-faceted thing:

The proverbs of Solomon,
son of David, king of Israel:
2To know wisdom and instruction,
to understand words of insight,
%o receive instruction in wise dealing,
in righteousness, justice, and equity;
*to give prudence to the simple,
knowledge and discretion to the youth--
°Let the wise hear and increase in learning,
and the one who understands obtain guidance,
®to understand a proverb and a saying,
the words of the wise and their riddles.
"The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;
fools despise wisdom and instruction.
8Hear, my son, your father's instruction,
and forsake not your mother's teaching,
*for they are a graceful garland for your head
and pendants for your neck.
Proverbs 1:1-9 (ESV)

My son, do not forget my teaching,

but let your heart keep my commandments,

*for length of days and years of life and peace they will add to you.
3Let not steadfast love and faithfulness forsake you;

bind them around your neck;

write them on the tablet of your heart.

*So you will find favour and good success

in the sight of God and man.
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Trust in the LORD with all your heart,

and do not lean on your own understanding.

®In all your ways acknowledge him,

and he will make straight your paths.

"Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD,

and turn away from evil.

81t will be healing to your flesh and refreshment to your bones.
Proverbs 3:1-8 (ESV)

12«1 wisdom, dwell with prudence,
And | find knowledge and discretion.
B«The fear of the LORD is to hate evil;
Pride and arrogance and the evil way
And the perverted mouth, I hate.
Proverbs 8:12-13 (NASB)

The main ingredients of wisdom are knowledge, understanding, insight, discretion, prudence,
discernment and the fear of God.

These seven words or concepts are mentioned again and again, whenever the Bible speaks about what
wisdom is. The word wisdom is an umbrella term and is made up of all of these seven ingredients or
factors combined. Let us therefore examine each word in turn and attempt to define them.

Knowledge

By this we mean factual information of almost every kind, particularly knowledge of what the Bible
says, from beginning to end, on every theme, issue, doctrine or point. The most important knowledge
is of who God is, what He is like, what He thinks, and what He requires of us. If we learn about Him
and His holiness, goodness, righteousness and so on, then we will then be in the right position to start
to learn the truth about ourselves, especially in regard to our sin. We will also learn how to deal with
other people and with the situations we face in life. Therefore, the Psalmist asked God to give him
knowledge:

Teach me good judgment and knowledge,
for I believe in your commandments.
Psalm 119:66 (ESV)

The starting point is that we need knowledge of what God says on all these things, rather than what the
unsaved world says, or our own opinions. | have always had an insatiable desire for knowledge and
information. This intensified when | became a Christian. | studied the Bible and read huge numbers of
books and commentaries. When older Christians saw me doing this some tried to put me down and
advised me not to be so diligently studious. They even tried to quote apostle Paul in support of their
argument, saying that “knowledge puffs up

Now concerning food offered to idols: we know that “all of us possess knowledge.” “Knowledge”
puffs up, but love builds up.
1 Corinthians 8:1 (RSV)

| felt deflated by their remarks, which they probably intended me to be, because an insecure Christian
can get very threatened by a younger believer who is rapidly gaining knowledge. Therefore, they
wanted to bring me down a peg or two. They had a point, in one sense, as knowledge by itself, if not
accompanied by love, and the other ‘ingredients’ of wisdom, can cause a person to puff up with pride.
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However, the remedy for that is not to avoid knowledge, but to grow in love, and other aspects of
wisdom, in addition to acquiring knowledge, not instead of doing so.

The way they spoke suggested that they saw knowledge and love as being mutually exclusive
alternatives, as if we can choose to have either one, or the other, but not both. That is not what apostle
Paul meant and he would be horrified at the idea of anybody taking him to mean that, or assuming that
he was speaking against knowledge in any way. Knowledge is good, which is why Paul and all the
apostles and prophets spent their lives dispensing it and urging us to acquire it.

The point is simply that we are not meant to pursue knowledge alone, and then to stop there, without
also seeking to develop many other qualities and features in our character. We obviously need other
things in addition. Nevertheless, knowledge is the first ingredient which God gives us as He seeks to
develop our wisdom. Therefore we have to begin there, as there is no other place to begin.

Understanding

Understanding is the next stage. It means to take that knowledge and to begin to absorb it more deeply
because, in addition to knowing objective facts, we also need to see why those things are true, how they
operate, and why they matter. In addition to that, it means having a grasp of the meaning, significance,
and practical application of the information that we have learned about God, ourselves and others and
then supplementing our knowledge with love and also with all the other fruit of the Holy Spirit.

We can then see facts, and also other people, in a deeper, wider, and more rounded context. Then the
truths and principles that we learn from God’s Word, and also from our experience, will fit together
better, make more sense, and be held in a proper balance. Moses speaks of how we can gain
understanding from learning and obeying God’s commands. Therefore, obeying is an essential part of
the process. We can’t get understanding by merely reading God’s Word, without putting it into practice:

®See, | have taught you statutes and rules, as the LORD my God commanded me, that you should do
them in the land that you are entering to take possession of it. ¢ Keep them and do them, for that will
be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all these
statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’

Deuteronomy 4:5-6 (ESV)

So, obeying God’s commands will increase our understanding even if, to begin with, we have no desire
to obey but do it solely by willpower and resolve. However, obedience leads to increased
understanding, and as our understanding increases, so too will our willingness, and even our desire, to
obey. The writer of Psalm 119 ended up with such a longing for understanding that he asked God for
it, even though it is plain that he already had a great deal of understanding. That must be so, or he could
not have written Psalm 119:

Give me understanding, that I may keep your law
and observe it with my whole heart.
Psalms 119:34 (ESV)

Insight

Insight is a form of understanding, but one which operates in a more specific way. We will be given a
flash of inspired understanding which enables us to take the knowledge and understanding that we have
learned, and apply them to the particular situation or issue that we are dealing with. Or a person might
suddenly see a deeper meaning to a particular verse in the Bible, or realise how it relates to some other
verse. That may form a connection which reveals something else, or a deeper level of meaning.
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One might also be given an insight into the nature of another person, or a difficulty that we face, or how
best to approach them or it. | found that regularly in my work as a lawyer. There would be a problem,
either for a client, or a colleague, and it seemed insoluble. Then I would suddenly get an insight or a
flash of inspiration, which seemed to come from nowhere. It probably comes from a sudden realisation
of how to apply my accumulated reservoir of knowledge and understanding to the specific person or
situation that | am dealing with.

That insight then unlocks or solves the problem. However, insights can also be given to us because, in
addition to those that we acquire through study, reflection and meditating on Scripture, God Himself
will speak into the mind of a person who has taken the trouble to study the Bible. He will provide the
necessary flashes of inspiration, or connections, so as to ‘join up the dots’ and enable that person to
understand a point more deeply, especially in relation to an issue or problem they are studying.

Another vital form of insight is where God gives us specific understanding of our own sinfulness or of
deficiencies in our character, of which we were previously unaware. Indeed, we may well have been
blind to it until now, but then God suddenly provides illumination, like a camera flash, which reveals
the sin or fault and enables us to see it at last. This is a precious discovery and can enable us to begin
to take steps to change. Therefore, we should keep asking God to give us such insights, and on a regular
basis.

Discretion

Discretion involves having a sensitivity and awareness about whether, and also when, to say a thing, or
to take action, or to become involved in something. One learns over the years how right King Solomon
was when he said:

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven.
Ecclesiastes 3:1 (ESV)

In particular, he goes on to say that there is:

"a time to tear, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; %a time to love, and a
time to hate; a time for war, and a time for peace.
Ecclesiastes 3:7-8 (ESV)

Discretion is primarily that part of wisdom which has to do with knowing what the time is and whether
it is a "time to kill" or a "time to heal", a "time to plant”, or a "time to pluck up what is planted". The
hardest one of all is knowing the difference between “a time to keep silence” and "a time to speak”.
Which of us has not got that wrong countless times, speaking when it would have been wiser to say
nothing, and saying nothing when it would have been wiser to speak? As we grow in discretion we
make fewer mistakes and also gain more tact and a better sense of timing.

We also develop a sensitivity as to what is appropriate and what biblical principles are applicable to
that specific situation or issue. A large part of the book of Proverbs consists of advice which is along
the lines of “On the one hand, bear this principle in mind. But, on the other hand, also bear this
opposite, counter-balancing principle in mind. Then hold them both in a healthy tension and apply one,
or other, or both, at the right time and in the right proportions”. That’s not what the Bible actually
says, but it’s my own paraphrase of Solomon’s general approach.

We are meant to look at issues from every angle and examine all the pros and cons as to whether we
should take a particular approach or some other approach instead, which might even be the very
opposite, depending on the circumstances of the case. We also need to consider whether to say or do
that thing openly, or more quietly and discreetly. Discretion was something | used to lack. | had a
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default-setting to speak frankly all the time, even when it was unwise to do so. | have a lot more
discretion now, but | need even more.

Prudence

By prudence we mean carefulness, caution and a proper appreciation of the risks and hazards that may
lie ahead for ourselves, or others, if we take a particular route. It involves being able to figure out,
ahead of time, the possible unintended consequences and side-effects of a particular course of action.
Then, by foreseeing them, we may be able to prevent them happening. Alternatively, if such things
cannot be prevented by timely intervention, a prudent person will delay taking action until the time is
more suitable. Or he may even refrain from acting altogether. Solomon makes these observations:

O simple ones, learn prudence;
O foolish men, pay attention.
Proverbs 8:5 (RSV)

The prudent sees danger and hides himself,
but the simple go on and suffer for it.
Proverbs 22:3 (ESV)

The vexation of a fool is known at once,
but the prudent man ignores an insult.
Proverbs 12:16 (RSV)

BThe simple believes everything,
but the prudent gives thought to his steps.
18 One who is wise is cautious and turns away from evil,
but a fool is reckless and careless.
7 A man of quick temper acts foolishly,
and a man of evil devices is hated.
¥ The simple inherit folly,
but the prudent are crowned with knowledge.
Proverbs 14:15-18 (ESV)

A prudent person on a team or committee can make a tremendously valuable contribution. They can
often foresee, and then prevent, issues and outcomes which the others on that committee would never
have considered. Others, who lack this quality, may wrongly regard a prudent person as negative, or
even obstructive, and be exasperated by them. Nevertheless, provided it is genuine prudence, and not
mere pessimism or cynicism, it is a highly valuable quality and is one of the component parts of wisdom.
As for how we get prudence, the main source is God’s Word.

The Bible alerts us, ahead of time, to countless issues and hazards. It also warns us of various character-
types and the kinds of people we are likely to meet, including fools and also the wicked. That enables
us to be under no illusions about the nature of other people’s hearts and what we can expect of them.
That gives us general material to bear in mind as we ponder a specific situation. However, prudence
also comes from living in close fellowship with God and hearing the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit,
nudging and warning us about the dangers we face and difficulties that lie ahead.

Discernment
Discernment means the ability to tell the difference between two things which may look or sound

similar, but are actually different. It also enables us to gauge the real nature of a person, situation,
proposal or idea and to sense whether it is from God, men, or a demon. We are presented daily with
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people, opportunities and proposals which may look good and claim to be good. But are they really?
They could just be based on misguided human reasoning. You could even be being enticed into a trap
which a person or a demon has set up for you.

Then again, it could be a God-given opportunity and the person concerned could be a genuine friend,
whom God has provided for you. An example of a person displaying discernment is Nehemiah, when
he was being deceived by Shemaiah. It was at a time when enemies, led by Sanballat and Tobiah, were
doing everything they could to stop Nehemiah and his men from rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem.
They tried one trick after another and various threats. But, each time, Nehemiah saw through them and
refused to be intimidated or diverted from his task.

Then they sent Shemaiah, a supposedly friendly figure, and paid him to try to persuade Nehemiah to
take shelter in the Temple. They wanted him to hide away rather than continue the rebuilding work.
However, Nehemiah also saw through Shemaiah, just as he had the others. He discerned that his motives
were false and that he had been hired by Sanballat and Tobiah to try to get him to stop the work.
Nehemiah also realised that Shemaiah was trying to discredit his good name, hoping to be able to accuse
him afterwards of having run away from danger:

9 Now when | went into the house of Shemaiah the son of Delaiah, son of Mehetabel, who was
confined to his home, he said, “Let us meet together in the house of God, within the temple. Let us
close the doors of the temple, for they are coming to kill you. They are coming to kill you by night.”
Y But I said, “Should such a man as I run away? And what man such as I could go into the temple
and live? I will not go in.” > And 1 understood and saw that God had not sent him, but he had
pronounced the prophecy against me because Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him. ** For this
purpose he was hired, that | should be afraid and act in this way and sin, and so they could give me
a bad name in order to taunt me.

Nehemiah 6:10-13 (ESV)

Nehemiah discerned Shemaiah’s real motives, despite the fact that he was a fellow Jew and purported
to be a friend. He ought, therefore, on the face of it, to have been trustworthy. But Nehemiah did not
rely on appearances and neither can you if you want to develop discernment. Like him, we need to be
able to know the real facts of the situation we are in and the real nature and motives of the person we
are dealing with. We cannot afford to go through life taking random chances and hoping for the best.

Discernment is not just a useful optional extra for those who want it. God commands us to develop it
and has also given us what we need in order to do so. We therefore need to saturate ourselves in the
Bible so that we have a sound knowledge of Scripture. But, in addition to that general form of
discernment, which can be learned, we also need the gift of the discerning of spirits. Or you could call
it the ability to distinguish between spirits, one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, of which apostle Paul
speaks:

8For to one is given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, and to another the word of knowledge
according to the same Spirit; *to another faith by the same Spirit, and to another gifts of healing by
the one Spirit, *°and to another the effecting of miracles, and to another prophecy, and to another
the distinguishing of spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation
of tongues.

1 Corinthians 12:8-10 (NASB)

We therefore need both thorough knowledge of the Bible and also to receive the gifts of the Holy Spirit
(See chapter 17 in Book 1). Sadly, many Christians in the West have neither. Or, at most, they only
have one. Their denominational traditions ignore, or even oppose, either the Scriptures, or the gifts of
the Holy Spirit, or both. Many Evangelicals honour the Bible, up to a point, but are wary of the gifts
of the Holy Spirit. Conversely, many Charismatics accept the gifts of the Holy Spirit, but neglect the
Bible. Both of those approaches are incomplete and misguided.
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The Fear of God

I could have put this first in the list of ingredients of wisdom, because the Bible describes the fear of
God, or the fear of the LORD, as the vital first requirement that we need if we are to become wise.
That’s because if we don’t respect God properly we will not give Him, or His Word, the devoted
attention that we need to give. It is no exaggeration therefore to say that we must fear God. Neither is
it just poetic language. That really is what God means, because nothing less than fear will produce the
right attitude in us. Note what Job says about this:

And he said to man,
‘Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom;
and to depart from evil is understanding.’
Job 28:28 (RSV)

The Psalmist also says that the mountains, seas and rivers, and even the very Earth itself, fear God and
tremble because of Him:

>Why was it, sea, that you fled?
Why, Jordan, did you turn back?
®Why, mountains, did you leap like rams,
you hills, like lambs?
"Tremble, earth, at the presence of the Lord,
at the presence of the God of Jacob,

Psalm 114:5-7 (NIV)

Likewise, the Psalmist himself felt fear towards God and His judgment and towards His Word in
particular:

My flesh trembles for fear of you,
and | am afraid of your judgments.
Psalm 119:120 (ESV)

Rulers persecute me without cause,
but my heart trembles at your word.
Psalm 119:161 (N1V)

Mere respect alone is not enough. There must also be genuine reverence and awe. King David literally
feared God. It was not just metaphorical. He actually feared God’s judgment coming upon him. We
see an example of that fear after Uzzah was struck dead by God for having put out his hand to touch the
Ark of the Covenant, which he ought not to have done:

° And when they came to the threshing floor of Chidon, Uzzah put out his hand to take hold of the
ark, for the oxen stumbled. *° And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah, and he struck
him down because he put out his hand to the ark, and he died there before God.

1 Chronicles 13:9-10 (ESV)

2 And David was afraid of God that day, and he said, “How can I bring the ark of God home to me?”
1350 David did not take the ark home into the city of David, but took it aside to the house of Obed-
edom the Gittite.

1 Chronicles 13:12-13 (ESV)

Another example of King David having a literal fear of God was when he, and others, saw the angel of
the LORD at the site of the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite. This was a pre-appearance, in bodily
form, of the Son of God Himself, the Second Person of the Trinity, also known as the angel of the
LORD, which explains why David feared Him:
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450 the LORD sent a pestilence on Israel, and 70,000 men of Israel fell. ** And God sent the angel
to Jerusalem to destroy it, but as he was about to destroy it, the LORD saw, and he relented from the
calamity. And he said to the angel who was working destruction, “It is enough; now stay your hand.”
And the angel of the LORD was standing by the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite. ** And David
lifted his eyes and saw the angel of the LORD standing between earth and heaven, and in his hand
a drawn sword stretched out over Jerusalem. Then David and the elders, clothed in sackcloth, fell
upon their faces.

1 Chronicles 21:14-16 (ESV)

28 At that time, when David saw that the LORD had answered him at the threshing floor of Ornan
the Jebusite, he sacrificed there. ? For the tabernacle of the LORD, which Moses had made in the
wilderness, and the altar of burnt offering were at that time in the high place at Gibeon, ** but David
could not go before it to inquire of God, for he was afraid of the sword of the angel of the LORD.

1 Chronicles 21:28-30 (ESV)

Consider also Job’s attitude. He feared God greatly and yet God did not disapprove of that fear or
consider it inappropriate or excessive. On the contrary, He described Job, and his fear, in glowing
terms, saying:

And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job, that there is none like him on

the earth, a blameless and upright man, who fears God and turns away from evil?”
Job 1:8 (RSV)

This is how Job described his own fear towards God, even using words like ‘terrified’ and ‘dread’ to
express it:

> Therefore | am terrified at his presence;
when | consider, | am in dread of him.
18 God has made my heart faint;
the Almighty has terrified me;
Job 23:15-16 (RSV)

We also get a glimpse at how awesome God is, and of the fear generated by meeting Him, by seeing
how apostle John reacts when he sees Jesus, face to face, in all His glory. John is so terrified he falls
on the floor in front of Him, even though, during Jesus’ earthly ministry, he was Jesus’ best friend:

2 Then | turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning | saw seven golden
lampstands, 2 and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and
with a golden girdle round his breast; * his head and his hair were white as white wool, white as
snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, *° his feet were like burnished bronze, refined as in a furnace,
and his voice was like the sound of many waters; *° in his right hand he held seven stars, from his
mouth issued a sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining in full strength.
" When I saw him, 1 fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right hand upon me, saying,
“Fear not, I am the first and the last, '® and the living one; | died, and behold | am alive for evermore,
and | have the keys of Death and Hades.

Revelation 1:12-18 (RSV)

Ezekiel reacted in a very similar way when he saw God, i.e. a bodily pre-appearance by the Son of God,
centuries before His incarnation as Jesus:

% And above the firmament over their heads there was the likeness of a throne, in appearance like
sapphire; and seated above the likeness of a throne was a likeness as it were of a human form. % And
upward from what had the appearance of his loins | saw as it were gleaming bronze, like the
appearance of fire enclosed round about; and downward from what had the appearance of his loins
| saw as it were the appearance of fire, and there was brightness round about him. % Like the
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appearance of the bow that is in the cloud on the day of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness
round about.
Such was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD. And when | saw it, I fell upon my
face, and | heard the voice of one speaking.

Ezekiel 1:26-28 (RSV)

The Israelites also felt real fear when God descended upon Mount Sinai with much thunder and
lightning:

16 0On the morning of the third day there were thunders and lightnings, and a thick cloud upon the
mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast, so that all the people who were in the camp trembled. *’
Then Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God; and they took their stand at the foot of
the mountain. ** And Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the LORD descended upon it in
fire; and the smoke of it went up like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain quaked greatly. *°
And as the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him in
thunder. ® And the LORD came down upon Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain; and the LORD
called Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up.

Exodus 19:16-20 (RSV)

What the Israelites saw and heard that day was so awe-inspiring they feared that God might be going to
kill them. Moses told them that God was not going to do so, but that there was, nonetheless, benefit
from fearing God because that fear would keep them from sinning:

'8 Now when all the people perceived the thunderings and the lightnings and the sound of the trumpet
and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid and trembled; and they stood afar off, *° and said
to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will hear; but let not God speak to us, lest we die.” 20 And Moses
said to the people, “Do not fear; for God has come to prove you, and that the fear of him may be
before your eyes, that you may not sin.”

Exodus 20:18-20 (RSV)

There cannot be any genuine reverence without the fear of the LORD

We can't have genuine reverence unless we feel a real sense of fear towards God arising out of His
holiness, His righteousness and, above all, His impending judgment. My apprehension at that prospect
is what causes me to fear God most. When | say that, | am primarily referring to the Judgment Seat of
Christ, not the Great White Throne. (See Book Four).

Consider this selection of verses which indicate how strongly, and frequently, the Bible emphasises this
theme of fearing God and be aware that | could actually have added very many more:

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;
Proverbs 1:7(a) (NASB)

Do not be wise in your own eyes;

Fear the LORD and turn away from evil.

81t will be healing to your body

And refreshment to your bones.
Proverbs 3:7-8 (NASB)

But the LORD of hosts, him you shall regard as holy;
let him be your fear, and let him be your dread.
Isaiah 8:13 (RSV)

“The fear of the LORD is to hate evil;

94



Pride and arrogance and the evil way
And the perverted mouth, I hate.
Proverbs 8:13 (NASB)

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom,
And the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.
Proverbs 9:10 (NASB)

Better is a little with the fear of the LORD
Than great treasure and turmoil with it.
Proverbs 15:16 (NASB)

As a father shows compassion to his children,
so the LORD shows compassion to those who fear him.
Psalm 103:13 (ESV)

The fear of the LORD is the instruction for wisdom,
And before honour comes humility.
Proverbs 15:33 (NASB)

The angel of the LORD encamps
around those who fear him, and delivers them.
Psalm 34:7 (ESV)

"...and by the fear of the LORD one keeps away from evil.
Proverbs 16:6(b) (NASB)

18 Behold, the eye of the LORD is on those who fear him,
on those who hope in his steadfast love,
19 that he may deliver their soul from death
and keep them alive in famine.
Psalm 33:18-19 (ESV)

Do not let your heart envy sinners,
But live in the fear of the LORD always.
Proverbs 23:17 (NASB)

Oh, fear the LORD, you his saints,
or those who fear him have no lack!
Psalm 34:9 (ESV)

he will bless those who fear the LORD,
both small and great.
Psalm 115:13 (RSV)

Note also this stark passage from Psalm 2 in which the Messiah is described. Many people wrongly
imagine that Jesus is not to be feared, and that only the Father should be feared. That is absolutely
wrong, and this passage shows why we should also fear Him. Observe how frank it is about His severity
in the future, when He operates as the King and Judge of the whole Earth:

% “As for me, I have set my King

on Zion, my holy hill.”

"1 will tell of the decree:

The LORD said to me, “You are my Son;
today | have begotten you.
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8 Ask of me, and | will make the nations your heritage,
and the ends of the earth your possession.

° You shall break them with a rod of iron

and dash them in pieces like a potter's vessel.”

19 Now therefore, O kings, be wise;
be warned, O rulers of the earth.
11 Serve the LORD with fear,
and rejoice with trembling.
12 Kiss the Son,
lest he be angry, and you perish in the way,
for his wrath is quickly kindled.
Blessed are all who take refuge in him.
Psalm 2:6-12 (ESV)

How and why do we benefit from having the fear of the LORD?

You might wonder why the fear of the LORD should produce all these benefits and make so much
difference in our lives. There are a number of reasons why it does:

a) It causes us to give greater honour to God's Word and to study it more closely.

b) It gives us a stronger motivation, to resist peer pressure and the fear of other people is outweighed,
or even completely displaced, by the fear of the LORD. We are therefore more likely to end up
doing what God wants, rather than what public opinion dictates.

c) It keeps us from sin and spurs us on to holy living, especially when we focus on God's judgment.

Therefore, contrary to what many people assume, those who fear God will actually end up closer to
Him, not farther away, and also have their wisdom increased:

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;
a good understanding have all those who practice it.
His praise endures for ever!

Psalm 111:10 (RSV)

Moreover, God will reveal the secrets of His plans and intentions to those who fear Him:

The LORD confides in those who fear him;
he makes his covenant known to them.
Psalm 25:14 (N1V)

In addition to all its other benefits, the fear of the LORD therefore helps us to become wise. That being
S0, a good place to start in cultivating that fear is to focus on the fact that His judgment is coming, as
that is the main thing we need to fear. Think long and hard about the reality of that. In fact, ask God
to make the prospect of His judgment ever more real and vivid to you. You might wish to consider the
following verses to start with, but go on from there and make the subject of judgment a lifelong study:

Be happy, young man, while you are young, and let your heart give you joy in the days of your youth.
Follow the ways of your heart and whatever your eyes see, but know that for all these things God will
bring you to judgment

Ecclesiastes 11:9 (RSV)

13 The end of the matter: all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; for that is the
whole duty of everyone. ** For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every secret thing,
whether good or evil.
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Ecclesiastes 12:13-14 (RSV)

® Do you suppose, O man—you who judge those who practice such things and yet do them yourself—
that you will escape the judgment of God? *Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and
forbearance and patience, not knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? ® But
because of your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath
when God's righteous judgment will be revealed.

® He will render to each one according to his works: ’ to those who by patience in well-doing seek for
glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; ® but for those who are self-seeking and
do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. ° There will be
tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, *° but
glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. ** For God
shows no partiality.

Romans 2:3-11 (ESV)

1%y ou, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will
all stand before God's judgment seat. 't is written: " *As surely as | live," says the Lord, ‘every knee
will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God." "**2 So then, each of us will give an account of
himself to God.

Romans 14:10-12 (RSV)

Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to light
the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then every man will
receive his commendation from God.

1 Corinthians 4:5 (RSV)

°So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. ‘°For we
must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for
the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.

2 Corinthians 5:9-10 (RSV)

Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the
eyes of him to whom we must give account.
Hebrews 4:13 (NIV)

For nothing is hid that shall not be made manifest, nor anything secret that shall not be known and
come to light.
Luke 8:17 (RSV)

But | tell you that every careless word that people speak, they shall give an accounting for it in the
day of judgment.
Matthew 12:36 (NASB)

For the Son of man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay every
man for what he has done.
Matthew 16:27 (RSV)

In the longer term, a person who fears the LORD will find that their life becomes filled with all sorts of
blessings and privileges and God will honour them in many different ways. Of course, that does not
mean they can escape from the pressures and trials that all disciples have to face. However, the person
who fears the LORD will overcome those trials and be blessed by God, even while he is going through
them. Consider these psalms which set out some of the many advantages that will come to a person
who fears the LORD:
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Praise the LORD!

Blessed is the man who fears the LORD,

who greatly delights in his commandments!

2 His descendants will be mighty in the land;
the generation of the upright will be blessed.

¥ Wealth and riches are in his house;

and his righteousness endures for ever.

* Light rises in the darkness for the upright;
the LORD is gracious, merciful, and righteous.
® It is well with the man who deals generously and lends,
who conducts his affairs with justice.

® For the righteous will never be moved;

he will be remembered for ever.

"He is not afraid of evil tidings;

his heart is firm, trusting in the LORD.

8 His heart is steady, he will not be afraid,

until he sees his desire on his adversaries.

° He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor;

his righteousness endures for ever;

his horn is exalted in honour.

19 The wicked man sees it and is angry;

he gnashes his teeth and melts away;

the desire of the wicked man comes to nought.
Psalm 112:1-10 (RSV)

! Blessed is every one who fears the LORD,

who walks in his ways!

2 You shall eat the fruit of the labour of your hands;

you shall be happy, and it shall be well with you.

® Your wife will be like a fruitful vine within your house;

your children will be like olive shoots

around your table.

* Lo, thus shall the man be blessed who fears the LORD.
Psalm 128:1-4 (RSV)

Wise people are loyal, steadfast and faithful. They show courage, stick to their principles, and do

their duty even when under pressure.

Most of the time we are not clever enough to be able to know exactly how to do our duty while, at the
same time, entirely avoiding all risks and hazards. Sometimes that would not even be possible for King
Solomon, or the prophet Daniel, as we see vividly illustrated by his being cast into the lions’ den.
However, one thing which is easier to see, provided you are looking for it, is what your duty is in a
given situation, even where one cannot find any way to remove the risk. Duty is a broad concept and

covers all of your many and varied obligations to:

a) God, so as to obey all His commands, as set out in the Bible

b) your family, with your greatest duty being owed to your wife or husband, then your children, then
your parents, and then your wider family, in descending order

c) the law of the land
d) your employer

e) your church
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f) your community

When faced with a difficult situation, decision or confrontation, where doing the right thing may be
costly, or even dangerous, a faithful man will set his face to do that right thing, regardless of what it
means for him. Sadly, such people are very rare, as Solomon says:

Many a man proclaims his own loyalty,
but a faithful man who can find?
Proverbs 20:6 (RSV)

Therefore, if you want to be wise, then be faithful. Do what is right, even when you are afraid, and
even when you know it will cost you. Having the courage to force yourself to do what you know is
right, even where doing it will be hard, is a vital part of wisdom. There is no use in knowing God’s
Word, and the many commands and principles it contains, if you do not choose to have the courage to
implement them. Moreover, | say choose deliberately, because we can always summon up the courage
we need, or ask God to give us more, provided we actually want it.

Most people who take the easy option and shirk their duty do so not because they do not have the
courage, or cannot get it. It is because they do not choose to exercise it and do not want to ask God to
give it to them. Therefore, make it your practice, starting with small things, to force yourself to do your
duty and to be faithful to God’s Word, and faithful to other people. Choose to have the courage to do
the things that you know are right, even if you fear doing so. That way your ‘courage muscle’ will
grow, ready to face even bigger tests ahead.

The difference between God’s wisdom and mere human wisdom

In his second letter to the Corinthians apostle Paul refers to “earthly wisdom”. He might equally have
called it “worldly wisdom” or even “carnal” or “fleshly wisdom”. Paul contrasts this earthly wisdom
with the way that he conducts himself:

For our boast is this, the testimony of our conscience that we have behaved in the world, and still
more toward you, with holiness and godly sincerity, not by earthly wisdom but by the grace of God.

2 Corinthians 1:12 (RSV)
Likewise, Jesus’ half-brother, James, contrasts ‘earthly wisdom’, which is “unspiritual and demonic”
with the wisdom which comes from God. He says that is “pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason,
full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere”:

BWho is wise and understanding among you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the
meekness of wisdom. ** But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not
boast and be false to the truth. ** This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly,
unspiritual, demonic. *® For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and
every vile practice. ¥ But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to
reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere.

James 3:13-17 (ESV)

Earthly or worldly wisdom is not really wisdom at all. It is actually foolishness, or even wickedness.
But it is what this lost and blind world misguidedly regards as wisdom. It is largely about “looking
after number one” and making sure you get what you want from people. It is also about self-promotion
and self-preservation and has nothing at all to do with knowing or obeying God’s will or serving His
purposes. So, it is actually the reverse of real wisdom, but it is all that this unsaved world has to offer.
Therefore, that kind of ‘wisdom’ is not for us.
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In fact, the very word is used ironically in the Bible, because it is so far removed from the biblical
definition of wisdom. There is a huge difference between godly wisdom, of the kind which God gives
to us via the Bible, and ordinary human wisdom, which is based on men’s ideas and experiences. Such
human wisdom reflects the carnal, sinful thinking of this world rather than God’s thinking. Therefore,
even the best logic and reasoning that human beings have to offer is only foolishness in comparison to
God’s.

The beliefs and values of every philosopher, and of every man-made religion, are all futile. None of
them will ever guide you into the truth. On the contrary, they will all lead you away from it. Apostle
Paul writes in some detail about these issues in his first letter to the Corinthians. He explains why the
Gospel doesn’t make any sense to worldly people and why it cannot be explained in terms of the
“wisdom of this world”:

" For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with elogquent wisdom, lest
the cross of Christ be emptied of its power. *® For the word of the cross is folly to those who are
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. *° For it is written,

“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,

and the cleverness of the clever I will thwart.”

20 Where is the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made
foolish the wisdom of the world? 2 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God
through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. %
For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, % but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block
to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 2 but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power
of God and the wisdom of God. % For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of
God is stronger than men.

% For consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not
many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; # but God chose what is foolish in the world to
shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, *® God chose what is low
and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, 2 so that no
human being might boast in the presence of God. ** He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus,
whom God made our wisdom, our righteousness and sanctification and redemption; ' therefore, as
it is written, “Let him who boasts, boast of the Lord.”

1 Corinthians 1:17-31 (RSV)

Therefore, when apostle Paul preached, he didn’t attempt to sound impressive by using the fashionable
and complicated jargon of secular philosophy or literature. Neither did he attempt to impress people
with his academic credentials. In fact, he did not try to sound intellectual at all, as so many preachers
try to do today. Apostle Paul had no time for such pretentions. He stuck firmly to the truth of what the
Bible says. Then he relied on the power of the Holy Spirit to convict people of the truth of it, rather
than relying on his own cleverness or persuasiveness:

! When I came to you, brethren, 1 did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God in lofty
words or wisdom. 2 For | decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.
¥ And | was with you in weakness and in much fear and trembling; * and my speech and my message
were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, ° that your
faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.

® Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers
of this age, who are doomed to pass away. * But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which
God decreed before the ages for our glorification.  None of the rulers of this age understood this;
for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. ° But, as it is written,

“What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,

nor the heart of man conceived,

what God has prepared for those who love him,”

100



19 God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of
God. ** For what person knows a man’s thoughts except the spirit of the man which is in him? So
also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. ** Now we have received not
the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is from God, that we might understand the gifts bestowed
on us by God. ** And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit,
interpreting spiritual truths to those who possess the Spirit.
4 The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and
he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. ** The spiritual man judges
all things, but is himself to be judged by no one. ® “For who has known the mind of the Lord so as
to instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ.

1 Corinthians 2:1-16 (RSV)

Too many church leaders are trying to sound intellectual, rather than being wise, but that can
actually cause them to become foolish in God’s eyes

Too many church leaders and writers are trying to sound impressive or intellectual, rather than simply
telling the truth of what the Bible says as clearly as they can. | read a theology book a while ago and
the author referred to the gospel and letters written by apostle John as “the Johannine corpus”. He
could just as easily have said “John’s writings”, but | suspect that he did not feel that such a simple
phrase would have impressed his readers. He appeared overly concerned to establish his academic
credibility, probably due to his own feelings of insecurity and lack of confidence.

Ironically, the more truly intellectual a writer is, the less he feels the need to try to impress us by using
big words or long sentences. John Maynard Keynes had glittering credentials as a mathematician at
Cambridge and also knew himself to be one of the greatest economists in the world. Yet he wrote in
clear, simple, short sentences and used very little maths or algebra to illustrate his points. C S Lewis
was similar. He was an eminent authority on English Literature and also a famous part-time theologian.
Yet he wrote very simply, so that the greatest possible number of ordinary people could understand
him.

Sadly, one sees a lot of academic snobbery in churches. | can think of a big church I used to go to in a
university city with a large teaching hospital. Many of the congregation were either students, lecturers
or medical doctors. Some preachers went out of their way to try to speak in a sophisticated and
complicated way, so as to be impressive. They were concerned about not being considered to be
intellectual.

But why did they want to sound intellectual anyway? In fact, why try to be impressive in any other
way? Whom were they seeking to impress? It certainly wouldn’t work with God. He isn’t impressed
by pseudo-intellectualism, or by showing off of any other kind. Therefore, it was plainly the people in
the congregation whose admiration they were craving for, not God’s approval. However, when we
teach or preach it should never be our aim to impress anybody at all, but only to be:

a) faithful to God’s Word
b) truthful

C) as accurate as possible
d) as clear as possible

e) as helpful as possible
If we are to do all of the above then, as Paul found, it will be necessary to be willing to be considered a

fool in the eyes of worldly people. That is what they will inevitably think of us if we preach the Word
of God faithfully, without editing it, adding to it, or watering it down:
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18 |_et no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become
a fool that he may become wise. *° For the wisdom of this world is folly with God. For it is written,
“He catches the wise in their craftiness,” 2 and again, “The Lord knows that the thoughts of the
wise are futile.”

1 Corinthians 3:18-20 (RSV)

If you reject evolution and preach what the Bible says about creation, you will be considered simplistic
and unsophisticated and will be patronised, and despised, even within churches. The same will apply
if you take seriously what the Bible says about demons and say openly that you believe in their existence
and their active involvement in our lives. Many churches treat demons as myths and assume that what
the Bible refers to was actually mental illness, as if the writers of the Bible were incapable of
distinguishing between brain injuries, mental illnesses, and demonisation.

The Cambridge don (professor) and Bible-teacher, Derek Prince, got a lot of abuse because he took
seriously what the Bible says about demons and the problems they cause, even in the lives of real
Christians. Many people, including sincere friends of his, warned him that he was putting his academic
reputation at risk, and making himself an object of ridicule, by speaking so openly. They said he should
avoid teaching about deliverance, or even saying that demons are actively involved in people’s lives
today.

He was especially warned not to actually cast demons out of people, especially believers, or it would
make him look primitive and undignified, and arouse criticism. However, Derek Prince refused to be
silenced or to alter, or tone down, what the Bible clearly teaches. Having said all that, | do not agree
with everything Derek Prince taught about demonology, or his approach to deliverance. | differ from
him on a few points, as | explain in Book 7. However, | agreed with him on many things and greatly
admired his courage and integrity. He was willing to be a pioneer and to teach things which others
feared even to mention.

However, because he was a pioneer, he had no mentor and it was, therefore, all the more understandable
that he would make some mistakes. Nevertheless, Derek Prince was willing to go ahead anyway,
regardless of what people thought of him, because he was not trying to impress people, but only to be
faithful and to tell the truth. That being so, he could not be intimidated by criticism or ridicule. | believe
that one of the reasons why his teaching ministry was so enormously blessed by God was because he
only ever tried to please God, not men. We would all do well to follow his example in that.

The unrestrained pursuit of human logic, purely by itself, can lead you to some absurd
conclusions and to adopt false, unbiblical beliefs.

Sound logic, reasoning and deduction are needed if we are to handle God’s Word properly. Those are
all God-given abilities. However, if we rely upon these excessively we can end up making some bad
mistakes. So, it is valid to draw appropriate inferences from a passage and deduce that if X is true, then
Y must also be true. There is a place for deductive thinking, but we must not take it too far, such that
our logical conclusions are allowed to prevail over passages of Scripture, which expressly contradict
them.

Neither can we allow our natural, human logic or deduction to take us further than the Bible goes, or to
make a point more strongly than the Bible states it. A classic example of this kind of error is the way
John Calvin and some of his followers over-emphasised or exaggerated what the Bible says about the
sovereignty of God. So, it is valid to say that God is in overall charge of the whole universe, and that
nothing can happen unless He allows it to happen. It is also true that, in various ways, God causes
certain things to happen.

He intervenes, alters the course of history, appoints people to positions, remove others, and makes
various other types of choices. All of those things are clearly true, because the Bible says so. However,
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where many Calvinists go wrong is to over-emphasise what the Bible says about God’s sovereignty and
election and to go further than it goes. In addition, they ignore, or tone down, what the Bible also has
to say about our freedom to choose whether to obey God and whether to do His will.

Some Calvinists therefore end up believing that if God is sovereign, then absolutely everything that
ever happens must be caused by Him, not merely permitted. By taking their fallible human logic too
far they wrongly conclude that that must be so, because, if it was possible for any of us to resist or
refuse God’s will in any way, then that would mean He was not genuinely ‘sovereign’, i.e. as they
wrongly define that term. They also wrongly assume that the very concept of sovereignty, as they
define it, is incompatible with there being any free choice at all on our part.

In doing all of this they not only wrongly define ‘sovereignty’, by basing its meaning on their own logic,
rather than on what the Bible actually says. They also ignore what the Bible explicitly says, or clearly
implies, about man’s freedom to choose. That includes the freedom to defy God and to disobey Him.
Our doing so is all part of what God permits and it does not actually contradict or diminish His
sovereignty at all, when the word is defined biblically. That’s because what the Bible means by the
concept of God’s sovereignty is able to accommodate human free will.

There is no inconsistency between these two concepts because, in His sovereignty, God has chosen to
give us the freedom to make choices and those choices are real, not imaginary or illusory. He really
does allow us to decide certain things for ourselves, even if that means defying Him and not doing His
will. Those who make this error of exaggerating the meaning of sovereignty can end up believing that
absolutely everything that happens must be God’s will, even sin. They therefore believe that He not
only allows things to happen, but positively causes them.

For the more extreme Calvinists, this assumption extends to literally everything, however trivial,
including the mistakes a secretary makes while typing. Even those tiny errors are believed to have been
ordained by God from eternity past and to have been deliberately caused to happen, and even forced to
happen, by Him. Once you get to that stage it is hard to distinguish such thinking from the fatalism
which is taught within Islam. For Muslims, everything that happens is said to be Allah’s will and thus
completely impossible to avoid, alter or resist.

But that is not how the God of the Bible operates and, more to the point, that is not how He describes
Himself. That kind of theological error comes when we allow our limited human reasoning to become
over-extended, such that it takes us beyond what God’s Word says. We can become so persuaded by
our own man-made logic that we are blinded by it and trapped by the conclusions to which it leads us.
Then we allow those conclusions to override any counter-balancing points which the Bible also makes,
many of which are expressly stated, and which are not based on any reasoning on our part.

Accordingly, instead of holding two valid biblical doctrines in healthy tension and believing both at the
same time, as we are meant to, many of us underemphasise, or even abandon, one doctrine and
exaggerate the other. Such reasoning is not wisdom. It takes us away from truth and obscures God’s
Word, rather than illuminating it. We must therefore take great care to avoid such unbalanced or over-
extended thinking and also seek God’s help to point out to us any areas where we may have fallen into
such errors.

Our greatest faults are often just our greatest gifts or qualities being misused.

If you closely examine your worst character failings or sins you may well find that they are your greatest
gifts or qualities being misused. So, to give an obvious example, if you have the gift of a strong and
muscular physique you could use that to bully and intimidate others. Thus, the physical strength that
God meant you to use in His service, is being used, instead, to serve yourself. It then becomes a means
by which you can sin and, the more strength God gives you, the more effectively you can sin with it.
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Or if God gives you a very creative and imaginative mind you could use it to become a more effective
and plausible liar. Likewise, if God gives you the advantage of a naturally bold temperament you could
use it to enable you to carry out major crimes, which you would never have dared to attempt if you had
not been given that gift of boldness. The list could go on and on. Another problem is that your own
giftings can also cause you to look down on others who do not have those particular gifts.

For example, if God gave you the gift of a quick and decisive mind it could become the cause of you
despising those who cannot think as quickly as you, or who cannot make decisions as fast as you can.
So, if you did not have that gift, you may well have avoided the sins of impatience and irritability. If
you were to examine any historical figure and look at their most significant failures or disasters the
likelihood is you would find this principle in operation, because most of us don’t attempt major things,
or take substantial risks, in areas where we are relatively weak or ungifted.

We tend to do so only in areas where we know we have a comparative advantage. So, for example,
Adolf Hitler had very strong gifts in the areas of lateral thinking, boldness and decisiveness. He also
had an amazing memory for facts and figures, and the ability to take calculated risks. He therefore
made a number of highly original decisions which meant overruling his Chiefs of Staff. In the early
years of World War Two, and the years leading up to it, he amazed his generals when he consistently
turned out to be right and his gambles paid off.

Of course, in part, this was also because he was demonically guided. Yet it is beyond doubt that he also
had major personal giftings, which he was able to use to great effect. However, Hitler went wrong, and
began to make some huge errors, when his confidence in his own undeniable talents became too great.
He began to overreach himself, went too far, took ever greater risks, and listened less and less to his
advisers. So, at least in part, he went wrong, and failed in the end, because of his misuse of, and over-
reliance upon, his own greatest qualities.

Have you ever wondered what great things Hitler could have achieved if he had employed his abilities
in pursuit of good rather than evil? He had exceptional God-given talents which were put into him to
enable him to serve God’s purposes, but he chose to use them for evil instead. He could not have done
even a fraction of that evil if he had not got those giftings and strengths. So, in your own life, it is likely
that you have done the most harm, and sinned the most, in those areas where you have the greatest
natural abilities, not where you have the least.

Reflecting on this may help us to change our ways. Instead of focusing only on our areas of relative
weakness, where we lack natural giftings, we can begin to look as well at our areas of natural strength.
Then we can ask ourselves probing questions about how we are using those qualities, for whose
purposes, and at whose direction. Moreover, it is in the areas of our greatest relative strength that we
are most likely to rely on ourselves and act independently of God.

Few of us will disobey God by doing something that He has not called us to do if it means launching
forth into some venture for which we know we are not qualified. However, we might very well do so
if we do have those strengths and are well aware of the fact. Therefore, we need to exercise the most
self-control, and ask for God to restrain us the most, in those areas where we are most at risk of relying
on our own giftings. That is where we are most likely to do things that seem good to us, but which God
never told us to do.

The wiser we get, the more aware we will become of our own areas of weakness, but also of the even
greater hazards that come from our strengths. We will then give more time, thought and prayer to
seeking to address the problems that our gifts and strengths can cause. We will also begin to ask God
to hold us back in those areas, if we are acting wrongly, and to prevent us from misusing those gifts or
from going our own way.
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CHAPTER 6

HOW CAN WE GET WISDOM?

Give your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, that I may discern between

good and evil, for who is able to govern this your great people?”

1 Kings 3:9 (ESV)

And all the kings of the earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his wisdom, which God had

put into his mind.

2 Chronicles 9:23 (ESV)

A wise man will hear and increase in learning,
And a man of understanding will acquire wise counsel,
Proverbs 1:5 (NASB)

BHow blessed is the man who finds wisdom
And the man who gains understanding.
¥ For her profit is better than the profit of silver
And her gain better than fine gold.

Proverbs 3:13-14 (NASB)

*Acquire wisdom! Acquire understanding!

Do not forget nor turn away from the words of my mouth.

® “Do not forsake her, and she will guard you;

Love her, and she will watch over you.

" “The beginning of wisdom is: Acquire wisdom;

And with all your acquiring, get understanding.

8 «“Prize her, and she will exalt you; She will honor you if you embrace her.
Proverbs 4:5-8 (NASB)

Watch over your heart with all diligence,
For from it flow the springs of life.
Proverbs 4:23 (NASB)

Say to wisdom, “You are my sister,”
And call understanding your intimate friend;
Proverbs 7:4 (NASB)

“For wisdom is better than jewels;
And all desirable things cannot compare with her.
Proverbs 8:11 (NASB)

Give instruction to a wise man and he will be still wiser,
Teach a righteous man and he will increase his learning.
Proverbs 9:9 (NASB)

The need to acquire wisdom was the main theme and focus throughout King Solomon’s writings

Let's look at some more of the things which King Solomon had to say about the value of wisdom and
also how it can be acquired. The whole of the first eight chapters of the book of Proverbs focus on this
theme. That in itself indicates how important God feels it is for us to seek wisdom. Even where God
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tells us something once or twice it is important. Therefore, some doctrines are founded on just one or
two verses.

However, where He spends eight whole chapters repeatedly urging us to seek for something, and
explaining in many different ways why we should do so, then you can be sure it is really crucial. For
now, let's look at part of chapter two of Proverbs. We are told that wisdom is obtained by those who
really want it and who are willing to seek for it earnestly and with persistence:

My son, if you will receive my words
And treasure my commandments within you,
“Make your ear attentive to wisdom,
Incline your heart to understanding;
®For if you cry for discernment,
Lift your voice for understanding;
*If you seek her as silver
And search for her as for hidden treasures;
>Then you will discern the fear of the LORD
And discover the knowledge of God.
®For the LORD gives wisdom;
From His mouth come knowledge and understanding.
"He stores up sound wisdom for the upright;
He is a shield to those who walk in integrity,
8Guarding the paths of justice,
And He preserves the way of His godly ones.
*Then you will discern righteousness and justice
And equity and every good course.
YEor wisdom will enter your heart
And knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;
“Djscretion will guard you,
Understanding will watch over you,

Proverbs 2:1-11 (NASB)

How King Solomon got his wisdom

Except for Jesus, King Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived. God gave him that exceptional
wisdom as a gift, simply because he wanted it so strongly. When he became the King, Solomon made
the acquiring of wisdom his top priority, ahead of riches and power. The LORD (the Son of God in a
pre-appearance) came to him in a dream and invited him to make a request and Solomon chose to ask
for wisdom. That inspired choice pleased the LORD and He granted his request. So, Solomon was
given great wisdom because he had asked for it.

However, the very fact that he chose to ask God for wisdom instead of riches, power, long life, success,
etc, shows that Solomon already had an unusual amount of wisdom at that point. If not, he would have
asked God for something else. It is fair to say, therefore, that one of the surest signs of already having
some wisdom is the fact that you are seeking for more of it. Conversely, to have no regard for wisdom,
and no desire to pursue it, is a clear sign that you are foolish. At any rate, this is the biblical account of
what happened to Solomon:

®In Gibeon the LORD appeared to Solomon in a dream at night; and God said, *'Ask what you wish
me to give you." *Then Solomon said, "'You have shown great loving kindness to Your servant David
my father, according as he walked before You in truth and righteousness and uprightness of heart
toward You; and You have reserved for him this great loving kindness, that You have given him a
son to sit on his throne, as it is this day. "*"Now, O LORD my God, You have made Your servant king
in place of my father David, yet I am but a little child; I do not know how to go out or come in. ®*Your
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servant is in the midst of Your people which You have chosen, a great people who are too many to be
numbered or counted.
'So give Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people to discern between good and
evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Yours?'* It was pleasing in the sight of the Lord
that Solomon had asked this thing. *'God said to him, ""Because you have asked this thing and have
not asked for yourself long life, nor have asked riches for yourself, nor have you asked for the life of
your enemies, but have asked for yourself discernment to understand justice, **behold, | have done
according to your words Behold, I have given you a wise and discerning heart, so that there has been
no one like you before you, nor shall one like you arise after you.

1 Kings 3:5-12 (NASB)

In the next chapter we are told how God answered that request by giving Solomon “wisdom and

.

understanding beyond measure..... :

% And God gave Solomon wisdom and understanding beyond measure, and breadth of mind like the
sand on the seashore, *° so that Solomon's wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the people of the east
and all the wisdom of Egypt. *! For he was wiser than all other men, wiser than Ethan the Ezrahite,
and Heman, Calcol, and Darda, the sons of Mahol, and his fame was in all the surrounding nations.
%2 He also spoke 3,000 proverbs, and his songs were 1,005. * He spoke of trees, from the cedar that
is in Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of the wall. He spoke also of beasts, and of birds, and of
reptiles, and of fish. 3* And people of all nations came to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and from all
the kings of the earth, who had heard of his wisdom.

1 Kings 4:29-34 (ESV)

King Solomon began to put that gift of supernatural wisdom into operation in one of the first legal
judgments that he gave. In those days a King also had to act as a judge and to decide the hardest cases.
On this occasion King Solomon had to hear the testimony of two women and decide which of them was
a child’s real mother. There were no witnesses to support either of them. In fact there was no
independent evidence at all. Look at the amazingly simple, but brilliant, way God gave Solomon the
solution:

*Then two women who were harlots came to the king and stood before him. *'The one woman said,
""Oh, my lord, this woman and I live in the same house; and | gave birth to a child while she was in
the house. "It happened on the third day after | gave birth, that this woman also gave birth to a
child, and we were together. There was no stranger with us in the house, only the two of us in the
house. *"This woman's son died in the night, because she lay on it.

20m'Sp she arose in the middle of the night and took my son from beside me while your maidservant
slept, and laid him in her bosom, and laid her dead son in my bosom. ?**"When I rose in the morning
to nurse my son, behold, he was dead; but when I looked at him carefully in the morning, behold, he
was not my son, whom | had borne." “*Then the other woman said, "'No! For the living one is my
son, and the dead one is your son."" But the first woman said, ""No! For the dead one is your son, and
the living one is my son." Thus they spoke before the king.

ZThen the king said, " The one says, "This is my son who is living, and your son is the dead one'; and
the other says, 'No! For your son is the dead one, and my son is the living one.™" The king said,
""Get me a sword." So they brought a sword before the king. *The king said, *'Divide the living child
in two, and give half to the one and half to the other."

*Then the woman whose child was the living one spoke to the king, for she was deeply stirred over
her son and said, "*Oh, my lord, give her the living child, and by no means kill him." But the other
said, ""He shall be neither mine nor yours; divide him!** ?'Then the king said, ""Give the first woman
the living child, and by no means kill him. She is his mother." #When all Israel heard of the judgment
which the king had handed down, they feared the king, for they saw that the wisdom of God was in
him to administer justice. 1 Kings 3:16-28 (NASB)
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How we can get wisdom from studying the Bible - especially the writings of King Solomon

That was how Solomon got his wisdom as a supernatural gift, but the question in our case is how can
we get it? For us, it is a much slower process. It comes primarily from studying God's Word,
memorising it, reflecting on it, obeying it, and applying it over a long period of time. There is no short
cut or easy way. It takes a lot of time, effort and determination. However, if we are willing to pay the
necessary price, and to keep doing so for long enough, then we will eventually gain a level of wisdom
which even the ablest and most educated people in the world cannot match.

That’s because real wisdom is not about cleverness, or education, or understanding how this world
thinks and operates. It is about seeing the world the way God sees it and thinking the way He thinks.
We see that illustrated in the lives of the prophet Daniel and his three friends, Hananiah, Mishael and
Azariah. These four young Hebrew men were living in the competitive environment of the court of
King Nebuchadnezzar, surrounded by the cleverest men in Babylon. However, because they had the
Scriptures, they were able to operate at a level of wisdom far above what any Babylonian could manage:

7As for these four youths, God gave them learning and skill in all letters and wisdom; and Daniel
had understanding in all visions and dreams. ‘8At the end of the time, when the king had commanded
that they should be brought in, the chief of the eunuchs brought them in before Nebuchadnez'zar.
YAnd the king spoke with them, and among them all none was found like Daniel, Hanani'ah, Mish'a-
el, and Azari‘ah; therefore they stood before the king. 2°And in every matter of wisdom and
understanding concerning which the king inquired of them, he found them ten times better than all
the magicians and enchanters that were in all his kingdom.

Daniel 1:17-20 (RSV)

Joseph had a similar experience in Egypt. God gave him wisdom and insight which made him stand
out so much that Pharaoh promoted him to be the Prime Minister of Egypt. No Egyptian could match
Joseph's wisdom:

¥"This proposal seemed good to Pharaoh and to all his servants. *And Pharaoh said to his servants,
""Can we find such a man as this, in whom is the Spirit of God?" * So Pharaoh said to Joseph,
"'Since God has shown you all this, there is none so discreet and wise as you are; “you shall be over
my house, and all my people shall order themselves as you command; only as regards the throne will
I be greater than you." **And Pharaoh said to Joseph, ""Behold, I have set you over all the land of
Egypt." “Then Pharaoh took his signet ring from his hand and put it on Joseph's hand, and arrayed
him in garments of fine linen, and put a gold chain about his neck; “*and he made him to ride in his
second chariot; and they cried before him, ""Bow the knee!"" Thus he set him over all the land of
Egypt. “Moreover Pharaoh said to Joseph, ''l am Pharaoh, and without your consent no man shall
lift up hand or foot in all the land of Egypt."

Genesis 41:37-44 (RSV)

Likewise, the Psalmist who wrote Psalm 119 spoke of how his study of God’s Word gave him an
unusual amount of wisdom, which even put him ahead of his teachers:

"0 how I love Your law!

It is my meditation all the day.

%Y our commandments make me wiser than my enemies,
For they are ever mine.

I have more insight than all my teachers,

For Your testimonies are my meditation.

1001 ynderstand more than the aged,

Because | have observed Your precepts.

191 have restrained my feet from every evil way,
That I may keep Your word.

1921 have not turned aside from Your ordinances,
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For You Yourself have taught me.
1%How sweet are Your words to my taste!
Yes, sweeter than honey to my mouth!
1%From Your precepts | get understanding;
Therefore | hate every false way.
Psalm 119:97-104 (NASB)

Moses also told the people of Israel that if they would learn God’s Word, and do it, i.e. obey what it
says, then it would make them a wise and understanding nation and that the Gentiles would see that:

*Behold, I have taught you statutes and ordinances, as the LORD my God commanded me, that you
should do them in the land which you are entering to take possession of it. °® Keep them and do them;
for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear
all these statutes, will say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’
Deuteronomy 4:5-6 (RSV)

Moses’s successor, Joshua was also told, by God Himself, that ongoing, daily study of the Scriptures
would cause him to become both prosperous and successful:

"Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to do according to all the law which Moses my
servant commanded you; turn not from it to the right hand or to the left, that you may have good
success wherever you go. 8This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall
meditate on it day and night, that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for
then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall have good success.

Joshua 1:7-8 (RSV)

King David also confirms that wisdom, and many other benefits, are to be found in studying God’s
Word:

" The law of the LORD is perfect,

reviving the soul;

the testimony of the LORD is sure,

making wise the simple;

8the precepts of the LORD are right,

rejoicing the heart;

the commandment of the LORD is pure,

enlightening the eyes;

®the fear of the LORD is clean,

enduring for ever;

the ordinances of the LORD are true,

and righteous altogether.'® More to be desired are they than gold,
even much fine gold;

sweeter also than honey

and drippings of the honeycomb.

1 Moreover by them is thy servant warned;

in keeping them there is great reward. Psalm 19:7-11 (RSV)

None of this is unique to Joshua, Moses, David, Daniel or even to the Jews. God has promised that He
will give such wisdom to all who really want it:

°If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives to all men generously and without
reproaching, and it will be given him. °But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts
is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. “For that person must not suppose that
a double-minded man, 8unstable in all his ways, will receive anything from the Lord.

James 1:5-8 (RSV)
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Given that God says that King Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived, why would any right-
thinking person choose not to study his writings and take his advice?

The three books written by King Solomon deserve to be studied over and over again. He wrote Song
of Solomon in his youth, Proverbs in middle age, and Ecclesiastes when he was old. If you want to
become wise, then they are all well worth the effort of working through them carefully and repeatedly,
especially Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Consider King Solomon's credentials. Here is what the Bible
says about his exceptional knowledge and understanding:

2And God gave Solomon wisdom and understanding beyond measure, and largeness of mind like
the sand on the seashore, *so that Solomon's wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the people of the
east, and all the wisdom of Egypt. **For he was wiser than all other men, wiser than Ethan the
Ez'rahite, and Heman, Calcol, and Darda, the sons of Mahol; and his fame was in all the nations
round about. **He also uttered three thousand proverbs; and his songs were a thousand and five.
*He spoke of trees, from the cedar that is in Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of the wall; he
spoke also of beasts, and of birds, and of reptiles, and of fish. **And men came from all peoples to
hear the wisdom of Solomon, and from all the kings of the earth, who had heard of his wisdom.

1 Kings 4:29-34 (RSV)

Furthermore, this is what the Queen of Sheba thought of Solomon's brilliance:

'Now when the queen of Sheba heard of the fame of Solomon concerning the name of the LORD,
she came to test him with hard questions. ?She came to Jerusalem with a very great retinue, with
camels bearing spices, and very much gold, and precious stones; and when she came to Solomon,
she told him all that was on her mind. *And Solomon answered all her questions; there was nothing
hidden from the king which he could not explain to her.

*And when the queen of Sheba had seen all the wisdom of Solomon, the house that he had built, °the
food of his table, the seating of his officials, and the attendance of his servants, their clothing, his
cupbearers, and his burnt offerings which he offered at the house of the LORD, there was no more
spirit in her. °And she said to the king, "'The report was true which I heard in my own land of your
affairs and of your wisdom, ” but I did not believe the reports until 1 came and my own eyes had seen
it; and, behold, the half was not told me; your wisdom and prosperity surpass the report which I
heard.

1 Kings 10:1-7 (RSV)

In fact, the whole world in his day knew of Solomon's unprecedented wisdom. He was far above the
level of any other man:

ZThus King Solomon excelled all the kings of the earth in riches and in wisdom. *And the whole
earth sought the presence of Solomon to hear his wisdom, which God had put into his mind.
1 Kings 10:23-24 (RSV)

In the light of what the Bible tells us about the extraordinary level of wisdom and understanding that
Solomon had, why would any sensible person not want to study what he had to say and learn about the
discoveries that he made? You have the opportunity to read the thoughts, and take the advice, of the
wisest man who ever lived. Therefore, it is self-evidently worth making the effort to study the
Scriptures, and especially the books Solomon wrote. It is the main way to get wisdom.

It is remarkable that, somehow, that obvious fact does not occur to people, or does not interest them,
even when it is pointed out. Thus, multitudes of people who claim to be Christians leave this unique
resource unused or under-used. In Solomon’s own day the whole world travelled long distances to meet
him so that they could learn from him. Today we can do that so much more easily by simply reading
what he wrote. Yet many of us cannot be bothered, and even those who do read it are often half-hearted
about it, reading the Bible infrequently and sparingly, in small doses, rather than devouring it.
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Wisdom also comes from associating with wise people. Therefore, deliberately set out to associate with
people who are already wise, or at least wiser than you. Seek out in particular those who love the Bible,
who want to do right, and who are committed to obeying God. Spend a lot of time with them and you
will inevitably become like them. What they have is bound to rub off on you, because that is the way
we are made.

This second aspect of the process of becoming wise is relatively simple - just find people who are
already wise, at least in comparison to you, and spend as much time with them as you can. You will
then improve automatically. It will happen even faster if you are actively seeking to imitate them, rather
than just passively being in their presence. By making careful choices about whom you spend your
time with, you not only gain the chance to copy the attitudes and habits of wise people. It also keeps
you away from fools and reduces the chances of you copying their ways. So, there is a double benefit.

Why did Solomon subsequently go wrong and turn towards foolishness?

Solomon had great wisdom but, in middle age, he went astray for a time. Despite all his dazzling
brilliance, he made some very wrong choices. The fact that he did so illustrates the point that all of us
are a mixture and can still go wrong, no matter how wise we may become. Even a man as wise as
Solomon still had some foolishness left in him. At least he had the potential to become foolish. More
to the point, he still had a sin nature. It all went wrong for him because he indulged his sinful nature or
“flesh’.

In particular, he took a ridiculously excessive number of wives and concubines, amounting to over 1000
in total. Moreover, many of these were pagans and idolaters and they led him into idolatry, which was
Solomon’s biggest sin. That brought him onto a collision course with God. Had it not been for the
promises that God had made to his father, King David, he would have been deposed from the throne.
Instead, God chose to wait and to tear the Kingdom away from Solomon's son, Rehoboam:

Now King Solomon loved many foreign women: the daughter of Pharaoh, and Moabite, Ammonite,
E'domite, Sido'nian, and Hittite women, 2from the nations concerning which the LORD had said to
the people of Israel, ""You shall not enter into marriage with them, neither shall they with you, for
surely they will turn away your heart after their gods'"; Solomon clung to these in love. *He had seven
hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines; and his wives turned away his heart. *For
when Solomon was old his wives turned away his heart after other gods; and his heart was not wholly
true to the LORD his God, as was the heart of David his father. °*For Solomon went after Ash'toreth
the goddess of the Sido'nians, and after Milcom the abomination of the Ammonites.

®So Solomon did what was evil in the sight of the LORD, and did not wholly follow the LORD, as
David his father had done. "Then Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the abomination of Moab,
and for Molech the abomination of the Ammonites, on the mountain east of Jerusalem. 8And so he
did for all his foreign wives, who burned incense and sacrificed to their gods. °And the LORD was
angry with Solomon, because his heart had turned away from the LORD, the God of Israel, who had
appeared to him twice, **and had commanded him concerning this thing, that he should not go after
other gods; but he did not keep what the LORD commanded. **Therefore the LORD said to Solomon,
""Since this has been your mind and you have not kept my covenant and my statutes which | have
commanded you, | will surely tear the kingdom from you and will give it to your servant

1 Kings 11:1-11 (RSV)

Given the contents of the book of Ecclesiastes, it seems clear that, in his later years, Solomon repented
and got right with God again. He had learned what it was like to have great wisdom, but then he wanted
to experiment for a while with folly and excess, and to test them to their limits. Although it was totally
wrong of him to do that, there are still some valuable things we can learn, even from Solomon's sins and
wrong choices, all of which he writes about. So, make Solomon's writings a life-long study. They will
not disappoint you.

111



CHAPTER Y

WHAT WISE PEOPLE DO - PART ONE

“Of Issachar men who had understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do...... ?
1 Chronicles 12:32(a) (RSV)

! Blessed is the man
who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stands in the way of sinners,
nor sits in the seat of scoffers;
2 put his delight is in the law of the LORD,
and on his law he meditates day and night.
*He is like a tree
planted by streams of water
that yields its fruit in its season,
and its leaf does not wither.
In all that he does, he prospers.
Psalm 1:1-3 (ESV)

Keep your heart with all vigilance;
for from it flow the springs of life.
Proverbs 4:23 (RSV)

For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to give strong support to those
whose heart is blameless toward him......
2 Chronicles 16:9(a) (ESV)

* The mouth of the righteous utters wisdom,
and his tongue speaks justice.
31 The law of his God is in his heart;
his steps do not slip.
% The wicked watches the righteous,
and seeks to slay him.
% The LORD will not abandon him to his power,
or let him be condemned when he is brought to trial.
Psalm 37:30-33 (RSV)

®The LORD was with Jehoshaphat, because he walked in the earlier ways of his father David. He
did not seek the Baals, * but sought the God of his father and walked in his commandments, and not
according to the practices of Israel. ® Therefore the LORD established the kingdom in his hand. And
all Judah brought tribute to Jehoshaphat, and he had great riches and honor.

2 Chronicles 17:3-5 (ESV)

He who is slow to anger has great understanding,
but he who has a hasty temper exalts folly.
Proverbs 14:29 (RSV)

He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty,

And he who rules his spirit, than he who captures a city.
Proverbs 16:32 (NASB)
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Wise people hate the things that God hates

Merely believing in God does not make us wise. A wise person goes much further than that. He fears
God and he also values and pursues those things that God values. His persistent study of the Bible
means that his thoughts, beliefs and attitudes are continually coming closer into line with God's. But it
goes even further than just agreeing with God, valuing the things that He values, and loving the things
that He loves. A wise person also hates the things that God hates, such as falsehood and evil:

> The boastful shall not stand before your eyes;
you hate all evildoers.
® You destroy those who speak lies;
the LORD abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful man.
because God wants us to hate those things:
Psalm 5:5-6 (ESV)

The LORD tests the righteous,
but his soul hates the wicked and the one who loves violence.
Psalm 11:5 (ESV)

What is more, God wants us to hate those things too:

The LORD loves those who hate evil;

he preserves the lives of his saints;

he delivers them from the hand of the wicked.
Psalm 97:10 (RSV)

A righteous man hates falsehood,
but a wicked man acts shamefully and disgracefully.
Proverbs 13:5 (RSV)

21 Do | not hate those who hate you, O LORD?
And do | not loathe those who rise up against you?
22| hate them with complete hatred;
I count them my enemies.
Psalm 139:21-22 (ESV)

A wise person also conducts himself with holiness and sincerity towards other people. He doesn’t use
the wisdom of this world, i.e. feral cunning or craftiness, but only God's wisdom:

Now this is our boast: Our conscience testifies that we have conducted ourselves in the world, and
especially in our relations with you, in the holiness and sincerity that are from God. We have done
so not according to worldly wisdom but according to God’s grace.

2 Corinthians 1:12 (NIV)

Let's now look at some more of the specific things that wise people do, or avoid doing:

Wise people live rightly and show their wisdom in their actions, choices and lifestyle.

Wisdom is not only displayed in what people say. It is mostly seen in what they do, and also in what
they don't do. Our actions speak volumes and clearly reveal what we are and how far we have got in
acquiring maturity and wisdom. So, a wise person will show his wisdom by displaying the fruit of the
Holy Spirit in his character, lifestyle, choices, actions and reactions. He will live right and do right:
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B\Who is wise and understanding among you? By his good life let him show his works in the meekness
of wisdom. But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be
false to the truth. **This wisdom is not such as comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual,
devilish. **For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there will be disorder and every vile practice.
7But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and
good fruits, without uncertainty or insincerity. *®And the harvest of righteousness is sown in peace
by those who make peace.

James 3:13-18 (RSV)

The fact that a person fears God and lives in the right way so as to please Him, leads to a host of different
blessings. God rewards the wise for the way they choose to live. The things they do also lead to Him
showing them His approval and giving them His protection and support:

! Praise the LORD!
Blessed is the man who fears the LORD,
who greatly delights in his commandments!
2 His descendants will be mighty in the land;
the generation of the upright will be blessed.
®Wealth and riches are in his house;
and his righteousness endures for ever.
* Light rises in the darkness for the upright;
the LORD is gracious, merciful, and righteous.
>t is well with the man who deals generously and lends,
who conducts his affairs with justice.
® For the righteous will never be moved:;
he will be remembered for ever.
"He is not afraid of evil tidings;
his heart is firm, trusting in the LORD.
8 His heart is steady, he will not be afraid,
until he sees his desire on his adversaries.
° He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor;
his righteousness endures for ever;
his horn is exalted in honor.
19 The wicked man sees it and is angry;
he gnashes his teeth and melts away;
the desire of the wicked man comes to nought.
Psalm 112:1-10 (RSV)

he will bless those who fear the LORD,
both small and great.
Psalm 115:13 (RSV)

!Blessed is everyone who fears the LORD,

who walks in his ways!

2 You shall eat the fruit of the labor of your hands;

you shall be blessed, and it shall be well with you.
Psalm 128:1-2 (ESV)

These rewards and blessings will often come in this life, although God never guarantees that. But, even
if they don’t all come before we die, what is guaranteed is they will come at the Judgment Seat of Christ.
A wise person is well aware that God rewards and exalts those who live righteously. That fact motivates
wise people to make right choices, avoid sin and do what God wants. A recurring theme in the Bible is
that wisdom is primarily expressed through our character, attitudes, values and lifestyle choices, not our
intellectual abilities.
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We can also show wisdom in the practical things we do, i.e. the skill and expertise we use in our work,
because a person who is skilled and competent in their work is considered wise in God's eyes. Never
make the mistake of thinking that only intellectual types can be wise. If someone is not academic or
bookish, but excels in their practical work, and if they do their tasks with diligence, God would consider
them wise, at least in regard to their work. That is crucial, because it takes up half our waking hours.

An example of this was Hiram who came from Tyre. King Solomon engaged him to work on the
construction of the Temple. He knew how to work with bronze and how to design and make beautiful
pieces of equipment and furniture for the Temple. This point is so important to God that He devotes
nearly a whole chapter of the Bible in 1 Kings 7 to describing the bronze pieces that Hiram made. This
was God's overall view of him:

BNow King Solomon sent and brought Hiram from Tyre. **He was a widow’s son from the tribe of
Naphtali, and his father was a man of Tyre, a worker in bronze; and he was filled with wisdom and
understanding and skill for doing any work in bronze. So he came to King Solomon and performed
all his work.

1 Kings 7:13-14 (NASB)

The way God draws attention to Hiram, and classes him as wise, ought to encourage anyone whose
main talents are practical rather than academic, which applies to 75% or more of the population. In the
U.K. there is an attitude of snobbery which causes some to look down on manual work, even if it is
done by craftsmen. That is not God's view. If you have been given mainly practical or craft-related
abilities, then give thanks for them and seek to become as skilled as possible. Then you will be
considered wise in God's eyes in the way you do your work, which matters very much to Him.

My own Dad was a manual worker all his life, first as a farm labourer and then as a coal miner, except
for seven years in the army where he was also a truck driver. In every type of work that he ever did he
excelled. He was graded as a 'first class shot' with a rifle and when he left the army his discharge
certificate said he had given 'Exemplary Service'. Also, in his farming work, and when he later grew
vegetables, he did all things well. Everything he grew was successful. He taught me things all the time
when | worked with him on his allotments. | also picked up a lot just by watching.

Even in something as ordinary as shovelling coal, a surprising amount of skill is involved. My Dad
could shovel coal for hours in the mine without tiring. Partly that was due to fitness, but mainly it was
because of good technique. He spoke of how to use a shovel with the right movement, posture and
rhythm, to maximise efficiency. | say all that to emphasise how important practical skills are in God's
eyes. He wants all of us to aim to become wise, whatever jobs we may be in, not just those who are in
academic professions.

Wise people are careful whom they confide in and are not quick to trust people.

Wise people are sensibly slow and cautious before being willing to trust other people. Unwise people

tend to assume that everyone is the same as themselves. That is, they impute their own character to

others. However, their reasons for doing so are very different:

a) Naive/simple people tend to be sincere and they often make the grave error of assuming that other
people are all equally sincere. Thus, they are prone to confiding in others too readily and are

excessively open and transparent.

b) Wicked people, being devious themselves, tend to assume that everybody else is equally devious,
even if they aren’t. So they don't confide. They are cagey and careful with everyone.

Thus, both groups, the simple and the wicked, make the same assumption, i.e. that all other people are
like themselves. Either way, it is wrong. Wise people make neither of the above mistakes. They
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themselves are sincere, but they know that 90+% of other people are not. Therefore, they have learned
not to assume that other people are sincere, whereas the wicked have always known that and weren’t
under any illusions to begin with. But the wise only tend to realise it later in life, due to bitter
experiences of other people's unfaithfulness, disloyalty and dishonesty.

So, wise people are realistic and careful. They pick and choose the people with whom they can speak
freely. Even then, they open up slowly and only let their guard down at all after they have made sure
that the other person really is trustworthy. They don't rush in or assume that a person is to be trusted,
even if they appear, on the face of it, to be genuine. They know that it takes a long time to properly
establish what another person really is. First impressions and appearances can be very deceptive, such
that a person’s falseness only becomes apparent later on:

The sins of some men are conspicuous, pointing to judgment, but the sins of others appear later.
1 Timothy 5:24 (RSV)

Even after another person's trustworthiness appears to have been tested and established, wise people
still disclose sensitive information slowly, and in stages, and only where it is essential. They only reveal
the minimum, rather than saying all that they know. They have usually learned this from past
experiences of being let down. | myself was let down, or even betrayed, by one person after another
whom | had hastily assumed to be trustworthy. Eventually | learned to be much more cautious, even
though I had thought I was being fairly cautious to begin with.

I have had an unusually high exposure to untrustworthy people because I ran a business and employed
a lot of staff, up to 80 at any one time. | therefore encountered more people at close quarters than the
average person does. | also got to see them at their worst, i.e. the way they were at work, where people’s
sins, faults and bad habits are revealed by pressure and by being in close proximity with others for long
periods. Therefore, my approach now is to keep most of my thoughts to myself, especially when | am
with people who seem to be eager to know what I'm doing or planning.

You need to be particularly wary of anybody who ever asks you to confide in them. Wise, godly,
blameless people will not do that, but the wicked frequently do. It's a very bad sign and one that you
need to watch out for. See it as your cue to clam up and say nothing more. In short, never confide in
anybody who wants you to do so. That is especially important if they ask you outright, or even if they
are just hinting that you should confide in them, however subtle their hints may be. That desire, in
itself, disqualifies them and should set off an alarm in you.

Trusting other people quickly is not a sign of goodness, but of naivety, which is a fault, not a quality.
We must not trust anybody until sufficient evidence has been gathered to justify it, which takes a long
time. When a person does not trust other people, it is not necessarily a sign that they are bad. They
may actually be being wise, though not always. The wicked are also reluctant to trust people, but not
because they are wise. They operate in a different way and are suspicious rather than cautious, and for
different reasons, i.e. because they are wicked themselves, and fully assume that others are too.

There is even a third group of people who are reluctant to trust others, but they are neither wise nor
wicked. They are just naive people who have been damaged by others so many times that they are now
constantly wary, like a wild animal is. But they are like that without ever having worked out why, or
having given it any serious thought. Therefore, observing whether a person is cautious in what they
reveal about themselves is a useful litmus test. It can indicate that they are wicked, or wise, or that they
are merely a simple/naive person who has been wounded by others.

It all depends on their reasons and on the way they display their caution. So, when you come across a
person who is unusually slow to trust others, you have to dig deeper to discover their reasons for that
wariness. Only then can you gauge whether they are doing it because they are wise, or wicked, or just
naive but wounded. Your assessment will also need to be guided by other aspects of their speech,
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actions and character. An example of this is a man, whom we’ll call Jason. He naively told the whole
truth to a family court when in a child access dispute with his ex-wife.

He had become a Christian after they split up, but was not saved some years earlier when he married
her and when they had a son, who was now about seven. She had gone in the opposite direction
spiritually and had married a Muslim and she had been given care and control of the child. Jason had
only limited access, which she obstructed further as she became increasingly hostile to his Christian
faith. She hit back at him by being difficult over access and, even worse, by trying to poison his son’s
mind against him.

Jason made an application to enforce his rights to access and to increase them, so he could see his son
more often and try to counteract the lies she was telling the boy. This all happened before | knew Jason
and before | had a chance to advise him. He was therefore naive and made the mistake of being very
open about his Christian faith when speaking to his own lawyers and, even more unwisely, in his
dealings with the court. He told them plainly that he was a committed Christian, and that his wife was
denigrating both himself and Christianity when speaking to their son.

He also pointed out that she had become a Muslim and was seeking to bring their boy up as a Muslim,
which he opposed. In his naivety, Jason imagined that the court would act impartially and that the judge
would respect his Christian beliefs and take them into account. He also assumed that the judge would
not unfairly favour Islam. However, it turned out very badly. The judge did not respect him, or his
beliefs, at all and became hostile, seeing Jason as the problem for disturbing the boy’s Muslim
upbringing. Predictably, the politically correct judge respected Islam, but not Christianity.

I could have warned Jason that that would almost certainly happen if | had known him at the time. |
later told him that he should have said nothing about his own Christian faith and should not have
mentioned how he felt about his ex-wife’s new Muslim faith. It was virtually inevitable, given the
modern UK legal system, that any such arguments would go badly for him. Thus, a policy of silence
and keeping his beliefs to himself would have been far wiser. He should have expected the court to
despise his beliefs, as it was far more likely to do that than to be supportive, or even neutral.

Thirty years ago things may well have been different, but not today. Having said all that, let me give
another counterbalancing example of a situation where outright openness about your Christian faith
could well be a wise policy. | refer to the position when you are applying for jobs and the question
arises as to whether to mention that you are a Christian and that you go to church. People have asked
me whether to put this on their CV and whether to be open about their faith and their church activities
when in a job interview.

Perhaps surprisingly, given the points made above concerning Jason’s naive openness, [ have generally
advised people to be straightforward about their faith when applying for jobs, because you do not
currently work for that employer. Therefore, even if he hates Christianity, he cannot do anything to
harm you, other than reject you. But if he does hate Christianity, as so many do, then rejecting you
would actually be a big favour. The alternative would have been for you to only discover his hostility
to Christianity after you begin working for him, which would be vastly worse for you.

Given that so many employers are hostile to Christianity, and that you don’t know who they are, but
wish to avoid them if you can, being open on your CV makes sense. It gives your potential future
enemies a reason to identify themselves and to reject you at the outset. That then helps you to make
sure that you and they never actually work together. If you make 20 job applications, and if even 10 of
the employers were hostile to your faith, you would still have the other 10 applications to pursue. They
would all then, by definition, be employers who are not hostile to your faith.

Although it might seem that you are losing half of your opportunities by being open, you aren’t really,

because you would never have been happy at those firms anyway. Neither would you have prospered,
unless you had been willing to compromise and fit in with their standards. But that would be even
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worse than being persecuted. Therefore, with job applications, a higher level of openness is appropriate
to maximise your chances of avoiding a hostile employer and of finding one who is at least neutral.

When | used to sift through CVs when recruiting, the ones who said they were Christians generally got
an interview, unless they were clearly unsuitable for other reasons. From then on, however, they had
to progress solely on their merits. But even if 5-10% of employers are positive towards Christianity,
not merely neutral, there is actually scope for you to gain something from your transparency. It could
cause some doors to open which might otherwise have remained closed.

Another reason for being open on your CV is that it is important to be open about your faith and not
ashamed of it when you join a new firm. The easiest way to do that is to put it on your CV as it will
soon get around, because people talk. That is an advantage as it means you don’t need to be quite so
brave when you begin in the job, by explicitly announcing that you are a Christian. Many find that
difficult and therefore never get around to it, which causes them, and others, to lose out. The best thing
in a new job is to start as you mean to go on, by being open on your CV, right at the start.

Wise people do not trust others until they have weighed them up properly. The Bible does not
tell us to trust people.

I was consulted some time ago by a Christian friend who wanted advice. He had gone into business
with a man he did not know and had paid a lot of money to him, as well as signing papers redirecting
some of his own future income stream to that man. The other man had initially been charming, but
once the papers had been signed, he cut my friend off and removed him from the business. The other
man had got what he wanted, which was the money. It was only at that late stage, when the damage
had already been done, that my advice was sought.

Sadly that is often the case. | then said “Why did you do it? Why did you trust someone you didn't yet
know?" He replied "Well, | wanted to be 'Christian’ about it and trust people, like the Bible says". |
then said "Where did you get the idea that the Bible tells us to trust people?" That question surprised
him. He had just assumed that trusting others was a Christian trait and a good quality, but he then said
"Well, 1 don't know. It's just what you always hear in church".

Even as he said it, he suddenly realised that, in the whole Bible, we are never once instructed to trust
people that we do not know, or to be quick to trust others in general, even if we do know them. On the
contrary, the Bible repeatedly tells us to do the exact opposite and to be cautious, take our time, and
reserve judgment until we know people properly. It particularly warns us about smooth or charming
people, because they are even more likely to be false:

2 Like a coating of glaze over

earthenware are fervent lips with an evil heart.

24 A malicious man disguises himself with his lips,

but in his heart he harbours deceit.

% Though his speech is charming,

do not believe him,

for seven abominations fill his heart.

%6 His malice may be concealed by deception,

but his wickedness will be exposed in the assembly.
Proverbs 26:23-26 (N1V)

Although we are not to fear people, we are supposed to be wary of them. Jesus Himself commanded
us to be so:
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16 «Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves; so be shrewd as serpents and innocent as
doves. " But beware of men, for they will hand you over to the courts and scourge you in their
synagogues;

Matthew 10:16-17 (NASB)

Wise people judge other people mainly by their fruit, i.e. what their lives produce, not solely by
their words.

We are therefore told in the Bible to assess other people by their fruit, i.e. by what they do, and what
their lives produce not only by what they say. There is no quick way of measuring fruit. It has to be
done over months, and even years, not hours or days. That said, we are also commanded to check the
accuracy of what people teach in church, even if we know them well and even if they are famous.
Perhaps the best example of how we should handle other men’s teaching is seen in Acts 17:11, about
Luke’s assessment of the Christians in Berea.

Luke praises them because when apostle Paul spoke in their church they checked everything he said in
the Bible to see if it was correct. They didn't just accept it at face value. Even Paul’s teaching had to
be checked out, and they were right to do so, even if he had been well known to them. That is how we
should all be, not only about doctrine and teaching, but about all relationships and transactions. Take
plenty of time to assess all other people. Measure their deeds and their fruit carefully and check the
accuracy and faithfulness of their teaching.

You may have heard it said that you should “think the best of everyone” and “trust everyone until they
do something to cause you to withdraw your trust”. That is very unwise advice and is the wrong default-
setting. We should in fact do the very opposite and assume people are not to be trusted until they do a
series of things, not just one thing, which prove that they can be trusted. The misguided policy of
assuming that every new person we meet is trustworthy, until they are proved not to be, possibly comes
from misapplying a valid idea.

That is that we should assume that people are likeable and friendly until they are proved not to be. That
is an entirely different assumption and is both reasonable and helpful. It will also assist us in forming
friendships because, if we assume that people are not going to be friendly, then we will automatically
be unfriendly to them, and vice versa. However, that is a quite separate, and very different, policy from
the one | am advocating, because most people are likeable and friendly, but most people are not
trustworthy.

It is commonplace for a person to be entirely likeable, and yet still not be trustworthy, because these
are two entirely different concepts. We must never equate them, or mistake one for the other, or we
will go very wrong. | have often considered people very likeable, for example at job interviews, and
even afterwards when they worked for me. Yet they were anything but trustworthy. We should imitate
Jesus’ approach when dealing with people. He had infinite discernment and could see what was in
men’s hearts.

He therefore knew whether they were true or false, sincere or insincere. In this next passage Jesus is
guestioned by a group of Pharisees. They were respectable and scholarly men who occupied senior
positions in the community. Despite all that, Jesus did not trust this delegation that had been sent to
question Him. He knew they had malice in their hearts and that their real motive was to try to trip Him
up and get Him into trouble:

> Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words. ** And they sent their
disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are true and teach
the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about anyone's opinion, for you are not swayed by
appearances. *' Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” ** But Jesus,
aware of their malice, said, “Why put me to the test, you hypocrites? '° Show me the coin for the tax.”
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And they brought him a denarius. ® And Jesus said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is
this?” ** They said, “Caesar's.” Then he said to them, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that
are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” ** \When they heard it, they marveled. And they
left him and went away.

Matthew 22:15-22 (ESV)

One of the ways that Jesus was able to discern the falseness of this particular group of Pharisees was
that they were flattering Him. We must always be especially wary of anyone who flatters us. If they
really thought that He was “true” and that He .... “teach(es) the way of God truthfully....." then why
were they disagreeing with Him and trying to catch Him out? Their own words proved their falseness,
because they contrasted with their actions. At any rate, the point is that Jesus did not trust them.
Therefore, He would not give them a full answer and cleverly dodged their trick question.

We will not have the same perfect discernment that Jesus had and we certainly don’t have His cleverness
and His ability to think instantly of the ideal answer to give to every trick question. However, we can
at least seek to move in that direction. We must therefore begin to watch out for falseness in others and
not trust anybody with our innermost thoughts and plans until it has been proved, by many different
means, and over a long period of time, that they can be trusted.

In this next passage we see Jesus again refusing to answer what sounds, on the face of it, like a
reasonable question. It came from a group of the Chief Priests, Scribes and Elders, the senior religious
leaders of that time. They asked Jesus by what authority He was doing the miracles. Jesus could have
just answered them, but He chose instead to ask them a question first, i.e. whether the baptism of John
the Baptist was from God or just John’s own idea. Jesus already knew that they did not accept John, or
his teaching about repentance, and He wanted to expose that:

2"And they came again to Jerusalem. And as he was walking in the temple, the chief priests and the
scribes and the elders came to him, 2and they said to him, "*By what authority are you doing these
things, or who gave you this authority to do them?** Jesus said to them, "I will ask you one question;
answer me, and | will tell you by what authority I do these things. **Was the baptism of John from
heaven or from man? Answer me." 3And they discussed it with one another, saying, ""If we say,
'From heaven," he will say, "Why then did you not believe him?* **But shall we say, 'From man'?"'--
they were afraid of the people, for they all held that John really was a prophet. **So they answered
Jesus, ""We do not know." And Jesus said to them, **Neither will | tell you by what authority | do
these things.”

Mark 11:27-33 (ESV)

If the Jewish religious leaders in this passage had chosen to answer Jesus truthfully He would have
given them an answer to their question. But they didn’t answer Him, so He didn’t answer them. In the
same way we need to test other people and find out whether they are sincere and genuine before we tell
them anything about our own thoughts and plans. What Jesus did that day was wise and to have done
otherwise may not have been.

God promises to give us wisdom, but only if we really want it very strongly.

God wants us to pursue wisdom very earnestly, not just half-heartedly. The instruction to seek for it
whole-heartedly is given over and over again in the Bible, as in these few examples:

Apply your mind to instruction and
your ear to words of knowledge.
Proverbs 23:12 (RSV)

Buy truth, and do not sell it; buy wisdom,
instruction, and understanding. Proverbs 23:23 (RSV)
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Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise,
and apply your mind to my knowledge;
Proverbs 22:17 (RSV)

An intelligent heart acquires knowledge,
and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge.
Proverbs 18:15 (ESV)

The mind of him who has understanding seeks knowledge,
but the mouths of fools feed on folly.
Proverbs 15:14 (RSV)

Wisdom cannot be gained easily or quickly. It comes slowly, and only to those who want it badly
enough to work hard for it and to pay whatever price is needed to get it. That price is paid in terms of
continued effort, diligence, obedience and persistence. Only a person who really wants wisdom very
intensely would be willing to pay such a high price, and to continue to pay it, for long enough. Decide
now to become such a person. Start to value wisdom that highly and to seek for it that fervently:

My son, if you receive my words
and treasure up my commandments with you,
“making your ear attentive to wisdom
and inclining your heart to understanding;
*ves, if you cry out for insight
and raise your voice for understanding,
*if you seek it like silver
and search for it as for hidden treasures;
*then you will understand the fear of the LORD
and find the knowledge of God.
Proverbs 2:1-5 (RSV)

In Proverbs chapter 8 wisdom is ‘personified’. That is ‘wisdom’ speaks within the chapter as if it was
a person and was urging you to pursue him diligently and love him with all your strength. In this verse
wisdom promises to love those who love ‘him’, and that ‘he’ will be found by those who seek him
diligently. That is no coincidence, because Wisdom really is a person and that Person is Jesus. Indeed,
one of His many titles is “the Wisdom of God” and thus it is literally true that to pursue Wisdom is to
pursue Him:

I love those who love me,
and those who seek me diligently find me.
Proverbs 8:17 (ESV)

Ask God directly and regularly for the understanding you will need to become able to do his will and
abide by His Word. Don’t just wait passively for such understanding to materialise of its own accord.
Seek for it actively and also ask God for it persistently:

Give me understanding, that | may keep thy law
and observe it with my whole heart.
Psalm 119:34 (RSV)

There is even a sense in which God deliberately hides certain truths so that they are available to be
found, but only by those who make a sufficient effort to search for them:

It is the glory of God to conceal things,

but the glory of kings is to search things out.
Proverbs 25:2 (ESV)
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God hides some things in the Bible in the way that coal is hidden under the ground at various different
depths. Some is on the surface and easy to get. Some is 10-50 metres down. Some is 500 metres down.
Some is a mile underground. Finding and extracting that coal brings glory to those who mine for it.
Likewise, God hides knowledge and understanding within the Scriptures. His hiding of it glorifies Him,
whereas our finding it glorifies us, and brings great benefits.

Although we need to make the effort to seek for knowledge and understanding of God’s Word and of
His will, we also need to ask Him to help us in doing that. It is our duty to incline our own hearts
towards God’s Word, but there is also a valid place for praying that God will help us to incline our
hearts. Likewise, you have a duty to turn your own eyes away from vanities, i.e. useless, fruitless,
worldly things which lead a person astray.

Yet, we should also ask God to help us turn our eyes away from such vanities. The responsibility is not
entirely ours. But neither is it entirely up to God to achieve these changes in us. It is a ‘joint venture’
and involves willing cooperation between a sincere and repentant disciple, who truly wants to change,
and a loving God who earnestly wants to help him to change. Here is the Psalmist asking for God’s
help in this area, just as we should:

% Incline my heart to thy testimonies,
and not to gain!
" Turn my eyes from looking at vanities;
and give me life in thy ways.
Psalm 119:36-37 (RSV)

Wise people do more than just listen. They also obey God's Word and put it into practice.

It is not enough just to read God's Word as a purely academic exercise. We also need to obey it by
putting it into practice in our daily lives and by actually doing the things we are commanded to do:

Whoever is wise, let him understand these things; whoever is discerning, let him know them; for the
ways of the LORD are right, and the upright walk in them, but transgressors stumble in them.
Hosea 14:9 (RSV)

*Behold, I have taught you statutes and ordinances, as the LORD my God commanded me, that you
should do them in the land which you are entering to take possession of it. °Keep them and do them;
for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear
all these statutes, will say, 'Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people." ‘For what
great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call upon
him? 8And what great nation is there, that has statutes and ordinances so righteous as all this law
which 1 set before you this day?

Deuteronomy 4:5-8 (RSV)

We must be determined to abide by, and to keep on abiding by, God’s Word. We must always keep it
in mind, not just now and then, or in church meetings. We must continually remind ourselves, and our
children, of what God has said and done, and especially His commands to us:

“Only take heed, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things which your eyes have seen,
and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life; make them known to your children and
your children’s children—

Deuteronomy 4:9 (RSV)

Therefore you shall keep his statutes and his commandments, which I command you this day, that it

may go well with you, and with your children after you, and that you may prolong your days in the
land which the LORD your God gives you for ever.” Deuteronomy 4:40 (RSV)
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Oh that they had such a mind as this always, to fear me and to keep all my commandments, that it
might go well with them and with their children for ever!
Deuteronomy 5: 29 (RSV)

2you shall be careful to do therefore as the LORD your God has commanded you; you shall not turn
aside to the right hand or to the left. **You shall walk in all the way which the LORD your God has
commanded you, that you may live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in
the land which you shall possess.

Deuteronomy: 5: 32-33 (RSV)

*Know then in your heart that, as a man disciplines his son, the LORD your God disciplines you. So
you shall keep the commandments of the LORD your God, by walking in his ways and by fearing
him.

Deuteronomy: 8:5-6 (RSV)

Y«Take heed lest you forget the LORD your God, by not keeping his commandments and his
ordinances and his statutes, which I command you this day: *lest, when you have eaten and are full,
and have built goodly houses and live in them, **and when your herds and flocks multiply, and your
silver and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied, *then your heart be lifted up, and
you forget the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of
bondage,

Deuteronomy: 8:11-14 (RSV)

2%4nd now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you, but to fear the LORD your God,
to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your
soul, * and to keep the commandments and statutes of the LORD, which | command you this day for
your good?

Deuteronomy: 10:12-13 (RSV)

Remember also Jesus’ sobering words when speaking of those who claim to be His followers but who
do not obey what He says:

2L «“Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does
the will of My Father who is in heaven will enter. 2 Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord,
did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform
many miracles?’ * And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who
practice lawlessness.’

Matthew 7:21-23 (NASB)

The most alarming feature of what Jesus said above was that these people look and sound like followers
of His and can even seem very impressive, and have spectacular ministries. Yet Jesus still rejects them
and states that He never knew them. That must imply that they were never real Christians at any point,
despite all appearances. That has to cause us to stop and ask ourselves whether we are truly sincere.
Are we genuinely obedient to God’s Word to the best of our ability? Or, do we just pick and choose
what to believe and what to obey?

If we persistently refuse to listen to God, he will eventually refuse to listen to us.

In addition to all of the many other reasons why we should listen to God, take His Word seriously and
obey it, there is this further sobering thought. That is that if we ignore His voice, and persistently
disobey our conscience and the Bible, then a point will eventually be reached where God ‘hands us
over’. That means that He leaves us to get on with whatever we choose to do, and to suffer the
consequences of our own foolishness and rebellion. He may also cease to listen to us when we do get
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so deeply into trouble that we belatedly seek His help. Proverbs chapter one speaks of this and you
must never act in such a way as to cause this to happen to you:

2 1f you turn at my reproof,
behold, I will pour out my spirit to you;
I will make my words known to you.
2t Because | have called and you refused to listen,
have stretched out my hand and no one has heeded,
% pecause you have ignored all my counsel
and would have none of my reproof,
%1 also will laugh at your calamity;
I will mock when terror strikes you,
" when terror strikes you like a storm
and your calamity comes like a whirlwind,
when distress and anguish come upon you.
28 Then they will call upon me, but I will not answer;
they will seek me diligently but will not find me.
2 Because they hated knowledge
and did not choose the fear of the LORD,
% would have none of my counsel
and despised all my reproof,
*! therefore they shall eat the fruit of their way,
and have their fill of their own devices.
%2 For the simple are killed by their turning away,
and the complacency of fools destroys them;
Proverbs 1:23-32 (ESV)

However, this terrible end can be so easily avoided if we will simply listen to what God says and obey
it:

but whoever listens to me will dwell secure
and will be at ease, without dread of disaster.”
Proverbs 1:33 (ESV)

Consider also this stark warning given by Azariah to King Asa and the people of Judah. He told them
not to forsake God or else He will forsake them, i.e. by stepping aside and handing them over to face
the consequences of their actions:

! The Spirit of God came upon Azariah the son of Oded, ? and he went out to meet Asa and said to
him, “Hear me, Asa, and all Judah and Benjamin: The LORD is with you while you are with him. If
you seek him, he will be found by you, but if you forsake him, he will forsake you.

2 Chronicles 15:1-2 (ESV)

Although it is a clear warning, the passage also contains a promise, in that if we seek God we will find
Him, in the sense that He will allow Himself to be found and even ensure that He is found by us. So
this is an explicitly clear statement, in both directions, and must be taken seriously and acted upon.
Indeed, once you know all of this, as you now do, how can you possibly justify, ever again, not seeking
God, or choosing to ignore or disobey His voice?

That same point applies whatever way He might choose to express Himself, i.e. whether it is through
your conscience, or His written Word. Don’t take any chances over this. It is a deadly serious issue.
Therefore, resolve to listen to God’s voice at all times, and always to obey it quickly and willingly.
Don’t ever put yourself into a position whereby God considers it necessary to stop speaking, or listening,
to you.
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Wise people know that they need to change, and they actively seek to do so

One obvious fact about ourselves, which few people know, and even fewer take seriously, is that we
need to change. Not only is change plainly needed, but we are also explicitly commanded to do so,
over and over again, all over the Bible. Most of us don’t even notice those commands in the Bible, or
we think they don’t apply to us. Or we complacently assume that we have already changed, or that the
changes will occur automatically and that we need not do anything to cause them to happen.

Only those who are wise, or becoming wise, can see that God commands us to change and that they
therefore need to do something to make that happen. The wicked, fools, and often even the simple, see
no need to change and are therefore taking no steps to do so. Only the wise give this any thought. They
examine themselves and criticise their own character, attitudes, habits and priorities to identify areas in
which they are lacking or are at fault. Unwise people are complacent and self-righteous and see no
need for any improvement, let alone repentance.

They don’t actually say it out loud, or even to themselves, but their working assumption is that whatever
they think, feel, say or do is obviously right. They think it represents the norm, and that there is nothing
wrong with it. Thus they see themselves and their own standards as the model or yardstick by which to
measure everyone else. They also see themselves as ‘good’ people and they think that bad people, bad
attitudes and bad behaviour, are only to be found amongst other people or groups, not in themselves.
A wise person can see that such self-righteous assumptions are ridiculous.

He therefore willingly examines himself to identify, remove and correct his own sins, faults, errors,
weaknesses, deficiencies, bad habits or wrong attitudes. A fool won’t do any of these things and will
resent anyone who suggests that he should, or who tries to do it for him by correcting him or offering
advice. Therefore, unless a person is wise, he will be blind and deaf to his own faults and will remain
so, even if people point them out to him. This condition can affect people even if they are talented and
highly successful. We are not just looking at unsuccessful low-achievers.

Even famous people at the top of their professions can still be extremely unwise, and entirely blind to
faults in themselves, which everyone else can see clearly. An example from military history is Field
Marshal Bernard Montgomery, or ‘Monty’, the most famous British general in World War Two. He
was an extremely clever man and a highly efficient and imaginative planner. He also had the gift of
being able to inspire those who served under him. Yet, in one area of his life he was blind to the point
of crassness.

He was arrogant about his enormous ability and also tactless and insensitive in how he spoke to and
about others. An example of this is the appalling way he spoke to the media during the ‘Battle of the
Bulge’ in the winter of 1944. The Germans launched a surprise counter-attack in the Ardennes on a
huge scale and pushed the American army back a long way, almost driving a wedge between the Allied
forces. In the end, the Germans were stopped, partly by the Americans, but also by British forces under
Montgomery.

On 20 December 1944, Eisenhower gave Monty command of American forces, including US 1% Army
under General Hodges and US 9" Army under General Simpson. The battle then turned in the Allies’
favour, partly due to Monty, but also to the information now coming in from deciphered German
messages. These had not been available to the Americans as the Germans had initially maintained radio
silence. Monty used the deciphered ‘Enigma’ information to move the American and British forces to
exactly where they needed to be to halt the German advance.

This information gave him a huge advantage, which had not previously been available to the American
generals Hodges or Simpson. Then, at a staff meeting, Monty humiliated Hodges in his hour of shame
by asking for an update from a junior British officer and pointedly ignoring General Hodges himself,
even though he was present. Hodges was a shy and sensitive man and this slight was felt very deeply.
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To make matters worse, on 22" December, Monty reported to his superiors: “We have tidied up the
mess and got two American armies properly organised”.

The next day, he said: “I do not think 3" US Army will be strong enough to do what is needed. If my
forecast proves true, then | shall have to deal unaided with both 5™ and 6™ Panzer armies. | think | can
manage them, but it will be a bit of a party”. These arrogant remarks caused deep offence and harmed
relations between British and American forces for a long time. Ironically, it turned out that the US 3"
Army, under General Patton, was wheeled around brilliantly. They intervened with great success, such
that Monty did not, in the end, have to “deal unaided” with the 5" and 6™ Panzer armies.

To further compound the series of insults, Monty then said at a press conference in January 1945: “As
soon as | saw what was happening in the Ardennes, | took certain steps myself to ensure that if the
Germans got to the Meuse, they certainly would not get over that river. The battle has been most
interesting, I think possibly one of the most interesting and tricky battles I have ever handled”. Every
American who read Monty’s boastful words was disgusted and it was not forgotten.

The point is this was a brilliant man with a hugely successful career who was, nevertheless, a fool when
it came to diplomacy and tact. He could not see the effect of his own words on the feelings of others.
He also had no ability to see these faults in himself, or why they mattered. Above all, he had no intention
to change, or to do anything about his faults. Whether you are successful or unsuccessful, senior or
junior, talented or untalented, always be willing to examine yourself, to identify your faults, and to be
concerned about them. Above all, be determined to change. Montgomery was a great man, but these
fatal flaws of vanity, pride and boastfulness seriously tarnished his reputation. Yet they could so easily
have been avoided, and his place in history made even higher, if he had only set out, early in his career,
to root out those faults.

Had he done so, his public statements during and after the Battle of the Bulge would have been very
different. He could have dealt sensitively with General Hodges and praised the American forces for
what they had achieved, which was actually substantial. They had slowed down the German attack,
despite being taken completely by surprise by the strategic stupidity of what Hitler had ordered his
armies to do. Hitler threw away Germany’s entire mobile strategic reserve, and more besides, on a
doomed counter-attack. Therefore, in fairness to Hodges, no reasonable general would ever have
foreseen it, precisely because it was so insane.

Accordingly, Monty could have given proper recognition to the Americans, for what they did achieve,
without lessening the praise due to his own British forces. Above all, he should have behaved modestly,
claiming no credit for himself, and leaving it to others to congratulate him. Had he done so, we would
all be praising him today for his tact and diplomacy, as well as for his military brilliance. Contrast Field
Marshal Montgomery’s attitude with that of Moses. The Bible says he was the meekest man on the
face of the Earth, i.e. the humblest, most modest, most self-controlled man and the least boastful or
proud:

3 Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on the face of the earth.
Numbers 12:3 (ESV)

Consider Moses’s attitude, even after meeting God face to face, receiving the Law and being made the
leader of God’s people. He still had a remarkably humble and teachable heart. Note how he speaks to
God, asking Him to show him His ways so that he can know Him and find favour in His sight. He also
speaks of the Hebrew nation as God'’s people, not his own. He had no illusions about himself and no
self-importance. In his place, many would assume they already had God’s favour and didn’t need to
learn or change. Moses didn’t see it that way and he is an example to us all of how to pray:

Now therefore, if | have found favor in your sight, please show me now your ways, that | may know

you in order to find favor in your sight. Consider too that this nation is your people.”
Exodus 33:13 (ESV)
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The need to change is meant to be at the forefront of our minds

The need for each of us to change is a central issue throughout the whole Bible. God continually urges
us to repent, listen to Him, obey His commands, stop sinning and grow in character, maturity and
wisdom. The need to change is meant to be at the forefront of our minds. Yet, for most of us, the
thought never even enters our heads, let alone preoccupies us. To illustrate how central this theme is,
consider this series of verses from Jeremiah. The tragic fulfilment of his prophecies need never have
occurred if only the people had listened and been willing to change:

In vain have I struck your children;
they took no correction;
your own sword devoured your prophets
like a ravening lion
Jeremiah 2:30 (ESV)

O LORD, do not your eyes look for truth?
You have struck them down,
but they felt no anguish;
you have consumed them,
but they refused to take correction.
They have made their faces harder than rock;
they have refused to repent.
Jeremiah 5:3 (ESV)

But this people has a stubborn and rebellious heart;
they have turned aside and gone away.
Jeremiah 5:23 (ESV)

To whom shall I speak and give warning,
that they may hear?
Behold, their ears are uncircumcised,
they cannot listen;
behold, the word of the LORD is to them an object of scorn;
they take no pleasure in it
Jeremiah 6:10 (ESV)

24 But they did not obey or incline their ear, but walked in their own counsels and the stubbornness
of their evil hearts, and went backward and not forward. * From the day that your fathers came out
of the land of Egypt to this day, | have persistently sent all my servants the prophets to them, day after
day. ® Yet they did not listen to me or incline their ear, but stiffened their neck. They did worse than
their fathers.

Jeremiah 7:24-26 (ESV)

“Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, behold, I am bringing upon this city and upon all
its towns all the disaster that | have pronounced against it, because they have stiffened their

neck, refusing to hear my words.”
Jeremiah 19:15 (ESV)

You have neither listened nor inclined your ears to hear, although the LORD persistently sent to you
all his servants the prophets,
Jeremiah 25:4 (ESV)

Jeremiah later wrote the book of Lamentations after the disaster had occurred and the people of Judah

had been taken into exile. In that book he then includes this verse, urging the people to test and examine
their ways and to return to the LORD. That is exactly what each of us need to do:
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Let us test and examine our ways,
and return to the LORD!
Lamentations 3:40 (ESV)

You may only have a short period of time left before you face the Judgment Seat, so don’t waste
your opportunities to change.

The Bible says “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom”. One reason for that is that fearing
God causes you to focus on the Judgment and on what will be said and done to us on that awesome day.
But even if you are young, your death could come unexpectedly early, perhaps even today. If so, you
might have only a short period of time left in which to change and to become the sort of person that
Jesus feels able to praise and reward at the Judgment.

Surely it is obvious, once you start to think about it, that you ought to be examining yourself and also
looking for criticism, correction, and even rebuke, from other people, and from God’s Word, to help
you to see your faults. When the Bible criticises certain actions or attitudes, instead of assuming that it
is obviously speaking about other people, and doesn’t apply to you, stop and ask yourself: “Do | do
that? Does this apply to me? Is this an area where | need to change?”

Although it is plain that we ought to ask such questions when we read the Bible, very few of us actually
do. Butitis not only in the pages of the Bible that we should be seeking to make discoveries about our
own faults, bad habits and sins. We should also become open to hear about these from other people
and to allow others to tell us things which we might not like to hear, but which we need to hear. Again,
it is obvious that we should be open and receptive to criticism, but very few of us actually are.

That is not to say that we need to enjoy being criticised, or find it easy. That would be unrealistic. It is
simply that we need to be willing to receive it and to make it clear to certain people (not everybody)
that they have permission to point out our faults. You even could ask them to do so. It is rather like
taking cod liver oil as a vitamin supplement. Probably nobody actually likes cod liver oil, but some
people recognise the benefits it brings and are therefore willing to drink it. They even request it from
others, in order to benefit from it.

One of the biggest obstacles to making discoveries about your own faults is the tendency to justify
yourself. A person who does that is more concerned about proving to himself, or to others, that he is
not guilty, or does not have the fault in question, than in actually finding out whether he is guilty or
does have that fault. Consider the lawyer in Luke 10. He sought to justify himself, rather than truly
listening to Jesus and then finding out whether, and if so how, Jesus’ words applied to him:

But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?
Luke 10:29 (ESV)

Rather than speak in that way he could, and should, have spoken as Job did, asking God to enable him
to see his own sins:

How many are my iniquities and my sins?
Make me know my transgression and my sin.
Job 13:23 (ESV)

Instead of trying to prove that you are not guilty, or are not at fault, cooperate fully with God, and with
those who are close to you and know you well. Allow yourself to be convicted about your sins and to
be told where you are at fault. You can sometimes even benefit from the things that are said by your
enemies and by those who dislike you. At times, those are the only people who are willing to say
unpleasant things to you. Your family, friends and colleagues would not dare, or would be too kind to
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say it. However, an enemy, or someone who cares nothing for you, may be willing to tell you exactly
what they think, without any attempt to spare your feelings.

Such an enemy is not seeking to benefit you, and may just want to let off steam. Even so, if you assess
what they say, you may find elements of truth in amongst the criticisms, accusations and insults. You
may have to ‘spit out the bones’ where some of their remarks are exaggerated, unfair, or even false. But
you can still accept, and learn from, some of the other things they say, which may be true, or partly true,
even if their remarks are made ungraciously and with no desire to help you. Sometimes their comments
can contain real insights which others would never have been willing to share with you.

We also need to ask God Himself to speak to us, and even to discipline us, when we are going wrong.
God disciplines His children anyway, whether or not we ask Him to. Nevertheless, this divine discipline
and correction will be more effective, and will take less time, if we welcome it and even ask for it. A
person who is asking for God’s correction and discipline is also more likely to recognise and understand
it when it comes. They will also learn the lesson less painfully. It is common sense, therefore, that we
should invite God to teach and correct us:

Blessed is the man whom you discipline, O LORD,
and whom you teach out of your law
Psalm 94:12 (ESV)

Therefore, why go in the opposite direction, whereby you resist God’s discipline? Why even prolong
the process? Instead, you could simply say to God: “Is there a lesson for me here? Are you trying to
teach me something through this painful trial or adversity? If so, please help me to grasp it fully, and
more quickly, so that the lesson can be ended sooner and need not be extended or repeated. ”

Most of the character changes and growth in wisdom that we achieve comes by a long series of
small and apparently insignificant steps, rather than huge quantum leaps.

Most people don’t have any desire to change in their character or to grow in wisdom. But for the
minority who do, and who are pursuing wisdom, there is a temptation to be impatient and to imagine
that it can all be achieved quickly, by a few quantum leaps forward. Sadly, that is not how it works. A
wise person reconciles himself to the fact that most of the progress he will make in improving his
character, or growing in wisdom, will come by the accumulated effect, over many years, of thousands
of small and seemingly insignificant steps.

At the time when he takes each step, or learns each lesson, or gains each experience, he moves forward
by an imperceptibly small distance. It might be only one hundredth of one percent of the overall
journey. Thus, on the face of it, nothing has noticeably changed. He may seem to others, and to himself,
to be no further forward. But a wise person knows that if he persists he will eventually get there. This
applies not only to acquiring wisdom, but to all of the worthwhile things that we seek to achieve in life.

Whilst quantum leaps forward can certainly be made, they are exceptionally rare. | would say that over
the last three decades or more | have only made about half a dozen quantum leaps, whereby | have been
catapulted forward and my understanding has grown, or the direction of my life has altered, radically
overnight. Throughout the rest of the time, for well over 30 years since | was converted, my progress
in every part of my life, not just growing in wisdom, has been steady and incremental.

If you are at least wise enough to want to become wiser, then you will have to accept that this is how
God works, at least so far as growth in wisdom and character development are concerned. Resolve now
to keep going, not just for months or years, but for decades, in developing a godly character, and in
achieving God’s objectives for your life. That means right across the board, including marriage, family,
career and ministry. If a person is not willing to get to his objective by taking 1000 small steps, he will
never get there.
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If you yearn for quantum leaps and shortcuts, such that you can make huge progress overnight, you
won’t be willing to settle down to a life of diligent, step by step, progress. Your unrealistic expectations
will prevent you from taking those small steps and will also discourage you when quantum leaps don’t
happen. Ironically, on those rare occasions when gigantic steps forward are made overnight, they only
occur in the lives of people who have already taken hundreds of small steps.

Such dramatic leaps are not a substitute for steady, diligent progress. They are God’s reward to those
who have been willing to seek Him faithfully and to obey Him hundreds of times already. In other
words, quantum leaps are a bonus, given on rare occasions, to faithful people, and only when God
chooses to give them. You must not expect them or make them your objective. Instead, focus on long
term diligence and leave the quantum leaps for God to hand out when He chooses to.

Adopting this patient, persistent, realistic approach will make you undefeatable and you will eventually
achieve your goals. There is a quotation from President Coolidge which I like. It speaks of the
enormous importance of persistence if you are to be successful in any area of life. That principle applies
right across the board, not only in spiritual growth. | rarely quote from anything other than the Bible,
but this one is worth including:

“Nothing in this world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not: nothing is more common than

unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will not: unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will

not: the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.”
President Calvin Coolidge

Wise people take care not to make God their opponent.

Wise people avoid angering God or arousing His opposition. It is as simple as this - if we act wrongly
then God Himself will resist and oppose us, but if we do good He will support us:

Seek good, and not evil,
that you may live;
and so the LORD, the God of hosts, will be with you,
as you have said.
Amos 5:14 (ESV)

Zechariah also tells us what God does to those who lie and steal, whoever they may be. No distinction
is drawn, at least within the passage, between believers and unbelievers. ‘Everyone’ who lies or steals
will be affected by a curse which God sends out and which will pursue them and cause them to be ‘cut
off” and ‘consumed’:

! Again I lifted my eyes and saw, and behold, a flying scroll! 2 And he said to me, “What do you see?”
I answered, “I see a flying scroll; its length is twenty cubits, and its breadth ten cubits.” * Then he
said to me, “This is the curse that goes out over the face of the whole land; for every one who steals
shall be cut off henceforth according to it, and every one who swears falsely shall be cut off
henceforth according to it. * I will send it forth, says the LORD of hosts, and it shall enter the house
of the thief, and the house of him who swears falsely by my name; and it shall abide in his house and
consume it, both timber and stones.”

Zechariah 5:1-4 (RSV)

We are also told that the LORD is avenging and wrathful on His enemies:
The LORD is a jealous and avenging God;
the LORD is avenging and wrathful;

the LORD takes vengeance on his adversaries
and keeps wrath for his enemies. Nahum 1:2 (ESV)
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® Who can stand before his indignation?
Who can endure the heat of his anger?
His wrath is poured out like fire,
and the rocks are broken into pieces by him.
"The LORD is good,
a stronghold in the day of trouble;
he knows those who take refuge in him.
&  But with an overflowing flood
he will make a complete end of the adversaries,
Nahum 1:6-8 (ESV)

Thus, one of the many reasons to avoid sin is so as not to make God into our opponent. We see this
point expressed in this next passage from Proverbs. It warns us not to steal the land of a poor person
(by moving a boundary marker) or to oppress the weak in their use of their land. If we do then God
Himself will take up that poor man's cause and plead it against the wrongdoer. He will do so even if
that oppressor is a believer, and even if it is you:

Do not remove an ancient landmark

or enter the fields of the fatherless;

Yfor their Redeemer is strong;

he will plead their cause against you.
Proverbs 23:10-11 (RSV)

Realising that this is how God operates makes a wise person all the more careful to avoid oppressing or
wronging other people. We should not wish to do so anyway, but this added factor dramatically raises
the significance of how we treat others. It gives us a further incentive to act justly, especially towards
the weak and the poor:

The righteous care about justice for the poor,
but the wicked have no such concern.
Proverbs 29:7 (NI1V)

A genuine concern for the interests of others is an important aspect of the fear of the LORD. The wise
man does not envy, or imitate, those who seek to gain advantage by doing wrong. One reason for that
is that he does not want to be cut off by God, as such wrongdoers inevitably will be:

7_et not your heart envy sinners,
but continue in the fear of the LORD all the day.
8Surely there is a future,
and your hope will not be cut off.
Proverbs 23:17-18 (RSV)

See the statements made in the book of Hosea about how God viewed the people of the Northern
Kingdom of Israel prior to the invasion by the Assyrians, which God allowed as a judgment upon them.
Note what God says of them, and how He responds to the sins of His people, which must be taken to
apply equally to us. It serves as a stark warning, which a wise person will take seriously:

Hear the word of the LORD, O children of Israel,
for the LORD has a controversy with the inhabitants of the land.
There is no faithfulness or steadfast love,
and no knowledge of God in the land;
Hosea 4:1 (ESV)

And it shall be like people, like priest;
I will punish them for their ways
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and repay them for their deeds.
Hosea 4:9 (ESV)

With their flocks and herds they shall go
to seek the LORD,
but they will not find him;
he has withdrawn from them.
Hosea 5:6 (ESV)

° Ephraim shall become a desolation
in the day of punishment;
among the tribes of Israel
I make known what is sure.
19 The princes of Judah have become
like those who move the landmark;
upon them 1 will pour out
my wrath like water.
Hosea 5:9-10 (ESV)

I will return again to my place,
until they acknowledge their guilt and seek my face,
and in their distress earnestly seek me.
Hosea 5:15 (ESV)

Whoever is wise, let him understand these things;
whoever is discerning, let him know them;
for the ways of the LORD are right,
and the upright walk in them,
but transgressors stumble in them.
Hosea 14:9 (ESV)

A wise person will want to put himself in the right place and do the right things, because any sensible
person, knowing how God operates, and what His Word says, would want to do those things which
bring God’s blessing. He will also want to avoid those things which result in His curses, opposition or
judgment:

3 The LORD's curse is on the house of the wicked,
but he blesses the dwelling of the righteous.
* Toward the scorners he is scornful,
but to the humble he gives favor.
% The wise will inherit honor,
but fools get disgrace
Proverbs 3:33-35 (ESV)

We have to choose each day whether to act wickedly or righteously. This is what God instructed Moses
to tell the Israelites in relation to obeying the Law of Moses. Admittedly, we are not subject to the Law
of Moses, because it ceased when Jesus died. Even so, this general principle of the need to seek God’s
blessing and avoid His opposition is still valid. Although the Law of Moses is no longer in operation,
there are many other commandments and principles which still apply to us, such as the command to
love one another, the law of sowing and reaping, and the law that all who exalt themselves will be
humbled. Here is how Moses expressed this general principle:

%“Behold, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse: *’the blessing, if you obey the
commandments of the LORD your God, which I command you this day, *and the curse, if you do
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not obey the commandments of the LORD your God, but turn aside from the way which | command
you this day, to go after other gods which you have not known.
Deuteronomy 11:26-28 (RSV)

Be careful to heed all these words which | command you, that it may go well with you and with your
children after you for ever, when you do what is good and right in the sight of the LORD your God.
Deuteronomy 12:28 (RSV)

B«See, I have set before you this day life and good, death and evil. ‘*If you obey the commandments
of the LORD your God which I command you this day, by loving the LORD your God, by walking in
his ways, and by keeping his commandments and his statutes and his ordinances, then you shall live
and multiply, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land which you are entering to take
possession of it. *’But if your heart turns away, and you will not hear, but are drawn away to worship
other gods and serve them, *®I declare to you this day, that you shall perish; you shall not live long
in the land which you are going over the Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven and earth to
witness against you this day, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse; therefore
choose life, that you and your descendants may live, ?loving the LORD your God, obeying his voice,
and cleaving to him; for that means life to you and length of days, that you may dwell in the land
which the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give them.”
Deuteronomy 30:15-20 (RSV)

If you face opposition bear in mind the possibility that it might be God Himself who is opposing
you

Where we face opposition, one possibility, which must at least be considered, is that God Himself may
have raised up people to oppose us. We see this illustrated in the life of King Solomon. He began well,
but then degenerated into foolishness, evil and even idolatry. It was mainly because he married foreign
women who worshiped false gods and led him astray. God was angry about that and therefore raised
up a number of enemies to oppose King Solomon:

° And the LORD was angry with Solomon, because his heart had turned away from the LORD, the
God of Israel, who had appeared to him twice, ** and had commanded him concerning this thing,
that he should not go after other gods; but he did not keep what the LORD commanded.

1 Kings 11:9-10 (RSV)

And the LORD raised up an adversary against Solomon, Hadad the E'domite; he was of the royal
house in Edom.
1 Kings 11:14 (RSV)

2 God also raised up as an adversary to him, Rezon the son of Eli'ada, who had fled from his master
Hadad-e'zer king of Zobah. * And he gathered men about him and became leader of a marauding
band, after the slaughter by David; and they went to Damascus, and dwelt there, and made him king
in Damascus. ® He was an adversary of Israel all the days of Solomon, doing mischief as Hadad did;
and he abhorred Israel, and reigned over Syria.

1 Kings 11:23-25 (RSV)

If you are facing unusual or unexpected levels of opposition, consider the possibility that God Himself
may be opposing you and also raising up adversaries against you. It could be as a result of some sin or
rebellion in your life. If so, God may be using those adversaries to get you to wake up, examine your
life, and seek Him. Why make it more difficult for yourself? Why require God to go to such lengths?
Why make it necessary for Him to have to impose these revelations upon you? You could simply ask
Him to reveal anything in your attitudes, speech or conduct which is not pleasing to Him.
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He will be sure to answer a request like that, if it is sincerely made, because it is in accordance with His
will. Also, do not assume that God would never act in this way towards a real Christian. | am quite
sure that He would. At any rate, there is nothing in the Bible to suggest that He would not. In my own
life He has sent a number of people to oppose and chasten me, even after | was saved. More importantly,
God opposed King David. He sent him many adversaries after he sinned in the episode involving
Bathsheba and her husband, Uriah.

Yet David was a genuine believer at all these times, before, during and after his sins. Solomon also
died as a believer and was saved and yet, as we saw, God frequently opposed him. Indeed, it may well
be that the very reason Solomon came back to God, and recovered his faith, was precisely because God
had opposed him. At any rate, the point is that, so far as we are concerned, we must take care not to
make God our opponent. Recognise the possibility that what happened to Solomon, David, and many
others, could also happen to you, and may already be happening.

Wise people therefore learn God's principles, how He operates and how He wants us to operate

If we want to be wise, we will also make it our business to learn all the other principles by which God
operates and how to apply them. Even if the Bible does not contain any specific advice or instruction
which deals with your exact circumstances, the application of these broad biblical principles will always
be helpful. We need to familiarise ourselves with them all. We will then be better informed as to how
God generally operates and how He wishes us to operate. We must also familiarise ourselves with
God’s many promises, and also the statements He makes about cause and effect. Here is an example:

The reward for humility and fear of the LORD
is riches and honor and life.
Proverbs 22:4 (RSV)

If a person has humility and the fear of the LORD, they will eventually receive riches, honour and life
as their reward, either in this life, or in the next, probably in both. A wise person will take that statement
literally and seriously, and seek to develop those qualities in order to benefit from that promise. A wise
person does not seek directly for riches or honour, at least not in this life. He seeks instead for those
things which will lead to us being given those rewards. Instead of asking for the reward itself, it is
wiser to ask God to help us to develop those character qualities that He has promised to reward.

Many are seeking for riches and honour, but very few are seeking the humility or fear of the LORD,
which qualify us to receive these. However, if we are wise, we will realise that, in God’s economy, the
one leads to the other and put our main focus on the cause, not on the effect. That is the way God thinks
and it is how He wants us to think. Another thing which God has promised to reward is where a person
loves and cherishes the Bible and is determined to study it. We are told of the many benefits that will
come to those who revere God’s Word and desire to obey it:

" The law of the LORD is perfect,
reviving the soul;

the testimony of the LORD is sure,
making wise the simple;

8 the precepts of the LORD are right,
rejoicing the heart;

the commandment of the LORD is pure,
enlightening the eyes;

® the fear of the LORD is clean,
enduring forever;

the rules of the LORD are true,
and righteous altogether.

19 More to be desired are they than gold,
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even much fine gold;
sweeter also than honey
and drippings of the honeycomb.
1 Moreover, by them is your servant warned;
in keeping them there is great reward.
Psalm 19:7-11 (ESV)

Therefore, do as the Psalmist did. Greatly increase your regard for God’s Word, until you too take
delight in it and actually love to obey it, rather than doing so reluctantly:

I delight to do your will, O my God;
your law is within my heart.”
Psalm 40:8 (ESV)

Also, be like the writer of Psalm 1 who delighted in the law of the LORD and meditated on it day and
night. Look at the benefits which the Bible says will come to such a man:

! Blessed is the man
who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stands in the way of sinners,
nor sits in the seat of scoffers;
2put his delight is in the law of the LORD,
and on his law he meditates day and night.
3He is like a tree
planted by streams of water
that yields its fruit in its season,
and its leaf does not wither.
In all that he does, he prospers.
4The wicked are not so,
but are like chaff that the wind drives away.
5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,
nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;
6for the LORD knows the way of the righteous,
but the way of the wicked will perish.
Psalm 1:1-6 (ESV)

Note also the stark principle stated by Azariah. He warned King Asa, and all the people of Judah and
Benjamin, that God will be found by those who seek Him, but will forsake those who forsake Him:

! The Spirit of God came upon Azariah the son of Oded, 2 and he went out to meet Asa and said to
him, “Hear me, Asa, and all Judah and Benjamin: The LORD is with you while you are with him. If
you seek him, he will be found by you, but if you forsake him, he will forsake you.

2 Chronicles 15:1-2 (ESV)

Should it not be obvious, to any sensible person that we need therefore to seek for God, and to be with
Him, and, in particular, never to forsake Him? Given the frank way in which Azariah puts it, none of
us has any excuse for not being aware that it is our responsibility to stay faithful and to be determined
to avoid the dire consequences of forsaking God. On a more positive note, Hanani, who was another
seer or prophet at the time of King Asa, also said:

“For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to give strong support to those

whose heart is blameless towards him....... »
2 Chronicles 16:9(a) (ESV)
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If this is what God is doing, then, unless we are fools, it ought to be obvious that we should seek to be
blameless. Then we can qualify to receive this “strong support”, which God desires to give to those
who are blameless. How can any rational person think otherwise? One of Asa’s successors, King
Jotham, took this principle seriously. He pleased God by his actions, such that we are told: “And he
did what was right in the eyes of the LORD according to all that his father Uzziah had done...” As a
result of his conduct, and right choices, Jotham received God’s blessing and became mighty:

So Jotham became mighty, because he ordered his ways before the LORD his God.
2 Chronicles 27:6 (ESV)

By contrast, King Ahaz did not do what was right and did not please God. Therefore, God did not
support him, but actively opposed him instead and caused him to be defeated by the King of Syria:

! Ahaz was twenty years old when he began to reign, and he reigned sixteen years in Jerusalem. And
he did not do what was right in the eyes of the LORD, as his father David had done, ? but he walked
in the ways of the kings of Israel. He even made metal images for the Baals, * and he made offerings
in the Valley of the Son of Hinnom and burned his sons as an offering, according to the
abominations of the nations whom the LORD drove out before the people of Israel. * And he
sacrificed and made offerings on the high places and on the hills and under every green tree.
® Therefore the LORD his God gave him into the hand of the king of Syria, who defeated him and
took captive a great number of his people and brought them to Damascus. He was also given into the
hand of the king of Israel, who struck him with great force.

2 Chronicles 28:1-5 (ESV)

Wise people do not take offence at what the Bible says

It is remarkable how many people take offence at what Jesus says, or at what the Bible in general says.
Having been offended or irritated, they then refuse to listen or read any further and they harden their
hearts, so as to resist what God is saying. Such offence can be taken over a wide range of issues, but
the general result is to cause that person to close their mind. Then they no longer want to know what
the Bible says and are prejudiced against it.

A wise person realises the harm that is caused by becoming hard-hearted due to taking offence at, or
stumbling over, something that the Bible says. It makes a person less receptive, obedient and motivated
and also reduces their love for Jesus. That therefore creates a barrier where there ought not to be one.
Jesus Himself warned us not to take offence at Him, precisely because He knew that many of us would
do so:

And blessed is he who takes no offense at me.
Matthew 11:6 (RSV)

When people take offence at Jesus they become distanced from Him. In Jesus’ own day many of the
people who lived in his home town of Nazareth, despised Him, and under-estimated Him, because He
was local and therefore familiar to them:

* He came to His hometown and began teaching them in their synagogue, so that they were
astonished, and said, “Where did this man get this wisdom and these miraculous powers? *° Is not
this the carpenter’s son? Is not His mother called Mary, and His brothers, James and Joseph and
Simon and Judas? *® And His sisters, are they not all with us? Where then did this man get all these
things?” > And they took offense at Him. But Jesus said to them, “4 prophet is not without honor
except in his hometown and in his own household.” *® And He did not do many miracles there
because of their unbelief.

Matthew 13:54-58 (NASB)
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Taking offence leads to hardness of heart which leads to a closed mind and finally, to unbelief. Far too
many people take offence at Jesus, or at what the Bible says, because it tells them the truth about
themselves, or does not fit in with their own customs and opinions. Most of us have become familiar
with certain denominational traditions and practices. Then, woe betide anyone who questions those and
points us instead to what the Bible says. The person who is devoted to customs and familiar practices
is likely to take offence and will resist any challenge to these, even from Jesus Himself:

! He entered again into a synagogue; and a man was there whose hand was withered. > They were
watching Him to see if He would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse Him. * He said
to the man with the withered hand, “Get up and come forward!” * And He said to them, “Is it lawful
to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save a life or to kill?” But they kept silent. ® After looking
around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, He said to the man, “Stretch out your
hand.” And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored. ® The Pharisees went out and immediately
began conspiring with the Herodians against Him, as to how they might destroy Him.

Mark 3:1-6 (NASB)

Those Pharisees took offence simply because Jesus healed a man on the Sabbath day, which the Law
of Moses does not forbid. Therefore, Jesus was acting perfectly properly. He was just cutting across
their own man-made rules and regulations about what can and cannot be done on the Sabbath. They
had, over many years, added layer upon layer of additional requirements and prohibitions which had no
biblical basis and were not from God. Jesus obeyed every tiny detail of the Law of Moses, but He
deliberately ignored those man-made rules, known as ‘the oral law’.

Therefore, He healed the man right in front of the Pharisees. However, instead of being delighted, or
wanting to find out more about Jesus and His teaching, they took offence. They were affronted and
thought “How dare He not honour us and our beliefs and practices? How dare he contradict us,
especially in public?” That was their reaction, rather than saying “What He has done goes against what
I have been used to up to now. Therefore, have | been wrong? How do my thinking, traditions and
assumptions need to change to fit in with Him?”

Such narrow-minded attitudes and reactions were not only a feature of the Pharisees. They are also
found in us today. Many of us we need to look for these attitudes in ourselves and remove them. We
might not be offended by the same things that irritated the Pharisees, because most of us have not grown
up in Judaism. Therefore, we have not been taught to value the so called ‘oral law’, or the traditions of
the Rabbis, more highly than the Bible.

Yet we have still been taught, or have unconsciously absorbed, other equally man-made rules,
regulations and beliefs. Thus, a person today might be irritated by what the Bible says about the role
of women in the church or within marriage. Or they may object to what it teaches about Israel, creation,
adultery, divorce, homosexuality, gender, financial giving or a host of other things. Many people have
so thoroughly absorbed the values and beliefs of the secular world on such issues, they are irritated by,
and even ashamed of, what the Bible says.

I know one man personally who reacted negatively when someone quoted from one of Paul’s letters in
a home group Bible study. He said “Apostle Paul and I don’t get on.” He meant that he did not like
Paul’s teaching, because it contradicted his own personal opinions. It did not occur to him that his
reaction was absurd, which it clearly was. How can any right-thinking person say: “Apostle Paul thinks
X, but I think Y, and | believe that Paul is wrong and | am right. ”?

If you and apostle Paul, or you and any other writer of the Bible, disagree on anything whatsoever, then
it is you who is wrong, not them. You never have any valid basis for disagreeing with them at all, let
alone being offended by what they say. Few people would ever put it into such stark words as that man
did. But they still think the same way, albeit more subtly, and the net effect is the same. They ignore
what the Bible says and cling instead to their own man-made tradition, opinion or practice.
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Jesus confronted the Pharisees about this attitude in the next passage. They were upset because His
followers were not washing their hands in the formal way that their own man-made oral law (not the
Bible) required. Despite all the miracles which they were seeing at first hand, and also the inspired
teaching Jesus was giving, all they could focus on was that Jesus and His followers did not abide by
their cherished rules and traditions:

! Then some Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, > “Why do Your disciples
break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat bread.” * And He
answered and said to them, “Why do you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the
sake of your tradition? * For God said, “Honor your father and mother,’ and, ‘He who speaks evil of
father or mother is to be put to death.’ ° But you say, ‘Whoever says to his father or mother,
“Whatever I have that would help you has been given to God,” °® he is not to honor his father or his
mother.’ And by this you invalidated the word of God for the sake of your tradition. ' You hypocrites,
rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you:
8 This people honors Me with their lips,
But their heart is far away from Me.
° ‘But in vain do they worship Me,
Teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.’”
10 After Jesus called the crowd to Him, He said to them, “Hear and understand. ** 1t is not what enters
into the mouth that defiles the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man.”" Then
the disciples came and said to Him, “Do You know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard
this statement?” > But He answered and said, “Every plant which My heavenly Father did not plant
shall be uprooted. * Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if a blind man guides a
blind man, both will fall into a pit.”

Matthew 15:1-14 (NASB)

Jesus’ response offended the Pharisees but He was unmoved and said that they were just blind guides.
That is what we will become too if we put any man-made tradition above the Bible. Some people get
angry when the Bible is critical of their attitudes or behaviour, as when Jesus implicitly criticised the
people in the synagogue at Nazareth:

And all the people in the synagogue were filled with rage as they heard these things;
Luke 4:28 (NASB)

The mere fact that what is being said is true does not stop people from being angry. On the contrary,
the more accurate the statement is, the more enraged they become. This was the case with Herodias,
who was cohabiting with Herod Antipas, her half-uncle, while she was still married to Herod’s brother,
Philip, also her half-uncle. John the Baptist pointed this out and said it was wrong, which it obviously
was, in many ways. Nevertheless, Herodias held a grudge from then on until she eventually got the
chance to have John killed:

" For Herod himself had sent and had John arrested and bound in prison on account of Herodias,
the wife of his brother Philip, because he had married her. *® For John had been saying to Herod,
“It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” ** Herodias had a grudge against him and
wanted to put him to death and could not do so;

Mark 6:17-19 (NASB)

2L A strategic day came when Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for his lords and military
commanders and the leading men of Galilee; ?? and when the daughter of Herodias herself came in
and danced, she pleased Herod and his dinner guests; and the king said to the girl, “Ask me for
whatever you want and I will give it to you.” © And he swore to her, “Whatever you ask of me, I will
give it to you; up to half of my kingdom.” ** And she went out and said to her mother, “What shall T
ask for?” And she said, “The head of John the Baptist.”

Mark 6:21-24 (NASB)
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What John the Baptist said about Herodias was entirely true, but she resented it all the more for that
very reason. She is not the only one who does that. Our sinful flesh nature means that we all dislike
criticism, especially when it is justified. But we ought not to. We should positively want to know the
real truth about ourselves, even if it is upsetting. A wise person will therefore force himself not to take
offence at what the Bible says, even when it is critical of him, or contradicts his opinions, or his much-
loved traditions, and even when it shows him to be in the wrong.

Wise people do not mock or despise their political rulers and governments

It has become fashionable to disrespect and mock our MPs, Congressmen, Cabinet Ministers, Prime
Ministers, and so on. We regularly see and hear such ridicule in the media which causes additional
disrespect, but also expresses the disrespect that people already feel. A wise person will ask himself:
“How does God want us to speak of, and relate to, our political leaders and rulers?” We can be sure
that He does not want us to speak evil of them or to curse them. Even if we need to criticise them, we
are still to honour them, whether or not we think they are doing a good job:

“Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people.
Exodus 22:28 (N1V)

Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor.
1 Peter 2:17 (ESV)

The word ‘curse’ in the verse above from Exodus means in the sense of reviling or insulting. It does
not mean where we simply disagree with a politician and criticise his policies or his conduct. Paul
guotes this verse from Exodus with that meaning in the book of Acts:

And Paul said, "'l did not know, brethren, that he was the high priest; for it is written, "You shall not
speak evil of a ruler of your people.""'
Acts 23:5 (RSV)

Apostle Peter also gives instruction on how we are to speak and act in relation to our political rulers:

3 Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme,
“or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right. **
For it is God’s will that by doing right you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish men. *° Live
as free men, yet without using your freedom as a pretext for evil; but live as servants of God. " Honor
all men. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor.

1 Peter 2:13-17 (RSV)

How many of us give even a moment’s thought to how God wants us to speak about our political rulers
and also those in authority over us at work, or the police, councils, courts etc? God wants us to respect
and honour all of those rulers. They have all been put into those positions by God Himself. He creates
governments, and every other form of authority, to keep order and restrain wickedness. He wants us to
cooperate with such rulers and to show them honour, even while we campaign against their policies.
To do otherwise is to oppose God Himself:

! Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God,
and those that exist have been instituted by God. ? Therefore he who resists the authorities resists
what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to
good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of him who is in authority? Then do what is good,
and you will receive his approval, * for he is God's servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be
afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain; he is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the
wrongdoer.® Therefore one must be subject, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of
conscience. ¢ For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God,
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attending to this very thing. "Pay all of them their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to
whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due.
Romans 13:1-7 (RSV)

Moreover, God wants us to pray for our rulers at all levels of seniority:

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for
all men, 2 for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life,
godly and respectful in every way. ® This is good, and it is acceptable in the sight of God our Savior

1 Timothy 2:1-3 (RSV)

God may also hold us responsible for what our leaders do. That may sound unfair but, at least in
democratic countries, they are only in those positions because most of us voted for them. It may also
be that it is our failure to pray for our political leaders that leads to them enacting such ungodly laws.
For example, would David Cameron, have pushed through the “gay marriage” legislation if the
churches had been faithful in their proclamation of the Gospel and had taught the Bible properly?

More to the point, would he have done it if enough Christians had prayed for him to have wisdom and
to do God’s will? We in the churches might blame our former Prime Minister for what happened, and
we would be right to do so, as the idea came directly from him and his wife, not from the Conservative
Party. However, it may be that God also holds the British people, and especially the churches,
blameworthy alongside him and the other politicians who voted for it. Indeed, He possibly blames us
even more than them.

There is also another logic at work, which is that we get the politicians we deserve. So, since 1992, we
in the UK have elected governments which have gone ever farther away from God’s standards. Today’s
politicians cannot even begin to compare in stature with the great men we have had in our history. One
reason why we now get these awful leaders is because we have not been a faithful church in general
and have not prayed for our governments in particular. Consequently, we got David Cameron and the
Americans got Hussain Obama, the first Muslim president.

A few decades ago, men of such dismally low calibre would not have been able to get elected at all,
even as MPs or Congressmen, given their perverse beliefs. Now such misguided and wicked men are
leading whole nations. The point is, however, that God may hold us accountable for the decisions our
politicians make, which our bold witness and earnest prayers could have avoided. For example, God
brought judgement on the people of Judah as a whole because of the wicked things done in their name
by the evil King Manasseh:

2 And when they ask you, ‘Where shall we go?’ you shall say to them, ‘Thus says the LORD:
“Those who are for pestilence, to pestilence,
and those who are for the sword, to the sword;
those who are for famine, to famine,
and those who are for captivity, to captivity.”
3 I will appoint over them four kinds of destroyers, says the LORD: the sword to slay, the dogs to
tear, and the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth to devour and destroy. * And I will make them
a horror to all the kingdoms of the earth because of what Manas'seh the son of Hezeki'ah, king of
Judabh, did in Jerusalem.

Jeremiah 15:2-4 (RSV)

Instead of ridiculing, or even just ignoring, our political leaders, we need to actively support them where
we feel we can. If we cannot, in good conscience, support them, we can at least pray for them, even
while opposing their policies. But to mock them, as our comedy programmes do, is contrary to what
God wants. Moreover, it is often unfair, as some politicians are more hard-working and committed to
what they believe in than many Christians are. | can speak from personal experience, as | used to be a
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Borough Councillor and also the Chairman of a Conservative Association, helping to organise the local
party and elections etc.

| found that many of the people involved in politics were sincere, dedicated, public-spirited and
unselfish. That rarely gets reported in the media, but it is real. However, there would be even more of
them, and they would be in higher positions, if we were more faithful in praying for our political leaders
and if more Christians joined political parties and became active, or at least voted. Instead, most
Christians play no part in politics, in the misguided belief that we are not supposed to.

Wise people reject the world's values, principles and practices and are careful as to whom they
spend time with.

This world is run by Satan at present and operates according to his values and principles. Therefore,
this world will inevitably be hostile to Jesus and to all who follow Him:

181f the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. *°If you were of the world,
the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world,
therefore the world hates you. 2?Remember the word that | said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than
his master." If they persecuted me, they will persecute you; if they kept my word, they will keep yours
also. ?But all this they will do to you on my account, because they do not know him who sent me. **If
I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin; but now they have no excuse for their
sin. He who hates me hates my Father also. *If | had not done among them the works which no
one else did, they would not have sin; but now they have seen and hated both me and my Father. It
is to fulfil the word that is written in their law, 'They hated me without a cause."

John 15:18-25 (RSV)

Wise people will therefore shun the values of this sinful world system and all that it stands for. We
cannot have one foot in each camp, i.e. God's kingdom and Satan's kingdom. We have to choose which
one to be in. Any form of compromise will make us behave in foolish or even wicked ways. Consider
what happened to the northern Kingdom of Israel in the time of King Hoshea. The people were
engaging in idolatry and were imitating the sinful sexual practices of the surrounding nations, rather
than following God’s commands. Their compromise with the world led to disaster and they came under
God’s judgment:

®In the ninth year of Hoshea, the king of Assyria captured Samaria, and he carried the Israelites
away to Assyria and placed them in Halah, and on the Habor, the river of Gozan, and in the cities
of the Medes.

" And this occurred because the people of Israel had sinned against the LORD their God, who had
brought them up out of the land of Egypt from under the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt, and had
feared other gods® and walked in the customs of the nations whom the LORD drove out before the
people of Israel, and in the customs that the kings of Israel had practiced. ® And the people of Israel
did secretly against the LORD their God things that were not right. They built for themselves high
places in all their towns, from watchtower to fortified city. X They set up for themselves pillars and
Asherim on every high hill and under every green tree, ** and there they made offerings on all the
high places, as the nations did whom the LORD carried away before them. And they did wicked
things, provoking the LORD to anger, ** and they served idols, of which the LORD had said to them,
“You shall not do this.” * Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer,
saying, “Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with
all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets.”

“But they would not listen, but were stubborn, as their fathers had been, who did not believe in
the LORD their God. *® They despised his statutes and his covenant that he made with their fathers
and the warnings that he gave them. They went after false idols and became false, and they followed
the nations that were around them, concerning whom the LORD had commanded them that they
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should not do like them.'® And they abandoned all the commandments of the LORD their God, and
made for themselves metal images of two calves; and they made an Asherah and worshiped all the
host of heaven and served Baal. *” And they burned their sons and their daughters as offerings and
used divination and omens and sold themselves to do evil in the sight of the LORD, provoking him
to anger. *® Therefore the LORD was very angry with Israel and removed them out of his sight. None
was left but the tribe of Judah only.

2 Kings 17:6-18 (ESV)

Unsaved people speak and act as they do because their minds have become darkened and their thinking
is futile. That, in turn, is the result of their hardness of heart and callousness, which causes them to
refuse to repent. Instead they plunge ever further into indulging their sensual passions:

7 Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility
of their minds. *® They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because
of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. *° They have become callous and have
given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.

Ephesians 4:17-19 (ESV)

Paul tells us that we must not ‘walk’ as they do, but “put off (our) old self” and ““...be renewed in the
spirit of (our) minds...”. \WWhen we “put on the new self” it means we choose to do what is right, not the
sinful things which our ‘flesh’, or old self, wants to do. It also means refusing to think in the way that
the people around us think:

20 But that is not the way you learned Christ!— ?* assuming that you have heard about him and were
taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus,? to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner
of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, 2* and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, 2* and
to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.
Ephesians 4:20-24 (ESV)

In Colossians, Paul is equally stark about the thinking and standards of the unsaved world when he says:

He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved
Son,
Colossians 1:13 (ESV)

A wise person sees the enormity of the gulf between the way this unsaved world thinks and operates
and how we, as Christians, are meant to live. We have to choose every day, in almost every way, to be
different from the people around us. We must set our minds on doing what God wants, and on thinking
as He thinks, rather than trying to fit in with the values and practices of this lost world. A wise person
will also avoid going to places, or being with people, or getting into situations, which might lead him
into sin, or cause him to be influenced, or to be drawn into bad relationships.

Therefore, a wise person does not just resist temptation. He also avoids the places, people and situations
which are likely to produce temptation. Many unwise decisions and sinful actions can be avoided by
simply being careful about where you go, with whom you spend time, and what you get involved with.
Merely being with, or even nearby, such people or places can make you more likely to fall into sin, just
as playing with hot coals, makes you more likely to get burnt than if you kept away from them:

" Can a man carry fire next to his chest
and his clothes not be burned?
20r can one walk on hot coals
and his feet not be scorched?
Proverbs 6:27-28 (ESV)
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Many sins, hazards and bad influences can be avoided by merely joining different clubs or circles of
friends and by going to different places, or even by going at safer times of day. | patrolled a town centre
as a police officer and | can tell you that the chances of getting into a violent incident are a hundred
times higher at 1.00 am than at 1.00 pm. Likewise, the chances of you doing well at university are
vastly higher if you choose friends who are serious about their course than if you hang around with a
group of idlers, or with those whose focus is on endless ‘socialising’.

On the same point, if a young person wants to stay solid as a disciple, and not be led astray into worldly
pursuits, they should join the Christian Union and a youth group at church and be active in both. That
is vastly better than joining some rugby club which is likely to draw you into social activities which
will harm your spiritual growth. Don’t wait for things to actually go wrong. Look ahead and foresee
what is likely to happen in these groups or places. Then choose those which offer the greatest probability
of meeting sensible people and the lowest chance of meeting fools. Then you maximise your own
chances of being influenced for the good, not the bad.

Wise people have nothing to do with superstition, horoscopes, fortune telling, witchcraft, or
anything of the occult.

The world is also steeped in superstition and has a fascination for fortune telling, witchcraft and the
occult in general. The word ‘occult’ means hidden. God has withheld certain things from us as He
does not even want us to enquire into them, just as you would keep medicines away from small children.
So, to use God’s terminology, if you saw your three year old trying to open a bottle of bleach, you might
say: “No — that is occult!” What you would mean is: “That is dangerous and | have hidden it from
you, and forbidden you to touch it, for your own protection.” These are classified by God as “the secret
things” and He has commanded us to stay away from them and to be content with what He has revealed
to us:

“The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to
our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.
Deuteronomy 29:29 (ESV)

King Manasseh was probably the wickedest king that Judah ever had. Yet, when God criticises him,
He focuses primarily on his idolatry and his involvement in the occult, more so than on any of his other
sins, thereby showing how important those sins are in God’s eyes:

® And he built altars for all the host of heaven in the two courts of the house of the LORD. ¢ And he
burned his son as an offering and used fortune-telling and omens and dealt with mediums and with
necromancers. He did much evil in the sight of the LORD, provoking him to anger.

2 Kings 21:5-6 (ESV)

God therefore forbids us to have anything to do with any aspect of the occult. That includes any form
of superstition, horoscopes, fortune telling, tarot cards, ouija boards, palm reading, consulting mediums
or any other such thing. The list is very long because there are all sorts of off-shoots and variations,
which all come under the broad umbrella term ‘the occult’. These expose us to danger even if we aren’t
aware that they are forbidden, just as a child who drinks bleach will suffer harm even though he did not
know it was dangerous. There are many passages like this which warn us against the occult:

S “When you come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow
the abominable practices of those nations.* There shall not be found among you anyone who burns
his son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who practices divination or tells fortunes or interprets
omens, or a sorcerer *or a charmer or a medium or a necromancer or one who inquires of the
dead, 2for whoever does these things is an abomination to the LORD. And because of these
abominations the LORD your God is driving them out before you. 3 You shall be blameless before
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the LORD your God, *“for these nations, which you are about to dispossess, listen to fortune-tellers
and to diviners. But as for you, the LORD your God has not allowed you to do this.
Deuteronomy 18:9-14 (ESV)

Someone might argue that this is said within the Law of Moses, which we are not under, and therefore
that the occult is no longer forbidden. However, the same prohibition is repeated elsewhere, including
within the New Testament. More to the point, the Canaanites were not under the Law of Moses either.
Yet, their occult activity was still classed as wickedness, because it is inherently wrong. Therefore, the
occult is off limits for the entire human race, not just Jews or Christians.

Therefore, if you want to become wise, have nothing to do with any aspect of the occult, witchcraft,
idolatry, fortune telling or superstition of any kind. The parts of the future which we are allowed to
know about are set out for us in Bible prophecy. Everything else is forbidden. It is interesting therefore
that so many people, even in the churches, have no interest in Bible prophecy, which makes up about
30% of the Bible, but have a deep fascination with the occult. They long to find out about the future
via illegitimate sources like horoscopes, fortune tellers and mediums, but ignore all the legitimate
information about the future, which God does want us to know, which is set out in the Bible.

The tragedy is that when they make such enquiries anything they are told will be a lie, either because
the fortune teller is a fraud, or because the information comes from a demon. There are no other places
it can come from. Another problem is that if we ever get involved with the occult we are also opening
a ‘window’, allowing demons access to our lives and giving them power over us. This is one of the
main ways in which people become ‘demonised’, whereby a demon gains access to their life, to one
extent or another. They may even be able to enter into the person and live within them.

No right-thinking person would ever want that. Yet it is very likely to happen to us if we ever have any
form of involvement in the occult. A related issue is ‘accursed’ or ‘devoted’ objects, such as lucky
charms, amulets, rabbits’ feet, crystals, St. Christopher medals, or any other item connected to
superstition or the occult. These need to be got rid of completely from your body, home, office, car or
anywhere else, even if they are hidden away in an attic, as is frequently the case. Sometimes people
know it is wrong, but they don’t want to part with it. So they often hide the object away, rather than
display it.

If that is your situation, it is all the more vital to get rid of such objects. The very fact that you are
reluctant shows they have some hold over you. Indeed, the demons in your life are probably doing all
they can to persuade you not to part with the objects. But look how seriously God takes this. In this
passage God tells Joshua to instruct the people to get rid of any ‘devoted things’ which they have taken
from the Canaanites and kept in their homes. This was the reason for their defeat at Ai as He would not
support them unless they got rid of the devoted things:

10The LORD said to Joshua, “Get up! Why have you fallen on your face?'*Israel has sinned; they
have transgressed my covenant that I commanded them; they have taken some of the devoted things;
they have stolen and lied and put them among their own belongings.'? Therefore the people of Israel
cannot stand before their enemies. They turn their backs before their enemies, because they have
become devoted for destruction. I will be with you no more, unless you destroy the devoted things
from among you. 3 Get up! Consecrate the people and say, ‘Consecrate yourselves for tomorrow;
for thus says the LORD, God of Israel, “There are devoted things in your midst, O Israel. You cannot

stand before your enemies until you take away the devoted things from among you.”
Joshua 7:10-13 (ESV)

In this next passage Joshua is even more emphatic about the need to get rid of all ‘foreign gods’,

otherwise God would “turn and do you harm and consume you.....” These are widely defined and
include all occult objects, charms, idols, or symbols of superstition. Therefore, if in doubt, get rid of it:
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20 |f you forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm and consume
you, after having done you good.” * And the people said to Joshua, “No, but we will serve
the LORD.” 22 Then Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have
chosen the LORD, to serve him.” And they said, “We are witnesses.” % He said, “Then put away the
foreign gods that are among you, and incline your heart to the LORD, the God of Israel.”

Joshua 24:20-23 (ESV)

It may be that you have not known until now that there is anything wrong with the occult. Thus you
might have got involved, even in the distant past, with horoscopes or fortune telling or mediums or
something else. If so, the first thing you need to do is repent of it now, however long ago it was. Also
ask God to cleanse you of the effect or consequences of that sin in your life. You may also need
deliverance from demons. In that case, please refer to my books 7 and 9 which look in much closer
detail at what demons are, what they do, and how we can get rid of them.

Wise people get their ideas and beliefs from the Bible, not from the world, or from what people
say.

Even if they are part of a church, most people get their opinions and beliefs from the media rather than
from the Bible. That’s hardly surprising when you consider that the average Christian in the West
spends only minutes per day in the Bible, if even that, but many hours online and on Twitter, Facebook,
TV or radio. Much of what they absorb is worldly and of questionable value at best. They gorge
themselves on what the world says, but are on starvation rations when it comes to the Bible.

It is inevitable therefore that the world will have a greater influence than the Bible. A wise person sets
out to do the exact opposite. He minimises the influence that the world has on him and maximises his
exposure to God’s Word. As a starting point, why not swop the amounts of time you spend watching
TV, or on the internet, or on social media for the amount of time you spend in your Bible? Choose to
abandon a lot of that and, instead, spend one to two hours per day, or more, on:

a) reading the Bible

b) reading good Christian books and commentaries. NB. You will have to be very discerning, as much
of what is sold in Christian bookshops today, or on Christian websites, is either heretical or of little
or no nutritional value. See the Approved Ministries section of the Real Christianity website which
sets out some ministries and Bible teachers which | feel able to recommend.

c) listening to good Christian teaching on CD or MP3 etc. Again, you will have to be discerning.

If you do these things, and keep on doing them, your life will be transformed. Some people have told
me that the idea of spending two or more hours per day on such things is unrealistic. But why is it? At
the time of the Reformation, and in the days of the Puritans and non-conformists in the 16th and 17th
centuries, and of the early Methodists of the 18th century, people went to extraordinary lengths to study
the Bible and to hear good preachers.

The same is true in parts of the developing world today, where there is a much greater hunger for the
Bible. That is how a wise person should be. Too many nominal churchgoers, and even real Christians,

allow their minds to be saturated with godless, worldly, humanistic material. Therefore, they find
themselves unconsciously adopting all sorts of unbiblical opinions and beliefs, without even realising:

a) that they are doing so
b) that those ideas are wrong

c) that they are unbiblical
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d) where they got them from

e) why it matters what we think anyway
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CHAPTER 8

WHAT WISE PEOPLE DO - PART TWO

A man’s discretion makes him slow to anger,
And it is his glory to overlook a transgression.
Proverbs 19:11 (NASB)

In everything a prudent man acts with knowledge,
but a fool flaunts his folly.
Proverbs 13:16 (RSV)

Listen to counsel and accept discipline,
That you may be wise the rest of your days.
Proverbs 19:20 (NASB)

...... They cast lots also for his son Zechariah, a shrewd counsellor-......
1 Chronicles 26:14(b) (ESV)

Prepare plans by consultation,
And make war by wise guidance.
Proverbs 20:18 (NASB)

The plans of the diligent lead surely to advantage,
But everyone who is hasty comes surely to poverty.
Proverbs 21:5 (NASB)

¥ The conclusion, when all has been heard, is: fear God and keep His commandments, because this
applies to every person. ** For God will bring every act to judgment, everything which is hidden,
whether it is good or evil.

Ecclesiastes 12:13-14 (NASB)

for a righteous man falls seven times, and rises again;
but the wicked are overthrown by calamity.
Proverbs 24:16 (RSV)

“....and by the fear of the LORD a man avoids evil.”
Proverbs 16:6(b) (RSV)

...... Nevertheless, the heart of Asa was wholly true all his days.
2 Chronicles 15:17(b) (ESV)

Whoever is wise, let him understand these things;
whoever is discerning, let him know them;
for the ways of the LORD are right,
and the upright walk in them,
but transgressors stumble in them.
Hosea 14:9 (ESV)

Wise people don’t follow any crowd or crave for people’s approval.

Wise people aim to do what is right, even if that makes them the odd one out. The Bible often refers to
us as sheep because we share so many of their foolish characteristics. One of those is the desire to do
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whatever the people around us are doing, whether good or bad. God specifically warned the Israelites
not to follow the practices and ways of the people of Egypt, from whom they had escaped. He also
warned them not to imitate the ways of the Canaanites, but to take care to abide by His Word:

! And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 2 “Speak to the people of Israel and say to them, I am the
LoRrD your God. * You shall not do as they do in the land of Egypt, where you lived, and you shall not
do as they do in the land of Canaan, to which | am bringing you. You shall not walk in their statutes.
*You shall follow my rules and keep my statutes and walk in them. I am the LORD your God. °You
shall therefore keep my statutes and my rules; if a person does them, he shall live by them: I am the
LORD.

Leviticus 18:1-5 (ESV)

Human beings have a deep longing to be accepted and popular. That desire makes most of us into
followers and conformists. The problem is that fitting in means we have to compromise and imitate
those around us, rather than do what God says. Doing the right thing will often bring us into conflict
with others. Even so, we must never follow a crowd if what they want to do is wrong, or if what they
say is untrue:

“Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong. When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice
by siding with the crowd”
Exodus 23:2 (N1V)

A cowardly leader or manager will also let himself be intimidated and pressurised by those under him
and do things which he knows to be wrong just for a quiet life. Pontius Pilate, the Roman Governor,
presided over one of Jesus’ trials and he knew Jesus had done nothing wrong and that He was the
rightful King of the Jews. Pilate therefore wanted to release Jesus and knew that that was the right thing
to do. Yet, he did not do it, because he feared the Jewish leaders and also the crowds who were shouting
for Jesus to be crucified:

B3 Pilate summoned the chief priests and the rulers and the people, ** and said to them, “You brought
this man to me as one who incites the people to rebellion, and behold, having examined Him before
you, | have found no guilt in this man regarding the charges which you make against Him. ** No,
nor has Herod, for he sent Him back to us; and behold, nothing deserving death has been done by
Him. '® Therefore I will punish Him and release Him.” *' Now he was obliged to release to them at
the feast one prisoner. ‘¢ But they cried out all together, saying, “Away with this man, and release for
us Barabbas!” *° (He was one who had been thrown into prison for an insurrection made in the city,
and for murder.)
2 pjlate, wanting to release Jesus, addressed them again, **but they kept on calling out, saying,
“Crucify, crucify Him!” ** And he said to them the third time, “Why, what evil has this man done? I
have found in Him no guilt demanding death; therefore I will punish Him and release Him.” = But
they were insistent, with loud voices asking that He be crucified. And their voices began to prevail.
* And Pilate pronounced sentence that their demand be granted. ? And he released the man they
were asking for who had been thrown into prison for insurrection and murder, but he delivered Jesus
to their will.

Luke 23:13-25 (NASB)

We can’t even say that Pilate gave way because he was in fear for his life. He cannot have been, because
he had a large number of Roman soldiers under his command. Therefore, he was in no personal danger.
He was just swayed by the pressure of public opinion as the crowd was baying for Jesus’ execution and
he wanted to avoid their disapproval. So, for those paltry reasons, he issued a death sentence against a
man whom he knew to be innocent. We know that, because Pilate himself had just said that he had
found no guilt in Him.

He was therefore guilty of a gross neglect of his judicial duty, based on selfishness and the wish to avoid
hassle for himself. Yet there is nothing unusual about what Pilate did. Countless politicians, managers,
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officials, headmasters and church leaders regularly do the very same. It is entirely normal for people
to fail in their duty and choose the line of least resistance rather than face the flak that comes to those
who do what is right, but unpopular. A wise person recognises his own fear of public opinion and
knows that his flesh nature causes him to follow other people and fit in with their standards.

He also knows that it will lead him astray if he does so. Therefore, he exercises self-control and forces
himself to do what is right, even if it means standing alone. That is hard enough to do when dealing
with the unsaved, unbelieving people around us. It is even harder when the people whose example we
must not follow are in the Church, or claim to be. They may well even be the leaders. Even so, your
conscience, and God’s Word, may be telling you that what they are saying and doing is wrong.

A real Christian, if he wants to be wise, must be willing to check everything and everyone against the
Bible and refuse to follow any leader or group that is going in the wrong direction. He must also be
courageous enough to pay the price for that conviction, no matter how much it may cost, or how
unpopular it may make him. We must seek only for the praise of God, not for the praise of other people,
because trying to get their approval will only cause us to make bad choices and go the wrong way:

%2 Nevertheless many even of the authorities believed in him, but for fear of the Pharisees they did
not confess it, lest they should be put out of the synagogue: *® for they loved the praise of men more
than the praise of God.

John 12:42-43 (RSV)

Wise people seek God’s Kingdom first and are serious about staying on the ‘narrow path’.
Jesus told us to seek His Kingdom first, ahead of anything else:

But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto
you.
Matthew 6:33 (RSV)

If we do seek His Kingdom first we are much more likely to make right decisions and to get our other
priorities in the right order. We must seek it here and now, by operating each day in accordance with
His principles and commands. It also means focusing on the life that is to come, after we have died or
been raptured and enter into His Kingdom in a much fuller way. Both of these aspects of seeking His
Kingdom are valid, i.e. in the present and the future. Jesus also spoke of the narrow gate and the narrow
way or path and said that those who choose the wrong way, which will be the majority, will be locked
out of the Kingdom:

3 «“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction,
and there are many who enter through it. ** For the gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to
life, and there are few who find it.

Matthew 7:13-14 (NASB)

2 And someone said to Him, “Lord, are there just a few who are being saved?” And He said to them,
24 «Strive to enter through the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be
able. ?® Once the head of the house gets up and shuts the door, and you begin to stand outside and
knock on the door, saying, ‘Lord, open up to us!’ then He will answer and say to you, ‘I do not know
where you are from.’ ® Then you will begin to say, ‘We ate and drank in Your presence, and You
taught in our streets’; >’ and He will say, ‘I tell you, I do not know where you are from; DEPART FROM
ME, ALL YOU EVILDOERS. ’ ?® In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth when you see
Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but yourselves being
thrown out.

Luke 13: 23-28 (NASB)
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Jesus did not use words loosely. He said what He meant and meant what He said. In the verses above
He is making it very plain that:

a) We have a choice as to whether to go to destruction or to life, i.e. to end up in the Lake of Fire or
to have eternal life in God’s presence.

b) Most people do not choose life and thus they go to destruction. Therefore, being on the side of the
majority is generally not a good idea.

c) Some people are not even aware (or concerned) that they are on the wrong path and they will only
find out the truth when it is too late.

As with most of the things Jesus said, modern-day Western churches tend either to water them down or
ignore them. However, if we want to become wise, we will pay close attention to Jesus’ words.
Whatever He is saying, whether about seeking His Kingdom first, or choosing life rather than
destruction, a wise person will take Jesus’” words extremely seriously. Only a fool would ignore them,
especially His warnings.

The same is true of the whole Bible, even where it comes via one of the prophets or apostles. It is all
equally God’s Word. Therefore, when Jesus warns us of the eternal consequences of the daily choices
we make, a wise person will not brush it aside. He will listen reverently and keep it very much in mind.
The truth of Jesus’ words, that few people enter by the narrow gate or choose the narrow way, is
illustrated by the fact that most people, even in churches, don’t take seriously what He said.

We can see that just by looking around us in the churches and by hearing what people say and what
they focus on. It is also demonstrated by what they do not say, and what they do not focus on. The
narrow gate is not easy to go through and the narrow way is not comfortable to travel on. They both
involve difficulty, trouble and opposition. However, a wise person still chooses the narrow way
regardless, firstly because he knows it is right, and secondly because it is worth it:

%8 And Jesus said to them, “Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration
when the Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging
the twelve tribes of Israel.  And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or
mother or children or farms for My name’s sake, will receive many times as much, and will inherit
eternal life. ** But many who are first will be last; and the last, first.

Matthew 19:28-30 (NASB)

Those who choose to enter, and remain upon, the narrow path, and to focus on and invest in the Kingdom
of God, will build up treasure for themselves in Heaven:

9 «“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves
break in and steal, ?°but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust’
consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. >* For where your treasure is, there will your
heart be also.

Matthew 6:19-21 (RSV)

Conversely, those who focus on this present world and on pursuing power, fame, wealth, comfort and
prestige here and now, instead of seeking the Kingdom of God, will find when they die that they will
lose everything. And it will be lost eternally:

16Be not afraid when a man becomes rich,

when the glory of his house increases.

" For when he dies he will carry nothing away;

his glory will not go down after him.

8 For though, while he lives, he counts himself blessed
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—and though you get praise when you do well for yourself—

Y his soul will go to the generation of his fathers,

who will never again see light.

2 Man in his pomp yet without understanding is like the beasts that perish.
Psalm 49:16-20 (ESV)

Wise people realise the great danger of sexual immorality.

Possibly the greatest danger we face as disciples is sexual temptation. A number of Christian students
I knew at university fell away from the faith due to getting into sexual relationships. The temptation is
great, especially for young people, and it is even worse now than in the 1980s. There is now such
widespread immorality, plus the expectation that everyone else will be promiscuous, that it is difficult
to avoid being led astray. However, we must do all we can to avoid such danger, because, sexual sin is
a sure route to spiritual disaster.

That is partly because it is a sin against one’s own body, which is a temple of the Holy Spirit. It is also
because of the soul-ties which sexual intercourse creates, so as to connect us with the other person, with
very long-lasting consequences, which we might not expect. Therefore, the Bible repeatedly warns us
against getting into sexual sin of any kind. Consider these passages from Proverbs about a man being
led astray by the enticements of an immoral woman. However, the warning is equally applicable to
women being led astray by men:

2 For the commandment is a lamp and the teaching a light,
and the reproofs of discipline are the way of life,
2% to preserve you from the evil woman,
from the smooth tongue of the adventuress.
Do not desire her beauty in your heart,
and do not let her capture you with her eyelashes;
% for a harlot may be hired for a loaf of bread,
but an adulteress stalks a man’s very life.
" Can aman carry fire in his bosom
and his clothes not be burned?
2 0r can one walk upon hot coals
and his feet not be scorched?
2 So is he who goes in to his neighbor’s wife;
none who touches her will go unpunished.
% Do not men despise a thief if he steals
to satisfy his appetite when he is hungry?
3L And if he is caught, he will pay sevenfold;
he will give all the goods of his house.
%2 He who commits adultery has no sense;
he who does it destroys himself.
¥ Wounds and dishonor will he get,
and his disgrace will not be wiped away.
Proverbs 6:23-33 (RSV)

® For at the window of my house
I have looked out through my lattice,
"and I have seen among the simple,
I have perceived among the youths,
a young man without sense,
8 passing along the street near her corner,
taking the road to her house
% in the twilight, in the evening,
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at the time of night and darkness.
1% And lo, a woman meets him,
dressed as a harlot, wily of heart.
1 She is loud and wayward,
her feet do not stay at home;
2now in the street, now in the market,
and at every corner she lies in wait.
13 She seizes him and kisses him,
and with impudent face she says to him:
Y “I had to offer sacrifices,
and today | have paid my vows;
550 now | have come out to meet you,
to seek you eagerly, and | have found you.
161 have decked my couch with coverings,
colored spreads of Egyptian linen;
1 have perfumed my bed with myrrh,
aloes, and cinnamon.
18 Come, let us take our fill of love till morning;
let us delight ourselves with love.
¥ For my husband is not at home;
he has gone on a long journey;
2 he took a bag of money with him;
at full moon he will come home.”
2L With much seductive speech she persuades him;
with her smooth talk she compels him.
22 All at once he follows her,
as an ox goes to the slaughter,
or as a stag is caught fast
2 till an arrow pierces its entrails;
as a bird rushes into a snare;
he does not know that it will cost him his life.
2 And now, O sons, listen to me,
and be attentive to the words of my mouth.
% et not your heart turn aside to her ways,
do not stray into her paths;
%6 for many a victim has she laid low;
yea, all her slain are a mighty host.
" Her house is the way to Sheol,
going down to the chambers of death.
Proverbs 7:6-27 (RSV)

If you need any further persuading of the danger of sexual immorality, consider what happened in the
book of Numbers when Balaam advised Balak, the King of Moab, how to undermine the Israelites.
Balak had offered Balaam money to curse God’s people, but Balaam refused to do so, because God met
him and forbade it. However, Balaam found a way to get round this.

He advised Balak to entice the Israelites into sexual ain with the Canaanites, and also, of course, into
idolatry. The people fell for this trick and large numbers of them began to engage in the worship of
Baal, and other forms of idolatry, all of which involved having sex with prostitutes who served Baal.
This resulted in God bringing a very severe judgment on His people, including a plague, such that
24,000 were killed by God’s intervention:

! While Israel lived in Shittim, the people began to whore with the daughters of Moab.  These invited

the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods. * So Israel
yoked himself to Baal of Peor. And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel. * And
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the LORD said to Moses, “Take all the chiefs of the people and hang] them in the sun before
the LORD, that the fierce anger of the LORD may turn away from Israel.” > And Moses said to the
judges of Israel, “Each of you kill those of his men who have yoked themselves to Baal of Peor.”
® And behold, one of the people of Israel came and brought a Midianite woman to his family, in the
sight of Moses and in the sight of the whole congregation of the people of Israel, while they
were weeping in the entrance of the tent of meeting. * When Phinehas the son of Eleazar, son of
Aaron the priest, saw it, he rose and left the congregation and took a spear in his hand & and went
after the man of Israel into the chamber and pierced both of them, the man of Israel and the woman
through her belly. Thus the plague on the people of Israel was stopped.® Nevertheless, those who died
by the plague were twenty-four thousand.

Numbers 25:1-9 (ESV)

A wise person will take all of these warnings to heart and seek God’s help to avoid falling into sin. A
fool, or even a simple person, does not see the danger. Or he does not see why it matters. Or perhaps
he is overly sure of himself and sees no possibility that he could fall into this sin. Whatever the reasons
may be, anyone who engages in sexual sin will pay a heavy price, both in this life and the next.
Therefore, be wise and pay close attention to God’s many warnings about this.

Do not pursue a promiscuous lifestyle and do not watch or participate in anything, however small, brief,
or infrequent, which is not godly and pure. In particular, keep well away from internet pornography of
any kind. Have your PC, laptop and phone set to block all such material, as it is utterly poisonous.
Those who allow it to get its hooks into them tend to become addicted. Do not let that happen to you
and, if it already has, get help to break away from it completely.

Wise people know their days are numbered.
We only have a short life span on this earth, whether we are wise or wicked:

L “Man who is born of a woman
is few of days and full of trouble.
2 He comes out like a flower and withers;
he flees like a shadow and continues not.
Job 14:1-2 (ESV)

Man is like a breath;
his days are like a passing shadow.
Psalm 144:4 (ESV)

Whoever we are, this life is only for a short time and the possessions we gather are only briefly held by
us, after which they will go to someone else:

The years of our life are threescore and ten,
or even by reason of strength fourscore;
yet their span is but toil and trouble;
they are soon gone, and we fly away.
Psalm 90:10 (RSV)

“For he knows our frame;
he remembers that we are dust.
>As for man, his days are like grass;
he flourishes like a flower of the field;
1%for the wind passes over it, and it is gone,
and its place knows it no more.

Psalm 103:14-16 (ESV)

153



#'0 LORD, make me know my end

and what is the measure of my days;

let me know how fleeting | am!

®Behold, you have made my days a few handbreadths,

and my lifetime is as nothing before you.

Surely all mankind stands as a mere breath!

®Surely a man goes about as a shadow!

Surely for nothing they are in turmoil;

man heaps up wealth and does not know who will gather!
Psalm 39:4-6 (ESV)

For he sees that even the wise die;
the fool and the stupid alike must perish
and leave their wealth to others.

Psalm 49:10 (ESV)

This earthly life span of 70-80 years is not what really counts. It is just a preparation or testing-ground
for the next life, in Jesus’ Millennial Kingdom, and then in eternity. What matters is using whatever
time we have now to please God and grow as disciples. Then we can gain His approval and rewards at
the Judgment Seat of Christ. That is what this life is really all about. No matter how good or wise we
may be, we all have to die, unless we are part of the generation which gets caught up in the rapture.
Then, once we are gone, we will quickly be forgotten:

4 The wise man has his eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness; and yet I perceived that one
fate comes to all of them. *®> Then I said to myself, “What befalls the fool will befall me also; why
then have I been so very wise?” And I said to myself that this also is vanity. '® For of the wise man as
of the fool there is no enduring remembrance, seeing that in the days to come all will have been long
forgotten. How the wise man dies just like the fool!

Ecclesiastes 2:14-16 (RSV)

None of us know how long we have got left to pass God's tests. We could die tonight. Therefore, we
need to focus every day on living to please God, not to earn salvation, but to receive His praise and
reward for how we serve Him, and for the fruit we bear, after being saved. Our time on this Earth is
like a fleeting shadow and none of our possessions will remain forever. Therefore, treat every day as if
it was your last day before the Judgment and your final opportunity to gain a reward and to lay up
treasure for yourself in Heaven:

...... Our days on the earth are like a shadow, and there is no abiding.
1 Chronicles 29:15(b) (ESV)

Teach us to number our days aright,
that we may gain a heart of wisdom.
Psalm 90:12 (NIV)

Once we realise that every day could be our last it will help us to prioritise correctly. Then we will be
better able to live in obedience and turn away from temptations, not in order to be saved, but because
we have been saved. So, we need to focus on the fact that this world is going to end, either before or
after we ourselves die, and seek to help as many other people as possible to be saved before then. We
can’t save the world, or the planet itself, but we can help individuals. Such an attitude will keep our
minds focused on the right things rather than wasting our time on things that do not matter.
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Wise people generally live longer. Wisdom, knowledge and the fear of the LORD are a protection
to them.

Despite being ready to die at any moment, the wise tend to have a longer life span than the wicked.
Consider the relative lengths of the reigns of the Kings of Judah, some of whom were good, in
comparison with the Kings of Israel, all of whom ended up wicked. Their different standards of faith
and behaviour affected their life spans, as the Kings of the Southern Kingdom lived much longer on
average than the Kings of the Northern Kingdom. Many passages speak of the longer average life
expectancy, and better health, of the righteous as compared to the wicked:

For the protection of wisdom is like the protection of money, and the advantage of knowledge is that
wisdom preserves the life of him who has it.
Ecclesiastes 7:12 (ESV)

19 The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom,
And the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.
1 For by me your days will be multiplied,
And years of life will be added to you.

Proverbs 9:10-11 (NASB)

12 The righteous flourish like the palm tree
and grow like a cedar in Lebanon.
3 They are planted in the house of the LORD;
they flourish in the courts of our God.
4 They still bear fruit in old age;
they are ever full of sap and green,
Psalm 92:12-14 (ESV)

The fear of the LORD leads to life,
So that one may sleep satisfied, untouched by evil.
Proverbs 19:23 (NASB)

Although a sinner does evil a hundred times and may lengthen his life, still I know that it will be well
for those who fear God, who fear Him openly.
Ecclesiastes 8:12 (NASB)

In this next passage we are told that those who “consider the poor”, i.e. those who are kind and generous
towards the needy, will be specially protected by God, not only from enemies, but from illness too, and
will be healed when they get sick, such that they are kept alive:

! Blessed is the one who considers the poor!

In the day of trouble the LORD delivers him;
% the LORD protects him and keeps him alive;

he is called blessed in the land;

you do not give him up to the will of his enemies.
3 The LORD sustains him on his sickbed:

in his illness you restore him to full health.

Psalm 41:1-3 (ESV)

Wise people also survive longer in a job or business, partly because they are better prepared and better
positioned to face difficult times. It is also because, when they face crises, recessions or other risks or
problems, God lifts them up and rescues them, whereas He does not do so for the wicked:

for a righteous man falls seven times, and rises again;
but the wicked are overthrown by calamity. Proverbs 24:16 (RSV)
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God also sides with the blameless man and vindicates him, but He opposes and exposes the wicked:

2 «“Behold, God will not reject a blameless man,
nor take the hand of evildoers.
2L He will yet fill your mouth with laughter,
and your lips with shouting.
22 Those who hate you will be clothed with shame,
and the tent of the wicked will be no more.”
Job 8:20-22 (RSV)

Wise people realise they are not the centre of the universe and don’t allow themselves to be ruled
by self-interest.

The more you put God and other people at the centre, and yourself at the edge, the wiser and happier
you will be. You can never be happy if you take centre-place in your own universe. One reason is that
others will not cooperate with you. They want that central place for themselves. In my law firm the
way the best staff ran their files was to keep the client at the centre, always putting his interests first,
with the firm in second place and themselves in last place. Such staff always did well and had satisfied
clients.

By contrast, the worst staff always put themselves first. They were the ones who ended up having
discontented clients and doing badly in their careers. Self-centred employees won’t choose any course
of action which would involve additional difficulty or pressure for themselves, or require them to admit
an error. We had several bad staff like that and none of them ever survived long term. They all failed
in the end and many had to be removed. Ironically, one of the reasons why such selfish staff behaved
as they did was to promote their own interests. But it never worked for them.

They always ended in failure, whereas the unselfish ones always succeeded. When the wise staff put
their clients first and themselves last, both the clients and | would inevitably notice. | then promoted
and rewarded them precisely because they were not making themselves the priority or seeking to
promote themselves. It was my place to promote staff, not theirs. Likewise, it is God's place to promote
us, not ours. Therefore, choosing not to put oneself first is actually enlightened self-interest and the
surest way to promotion, both in this life and the next.

Moreover, wise people don’t automatically assume that they are in the right. They accept correction
and are open to being shown to be in the wrong. The wiser a person is, the more they will realise the
power of their sinful flesh nature and their own capacity for self-deception. Also, the more easily they
can see their own faults and bad habits. Therefore, when a wise person faces disputes or difficult
situations, or when he is corrected or rebuked by a boss or senior colleague at work, his first thoughts
will be along the lines of:

a) am I acting wrongly, selfishly or unfairly here?

b) who is really in the right on this issue, me or the other person?
c) what does God think about this situation?

d) what does God want me to do?

e) am I being carnal or reacting to this correction or dispute in a fleshly way?

An incident occurred recently when my wife and | were on holiday in the Lake District. It illustrates,
what it is to be self-absorbed, whereby a person sees themselves as being at the centre. We stayed in a
large old mansion which had been split up into apartments. There was a warden whose job it was to
look after all the apartments and guests. Parking was limited, and we were allocated a space at the rear.
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On the day when we were setting off to go home, another visitor had parked his car badly, in a position
which did not block us in, but prevented the warden getting past.

The warden then drove up and stopped immediately behind our car. This prevented us from driving
off, even though our car was packed up and ready to go. The warden then got out of his car, leaving it
parked right behind us, and went off to find the visitor who was preventing him from driving forwards
to where he wanted to go. | got out of our car and said to the warden that we were about to go and
asked if he could just reverse back a little first, in order to let us out.

However, he brushed our concerns aside and said he was going to find the owner of the car that was
preventing him from driving forwards. He just said dismissively “I won’t be long” and walked off
towards the apartments. The warden was so absorbed with himself and his own concerns that our needs
were a matter of complete indifference to him. I don’t think his mind was even capable of registering
the thought that he was blocking us in. He could only think in terms of somebody being in his way.
Anything other than that did not matter enough even to allow the thought to form prior to dismissing it.

The point is, however, that we were paying guests, whereas he was just an employee of the company.
Thus, it would have been obvious to a right-thinking person that he should reverse his own vehicle first,
for a mere moment, to allow us to get out. Then he could address his own problem of being unable to
go forward. Indeed, even if he had been a fellow guest, and not the warden, it would still have been
obvious that he should not keep someone else waiting while he firstly tried to solve his own problem.

However, that was not how he saw it. From his self-centred perspective, it was an outrage that a motorist
had blocked his way. The fact that he himself had blocked our way was neither here nor there. That is
the essence of self-centredness. It enables a person to face two identical situations and to be animated
by the one, but indifferent to the other. The only difference is that the one situation affects himself,
whereas the other only affects someone else.

After some minutes, the warden emerged from the apartments together with the owner of the badly
parked car who then moved it, enabling the warden to drive forward at last. However, even after that
period of time, in which he might have taken the opportunity to reflect on how he was holding us up,
the warden never apologised. He never even acknowledged that he had delayed our departure. He was
either oblivious to that fact, or indifferent to it.

A wise person is more concerned to avoid wronging another person, or treating them unfairly, than he
is about avoiding being wronged himself. It actually makes logical sense to think that way. If we are
wronged there are no eternal consequences for us. We will not have to answer for it at the Judgment
Seat of Christ. We may even be vindicated there. However, if in our haste to defend our own self-
interests we wrong another person, we will have to answer for it.

A self-absorbed person is so pre-occupied with themselves that they can become forgetful of other
people’s needs, or even their existence. Instead, we need to become so single-minded about serving
God, serving others and pursuing the ‘Great Commission’ of making disciples, that we become forgetful
of ourselves and of our own anxieties and preferences.

The pursuit of something far bigger than ourselves makes us willing to relegate our own interests in
order to benefit others. Self-absorption makes us into a fool, but focusing on God, and on other people,
makes us wise. | am not saying that we should think less of ourselves, in the sense of running ourselves
down or belittling ourselves. | mean that we should simply think of ourselves less, in the sense of less
often, less intensely and less selfishly.
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Wise people are also willing to be corrected and to listen to advice

If the prospect of the Day of Judgment becomes real to you, then you will be able to see why it makes
sense not to use your elbows when dealing with other people. One day you will have to answer for it
face to face with Jesus, so it would be better to change now.

Therefore, a wise person is not merely willing to be corrected now, and to have his own wrong ideas,
bad attitudes and selfish behaviour exposed. He positively wants to be corrected, because he knows he
will benefit from it. Consider how King David and King Solomon put this:

Let a righteous man strike me
- it is a kindness; let him rebuke me
- it is oil for my head;
let my head not refuse it.......
Psalm 141:5(a) (ESV)

A rebuke goes deeper into a man of understanding
than a hundred blows into a fool.
Proverbs 17:10 (ESV)

Paradoxically, the wiser a person becomes, and the more knowledge and understanding he has, the more
he will question himself, accept correction, and listen to advice. Wise people realise that they cannot
safely rely on their own ability or judgement and that they need other people to assist them in the vital
process of self-examination and self-improvement:

Better is a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king,
who will no longer take advice,
Ecclesiastes 4:13 (RSV)

Listen to advice and accept instruction,
that you may gain wisdom for the future.  Proverbs 19:20 (RSV)

Sometimes advice and correction comes from gracious people and is given politely. Other times it
comes from ungracious people and is given rudely. Either way, it is best to listen to it and to weigh it
up open-mindedly. A wise person will listen to good advice, and act upon it, even if it is given harshly
or by someone with whom they are not on friendly terms, as when King David listened to the advice of
Joab, one of his generals, even though he spoke very bluntly. David was grieving over the death of his
son, Absalom and Joab was sharply critical, but David did not allow himself to get offended. He knew
that he was wrong and that Joab was right. Therefore, he listened and changed course:

® Then Jo'ab came into the house to the king, and said, “You have today covered with shame the
faces of all your servants, who have this day saved your life, and the lives of your sons and your
daughters, and the lives of your wives and your concubines, ® because you love those who hate you
and hate those who love you. For you have made it clear today that commanders and servants are
nothing to you; for today I perceive that if Ab'salom were alive and all of us were dead today, then
you would be pleased.

" Now therefore arise, go out and speak kindly to your servants; for | swear by the LORD, if you do
not go, not a man will stay with you this night; and this will be worse for you than all the evil that
has come upon you from your youth until now.” ® Then the king arose, and took his seat in the gate.
And the people were all told, “Behold, the king is sitting in the gate”; and all the people came before
the king. Now Israel had fled every man to his own home. ® And all the people were at strife
throughout all the tribes of Israel, saying, “The king delivered us from the hand of our enemies, and
saved us from the hand of the Philistines; and now he has fled out of the land from Ab'salom.

2 Samuel 19:5-9 (RSV)
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Sometimes it is only those who are rude, or even hostile, towards us who are willing to tell us the real
truth about ourselves or our situation. Our friends are usually too polite to be really blunt. They
therefore won't point out the deeply ingrained faults that we are sensitive about, or even blind to. So,
harsh, rude people, and even our enemies, can actually have a valuable role to play in correcting us.
Even better though is the rebuke of a wise man:

It is better for a man to hear the rebuke
of the wise than to hear the song of fools.
Ecclesiastes 7:5 (RSV)

Like a gold ring or an ornament of gold
IS a wise reprover to a listening ear.
Proverbs 25:12 (RSV)

Best of all is to receive God’s correction and reproof. We should not only be willing, but eager, to
receive that:

2 Search me, O God, and know my heart!
Try me and know my thoughts!
4 And see if there be any wicked way in me,
and lead me in the way everlasting!
Psalm 139:23-24 (RSV)

7 «“Behold, how happy is the man whom God reproves,
So do not despise the discipline of the Almighty.
18 “For He inflicts pain, and gives relief:
He wounds, and His hands also heal.
Job 5:17-18 (NASB)

Blessed is the man whom you discipline, O LORD,
and whom you teach out of your law,
Psalm 94:12 (ESV)

Examine me, O LORD, and try me;
Test my mind and my heart.
Psalm 26:2(NASB)

Teach me your way, O LORD,

that I may walk in your truth;

unite my heart to fear your name.
Psalm 86:11 (ESV)

Though open to correction, a wise person will not passively submit to being falsely accused or let
himself be cursed or violated.

Although a wise person is willing to listen to sincere criticism, and does not take offence when he is
validly rebuked, he also knows when it is a false accusation. Sometimes the person criticising you is
malicious and is trying to damage you. They might be spiritually mixed up and emotionally damaged
themselves and they want to dump their resentments and anger onto you. If so, then instead of being
open, you need to put up an ‘umbrella’ to prevent their poisonous words being sprayed all over you and
seeping into you.

Or one could think in terms of the metaphor of ‘fiery darts’, which Paul speaks of, against which we
need to raise the ‘shield of faith’. As for whether to listen receptively, or to defend ourselves, it all
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depends on who is talking to you, what their nature is, and what motivates them. Some people are just
downright malicious, and their accusing words can operate as curses. They can get through your ‘skin’
and poison you if you let them speak into your life. In the past, when I had less discernment, | allowed
false, malevolent people to violate me by their venomous words, which | naively listened to.

The problem is it isn’t easy to know who the malicious people are, especially if you are inexperienced
in handling them. But you can at least be aware that such people exist and be on the lookout for them.
This problem can particularly arise where you are involved in a dispute and accusations and insults are
aimed at you. At such times it is wise to keep your distance, maintain your ‘guard’, and to limit such
people’s ability to get to you. You might even ask someone whom you trust to look at any letters or
emails before you read them, or even instead of you reading them.

You could also refuse to meet with them, or at least without a witness present who will support you and
help you to deal with the toxic things that may be said. A friend of mine was once involved in a dispute
with someone who was very mixed up and emotionally unstable. That person was therefore lashing out
with wild, unfounded accusations and wounding remarks. When yet another inflammatory email
arrived, | suggested that she print it off and show it to me first, rather than just open it and read it
immediately on her own. We then read it together, side by side.

I was therefore able to counsel her, there and then, and to instantly refute the false accusations and
insults and reassure her of their falseness. | did that right at the start, before the ‘fiery darts’ had any
chance to get through her skin and cause damage. She found that screening process very helpful and it
prevented her being violated by the other person’s outpouring of bile. If such letters or calls keep on
coming, you might choose not to read them at all, or refuse to meet up, or to take the person’s phone
calls. Then you can keep all of their poison away from you entirely.

There are times when such defensive measures are essential for your own protection, and it is not wrong.
It does not mean that you are behaving wrongly, or being a fool for not being willing to hear their
accusations. That is only the case when you are in the wrong, or are insincere, and are refusing to listen
to a sincere person who is in the right and is seeking to correct you. But if the other person is insincere,
or even malicious, there is no longer any duty to listen to them.

Indeed, it may be very unwise for you to do so, as you would be allowing them to harm you. To
passively let them unload their accusations onto you would be like standing still in the path of a farmer’s
slurry spreader and letting it spray its load all over you. You have no duty to submit to such abuse or
to make yourself an outlet for other people’s rage or venom. They must solve their own problems,
without using you as a punch bag.

Wise people have the love of the truth. They ‘interrogate’ or ‘interview' themselves to find out
whether they are right, rather than just assuming it.

A wise person is so concerned not to do wrong to others that he will interrogate himself to establish
who is really right, or “in the right”. He won’t just assume it to be himself, or take it for granted that
his own cause obviously has merit. Neither will he assume that his own interests and needs
automatically come ahead of those of other people. He will be slow to form a conclusion about who is
right and wrong and will avoid lashing out or acting on impulse.

Our flesh nature is very strong, and the habits of selfishness and self-justification are deeply ingrained.
We will therefore never do right naturally or instinctively. Every right choice, or right action, is always
contrary to the wishes of our flesh nature. We therefore have to impose it on ourselves by insisting that
our new man prevails over our old man. That will never happen by itself, but it is far more likely if you
have ‘the love of the truth’. That means you love the truth for its own sake and would rather know the
truth, even if it proves you wrong, or shows you to have behaved wrongly.

160



However, most people do not love the truth. Therefore, they hate to be challenged, questioned or
corrected. They view it as an impertinence and feel outraged if it is suggested that they are wrong in
their beliefs or conduct. In fact, | have often encountered such defensive and resentful reactions from
church leaders when | have attempted to raise some point concerning their teaching. For example, |
once spoke to a leader who had just given a talk on the book of Jonah. | felt he had misunderstood both
the book and the prophet and that he was missing the point.

I went up to him afterwards privately, one to one, and, very quietly, tried to explain how I saw it, but
he had no interest at all and didn’t want to know. It seemed to me that if he had just spent time studying
that book, he ought to have been interested in it and open to hear more, even if | was wrong. Indeed, if
he truly felt that | was wrong then, surely, he would want to hear from me, if only to correct me for my
benefit and to clarify what he really meant. One might imagine that would be the common reaction in
such situations, but it rarely is.

However, he was completely uninterested and was unwilling, or perhaps unable, to answer my points.
He could have replied: “I hadn 't realised any of that. 1'd like to hear more about it.” Or he could have
said “Actually, you may have misunderstood me. Let me clarify what | meant. ” But he did neither. He
just looked irritated, had nothing to say, and wanted to change the subject. | imagine he was motivated
by a mixture of pride, insecurity and laziness. He probably also felt that he was ‘clergy’ and ought not
to be challenged or corrected by a mere ‘lay person’.

However, | think that, above all, it was because he did not have the love of the truth. Therefore, when
faced with a chance to learn something, he chose not to learn it, simply because it could involve a loss
of face, though only in his mind, not mine. Thus, he would prefer to remain wrong, rather than get the
truth, whereas a wise person would rather learn the truth, even if it did mean a loss of face. That said,
why should it mean that? What is wrong with being corrected or having someone fill a gap in your
knowledge? Why should that embarrass you?

It only does so if our attitude is wrong to begin with and we love our own image more than the truth.
A wise person sets out to find the truth even if it means he has to change his mind publicly, such that
people can see his error. A prime example of that kind of integrity is the Bible teacher Chuck Missler
of Koinonea Institute. Over the years he redid a number of his teaching series when he discovered
errors or gaps in his own understanding. He redid Matthew’s gospel three times. But that doesn’t
diminish Chuck Missler. It enhances him, at least in the eyes of right-thinking people.

Therefore, make a decision to develop the love of the truth. Seek the truth even if it means that your
current opinion, or your conduct or attitude, will be shown to have been wrong. Why would you want
to preserve the appearance of having been right when you now know you were actually wrong? It will
all come out anyway at the Judgment Seat of Christ. (See my Book 4.) Therefore, why not prefer to let
the truth come out now, so that your opinions, attitudes or conduct can be corrected, even if that has to
be done in public? It will do you no harm and a lot of good.

There are many benefits that come from being challenged and corrected. Therefore, a wise person will
actually pray that God will expose his errors, so he can become more aware of them. Why not pray
something along these lines: “Lord, please point out to me any mistakes in my logic, or errors of fact,
or gaps in my knowledge, or anything else of which | am unaware. Speak to me through the Bible or
other people and let me know where such errors are. Please also let me see my own sins and character
faults as clearly as other people can see them.”

Sadly, that is not what most of us actually pray. Instead, we tend to fight hard to maintain our dignity
and to appear to be in the right, even after we know we were wrong. | believe that the leader | spoke
of earlier had simply downloaded another man’s sermon from the internet, complete with overhead
projector images. It was plain that he had done little or no genuine study of the book of Jonah for
himself. He was just reading out an entire sermon which was not his own work. Therefore, he was not
actually able to engage in a meaningful discussion with me.
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He knew that if he had spoken with me he would have been exposed as having done no real study of
his own. Therefore, rather than learn the truth, he chose to avoid exposure, even in a private one to one
conversation which would have gone no further. At that moment, | believe he was being a fool. He
was trying to save his own face, rather than find out whether his teaching was right or wrong. Strictly
speaking, a person who does not love the truth does not actually want to be wrong. Neither does he
want to believe lies.

He would probably prefer the truth, but only if it does not cost him something, or involve any
inconvenience. That is the attitude of a fool, and yet it is how most of us operate. If a person persists
in maintaining their own opinions, rather than accepting what God says, there will come a point when
God will ‘hand them over’ or ‘give them over’. That means He will step back and leave them to get on
with pursuing their own foolish opinions, and even engaging in sinful behaviour, rather than listening
to Him. That is a very dangerous position to be in:

X «“But my people did not listen to my voice;
Israel would not submit to me.
2350 I gave them over to their stubborn hearts,
to follow their own counsels.

Psalm 81:11-12 (ESV)

Wise people take care not to be "wise in their own eyes™.

A wise person realises that such wisdom as he does have is very limited and that he needs God's help
and guidance every day. He does not trust himself, or rely on his own knowledge, ability or judgment.
Instead, he gradually learns to rely on God and to seek His help rather than being what the Bible calls
“wise in your own eyes”. That expression means having an over-confident belief in your own ability to
understand situations and to decide what to do:

*Trust in the LORD with all your heart,
and do not rely on your own insight.
®In all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make straight your paths.
"Be not wise in your own eyes;
fear the LORD,
and turn away from evil.

Proverbs 3:5-7 (RSV)

Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes, and shrewd in their own sight!
Isaiah 5:21 (RSV)

Do you see a man who is wise in his own eyes?
There is more hope for a fool than for him.
Proverbs 26:12 (RSV)

He who trusts in his own mind is a fool;
but he who walks in wisdom will be delivered.
Proverbs 28:26 (RSV)

Before destruction a man's heart is haughty,
but humility comes before honor.
Proverbs 18:12 (ESV)

Pride goes before destruction,
and a haughty spirit before a fall. Proverbs 16:18 (ESV)
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A man's pride will bring him low, but he who is lowly in spirit will obtain honor
Proverbs 29:23 (RSV)

Jesus strongly rebuked the people of the towns of Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum on the edge of
Lake Galilee. They had seen and heard Him in person and yet they still did not repent or believe. They
were wise in their own eyes and also self-sufficient and therefore they did not see their own need or
realise that they lacked anything. Conversely, the humble people were able to believe Jesus’ words
very easily because they had that humility and sense of dependency that children have. It is only to
such infants, both literal and metaphorical, that God reveals the truth:

At that time Jesus said, “I praise You, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that You have hidden these
things from the wise and intelligent and have revealed them to infants.
Matthew 11:25 (NASB)

Apostle Paul also spoke on this theme, pointing out that “the wisdom of this age is folly with God”. He
meant that what we think of as wisdom is often just man-made thinking which does not come from God
and does not reflect His thinking. Therefore, it is futile and if we adopt such beliefs and views we
would be fools. Instead, we must adopt God’s thinking on every possible point. If we do we shall
actually be wise, even though those around us will regard us as fools for holding views so very different
to theirs:

18 et no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become
a fool that he may become wise. * For the wisdom of this world is folly with God. For it is written,
“He catches the wise in their craftiness,” * and again, “The Lord knows the thoughts of the wise,
that they are futile.”

1 Corinthians 3:18-20 (ESV)

Wise people willingly humble themselves

Given that so many benefits and blessings are promised to those who humble themselves, common
sense dictates that we should all do so. God repeatedly denounces pride, arrogance, and haughtiness.
Therefore, it can only be described as foolishness if we refuse to humble ourselves. Let’s look at just a
few examples beginning with this well-known verse in which God promises to hear the Jewish people,
and to heal their land if they will humble themselves:

if my people who are called by my name humble themselves, and pray and seek my face and turn
from their wicked ways, then | will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.
2 Chronicles 7:14 (ESV)

Note also what James, the half-brother of Jesus, says about how God deals with those who will humble
themselves:

But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”
James 4:6 (ESV)

Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.
James 4:10 (ESV)

Jesus Himself makes the point even more explicitly and establishes a law that all who humble
themselves will be exalted, whereas all who exalt themselves will be humbled:

For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”
Luke 14:11 (ESV)
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The point is that God hates pride and distances Himself from all who are haughty. Yet He has regard
for the lowly:

For though the LORD is high, he regards the lowly,
but the haughty he knows from afar.
Psalm 138:6 (ESV)

Therefore, we should all be eager to humble ourselves and take every opportunity to do so. However,
the question then is how exactly should we do it? Due to our sin nature, humility doesn’t come naturally
to us. Therefore, it involves a deliberate choice to do the opposite of what our flesh wants, like holding
a cork underwater. It means forcing yourself to do what your proud, selfish nature doesn’t want to do.
Jesus told the apostles that anyone who wants to be great must become a servant. That means focusing
on the needs of others, and on meeting their needs, rather than our own:

*2 And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are considered rulers
of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. ** But it shall not
be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant,** and whoever would
be first among you must be slave of all. *® For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve,
and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Mark 10:42-45 (ESV)

None of this will come naturally. The mere fact that we may have become a Christian does not mean
that we lose our flesh nature. It does not go away and has to be denied its own way, or ‘crucified’, by
regularly denying ourselves, serving others and repenting willingly when we are wrong or in sin. God’s
willingness to respond graciously when we humble ourselves applies to everyone, no matter how bad
they are, or what they have done, even the wicked King Ahab of Israel, upon whose descendants God
pronounced judgment via the prophet Elijah:

" Then the word of the LORD came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying, '® “4rise, go down to meet Ahab
king of Israel, who is in Samaria; behold, he is in the vineyard of Naboth, where he has gone to take
possession. ** And you shall say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD, “Have you killed and also taken
possession?””’ And you shall say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD: “In the place where dogs licked up
the blood of Naboth shall dogs lick your own blood.””’”
2 Ahab said to Elijah, “Have you found me, O my enemy?” He answered, “I have found you,
because you have sold yourself to do what is evil in the sight of the LORD. #* Behold, 1 will bring
disaster upon you. | will utterly burn you up, and will cut off from Ahab every male, bond or free, in
Israel. 2 And I will make your house like the house of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, and like the house
of Baasha the son of Ahijah, for the anger to which you have provoked me, and because you have
made Israel to sin. 2 And of Jezebel the LORD also said, ‘The dogs shall eat Jezebel within the walls
of Jezreel.” ** Anyone belonging to Ahab who dies in the city the dogs shall eat, and anyone of his
who dies in the open country the birds of the heavens shall eat.”
% (There was none who sold himself to do what was evil in the sight of the LORD like Ahab, whom
Jezebel his wife incited. 2° He acted very abominably in going after idols, as the Amorites had done,
whom the LORD cast out before the people of Israel.)

1 Kings 21:17-26 (ESV)

When Ahab realised this, and reflected on his own sin, even he chose to repent and humble himself.
When he did so, God’s heart was touched. He therefore chose to delay the judgment on Ahab’s family
line so that it would only come after Ahab’s death:

2" And when Ahab heard those words, he tore his clothes and put sackcloth on his flesh and fasted
and lay in sackcloth and went about dejectedly. ® And the word of the LORD came to Elijah the
Tishbite, saying, * “Have you seen how Ahab has humbled himself before me? Because he has
humbled himself before me, 1 will not bring the disaster in his days; but in his son's days | will bring
the disaster upon his house.” 1 Kings 21:27-29 (ESV)
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Whoever you are, this law about humbling and exalting operates automatically, and in both directions.
Therefore, wise people will choose to humble themselves whenever they can, and they will avoid
exalting themselves. Then they can fully rely on God to exalt them in due course. When a person
humbles themselves, God is so pleased He intervenes in their lives to guide them and give them wisdom:

He leads the humble in what is right,
and teaches the humble his way.
Psalm 25:9 (RSV)

When pride comes, then comes disgrace;
but with the humble is wisdom.
Proverbs 11:2 (RSV)

Humbling oneself also causes God to hear our prayers and to be willing to use us in His service:

because your heart was tender and you humbled yourself before the LORD when you heard what |
spoke against this place and against its inhabitants that they should become a desolation and a curse,
and you have torn your clothes and wept before Me, | truly have heard you,” declares the LORD.

2 Kings 22:19 (NASB)

All these things my hand has made,
and so all these things are mine,
says the LORD.
But this is the man to whom | will look,
he that is humble and contrite in spirit,
and trembles at my word.

Isaiah 66:2 (RSV)

Humbling ourselves is also the only way to enter the Kingdom of God:

Truly | say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will not enter it at all.”
Luke 18:17 (NASB)

God also wants us to avoid conceit, and to be willing to associate with the lowly:

Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; never be
conceited.
Romans 12:16 (RSV)

There is actually no point boasting about ourselves or our abilities or achievements. The only thing we
should ever ‘boast’ about is God. We must not promote ourselves or desire to be well-known or
approved of. Neither should we ever praise ourselves or seek the praise of others:

Let another praise you, and not your own mouth;
a stranger, and not your own lips.
Proverbs 27:2 (RSV)
The only commendation that really counts is when God commends us:
17«1 et the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” *® For it is not the one who commends himself who is

approved, but the one whom the Lord commends.
2 Corinthians 10:17-18 (ESV)
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Therefore, a wise person realises that it is in his own interests to humble himself, take the lowest place,
and shun all boasting and pride. In this life, and in the next life, that is a guaranteed route to success.
As the late Derek Prince famously put it, “the way up is down”.

Wise people don't take to heart the unfair or critical things that other people say.

Wise people know that whatever is said about them, however harsh or unkind it may be, they themselves
have said the same, or worse, about others in the past. Moreover, those who insult or abuse us are only
here for a short time and will soon be gone, so try not to place much importance on the untrue or unfair
things that others say:

?'Do not give heed to all the things that men say, lest you hear your servant cursing you; #your heart
knows that many times you have yourself cursed others.
Ecclesiastes 7:21-22 (RSV)

""Hearken to me, you who know righteousness, the people in whose heart is my law; fear not the
reproach of men, and be not dismayed at their revilings. ® For the moth will eat them up like a
garment, and the worm will eat them like wool; but my deliverance will be for ever, and my salvation
to all generations.""

Isaiah 51:7-8 (RSV)

Wise people know that, despite all God's blessings, they are still subject to the randomness of time
and chance, just like everyone else.

The general principle set out in Scripture is that a wise person will succeed, prosper, live longer and
enjoy protection. However, that is not an absolute rule. The only certainty is that such people will
prosper and be rewarded in the next life, when they are resurrected. In this present life, there are no
guarantees. We all have to face the random events, both good and bad, that time and chance bring, both
to the righteous and the wicked, the wise and the foolish. Therefore, we are all subject to the ups and
downs of life, no matter how wise we may become:

L But all this I laid to heart, examining it all, how the righteous and the wise and their deeds are in
the hand of God. Whether it is love or hate, man does not know; both are before him. ? It is the same
for all, since the same event happens to the righteous and the wicked, to the good and the evil, to the
clean and the unclean, to him who sacrifices and him who does not sacrifice. As the good one is, so
is the sinner, and he who swears is as he who shuns an oath. 2 This is an evil in all that is done under
the sun, that the same event happens to all. Also, the hearts of the children of man are full of evil,
and madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they go to the dead.

Ecclesiastes 9:1-3 (ESV)

1 Again | saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to
the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favour to those with knowledge, but time and chance
happen to them all. ** For man does not know his time. Like fish that are taken in an evil net, and
like birds that are caught in a snare, so the children of man are snared at an evil time, when it
suddenly falls upon them.

Ecclesiastes 9:11-12 (ESV)

Wise people know their limitations and they still find life baffling sometimes.
Wise people know that, however hard they try, they will never know everything, and they are keenly

aware of how much they do not know or understand. Some things are just beyond us, however wise we
become:
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O LORD, my heart is not lifted up,

my eyes are not raised too high;

I do not occupy myself with things

too great and too marvelous for me.
Psalm 131:1 (RSV)

%When I applied my mind to know wisdom, and to see the business that is done on earth, how neither
day nor night one's eyes see sleep; *"then I saw all the work of God, that man cannot find out the
work that is done under the sun. However much man may toil in seeking, he will not find it out; even
though a wise man claims to know, he cannot find it out.

Ecclesiastes 8:16-17 (NIV)

Even the wisest of people find life baffling at times, so we will never understand everything or know at
all times what to do. God has chosen only to provide us with a limited measure of wisdom, no matter
who we are. Wise people come to terms with this and are reconciled to having to live with an element
of uncertainty and inadequacy. That keeps them dependent on God to provide, day by day, the wisdom
they lack. Even if that is never given to them, they press ahead anyway and don’t consider God to be
at fault for requiring them to live in a world that is subject to such limitations.

They do what they know to be their duty, even when they are confused or unsure about what God is
doing and why. Ironically, therefore, the wiser a person becomes, the more they realise that they lack
knowledge and understanding. Even Solomon, who had more wisdom than any other man, could not
achieve total wisdom, no matter how hard he studied. Even for him, there was still frustration, vexation
and a sense of failure and futility at times. In fact, the more wisdom he acquired, the more it added to
his concerns and sorrows in some ways:

12], the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem.”I devoted myself to study and to explore by
wisdom all that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on men!** I have seen all
the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind.*What
is twisted cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted. *°I thought to myself, *'Look, |
have grown and increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me; |
have experienced much of wisdom and knowledge.” *'Then I applied myself to the understanding of
wisdom, and also of madness and folly, but I learned that this, too, is a chasing after the wind. *® For
with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge, the more grief.

Ecclesiastes 1:12-18 (RSV)

Although we have a measure of understanding, God puts a limit on how much we can grasp. He will
not allow any person, however wise they may be, to have complete knowledge or understanding:

He has made everything beautiful in its time; also he has put eternity into man’s mind, yet so that he
cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end.
Ecclesiastes 3:11 (RSV)

There is also an element of chance, and even of futility, which came as a result of Adam’s fall. God
has built this into the way life operates. No matter what we do to plan or prepare, and no matter how
wise we become, there will still be random, meaningless events and disasters. Things will not always
work out the way they should, or as we expect. Consequently, the best people don’t always win, because
the outcome of life is also affected by time and chance, as well as by hard work and ability.

If we can recognise this, and learn to live with it, rather than rail against it, we will avoid some of the
vexation that life brings. In the book of Job, his friends make a series of comments about his appalling
situation and give him a great deal of advice. Quite a lot of what they say would have been good advice,
and even right theology, if it had been given on a different day, to a different man, in different
circumstances. However, Job’s situation was a strange one and it didn’t fit their own experience, or
their theology.
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Thus, the things they had to say, although generally true in many other people’s situations, were not
true of Job or of his specific circumstances. Job’s friends could not see the whole picture as God saw
it. Therefore, God was angry with them for criticising Job when, on this particular occasion, there was
far more to it than they realised. Thus, they were wrong in what they said about Job, even though most
of what they said was generally right and would have applied to many other people:

" It came about after the LORD had spoken these words to Job, that the LORD said to Eliphaz the
Temanite, “My wrath is kindled against you and against your two friends, because you have not
spoken of Me what is right as My servant Job has. ® Now therefore, take for yourselves seven bulls
and seven rams, and go to My servant Job, and offer up a burnt offering for yourselves, and My
servant Job will pray for you. For | will accept him so that I may not do with you according to your
folly, because you have not spoken of Me what is right, as My servant Job has.”

Job 42:7-8 (NASB)

A lesson to draw from the mistakes made by Job’s friends is that even as we grow in wisdom, and even
if we know the whole Bible, there will still be times when the complexity of the issues we face is beyond
our capacity to understand. God has not chosen to share all His knowledge and understanding with us,
as he pointed out to Job. Therefore, in pursuing wisdom, we need to be realistic about how much of it
we are going to obtain, even in the long term:

2 “Who is this that darkens counsel
By words without knowledge?
% “Now gird up your loins like a man,
And | will ask you, and you instruct Me!
* “Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
Tell Me, if you have understanding,
> Who set its measurements? Since you know.
Or who stretched the line on it?
® “On what were its bases sunk?
Or who laid its cornerstone,
" When the morning stars sang together
And all the sons of God shouted for joy?
8 «Or who enclosed the sea with doors
When, bursting forth, it went out from the womb;
® When | made a cloud its garment
And thick darkness its swaddling band,
19 And I placed boundaries on it
And set a bolt and doors,
Y And I said, ‘Thus far you shall come, but no farther;
And here shall your proud waves stop’?
12 «“Have you ever in your life commanded the morning,
And caused the dawn to know its place,
3 That it might take hold of the ends of the earth,
And the wicked be shaken out of it?
Y4 «It is changed like clay under the seal;
And they stand forth like a garment.
5 «“From the wicked their light is withheld,
And the uplifted arm is broken.
16 “Have you entered into the springs of the sea
Or walked in the recesses of the deep?
7 “Have the gates of death been revealed to you,
Or have you seen the gates of deep darkness?
18 «“Have you understood the expanse of the earth?
Tell Me, if you know all this.
Job 38:2-18 (NASB)
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® Then Job answered the LORD and said,

* “Behold, I am insignificant; what can I reply to You?
I lay my hand on my mouth.

® “Once I have spoken, and I will not answer;

Even twice, and I will add nothing more.”
Job 40:3-5 (NASB)

Although it is right to pursue wisdom, we must never imagine we have acquired it all, or are fully able
to apply it. If we do, we will end up applying it wrongly, or at the wrong time, or making
pronouncements which go too far, or are based on incomplete knowledge. Then we will be wrong
overall, as Job’s friends were, even though much of what we say could be correct in itself or in principle.
Job’s friends obviously had a lot of genuine understanding and knew more than most believers today.
They were sincere and earnest too.

Their error was to presume to pronounce with excessive confidence on matters which went beyond their
capacity to understand. They also assumed that just because they knew a general principle about how
God operates, that must mean that God always operates in that way, with all people, and in all situations.
Quite possibly Job’s friends went wrong because they expressed their own opinions and beliefs without
ever asking God for specific wisdom relevant to Job’s situation. There is no evidence in the text that
any of them ever made such a prayer.

Instead, it seems that they just unleashed what they had to say without ever praying something along
these lines: “Lord, this situation appears to be very complex. What should I say to Job? Or, should I
say nothing at all at present? Please guide me and prevent me from misrepresenting you, or
misapplying the limited knowledge that I do have”. Such a prayer would have been well worth making
and would be a good prayer for us to make too. Job speaks in that way to God at the end of the book
of Job when he realises his own smallness and his very limited understanding in comparison to God’s:

1 Then Job answered the LORD and said,
2 I know that You can do all things,
And that no purpose of Yours can be thwarted.
® ‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’
Therefore | have declared that which I did not understand,
Things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.”
* ‘Hear, now, and I will speak;
I will ask You, and You instruct me.’
® “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear;
But now my eye sees You,
® Therefore | retract,
And | repent in dust and ashes. ”
Job 42:1-6 (NASB)

Wise people are not insecure or envious. But if somehow they still are, they recognise these traits
as faults, seek to deal with them, and refuse to be influenced by them

In my long experience of both workplaces and churches, | have come to the view that a large proportion
of the population are insecure in one or more ways. That insecurity causes profound problems and much
unhappiness. People seek to defend themselves from imagined threats, or they compete with others
when there isn’t actually any competition. They then knock others down to avoid being out-done in
these imaginary contests. The tragedy is that those problems could be avoided if the person concerned
was to learn:

a) to be content with his own abilities, talents, possessions and calling and not crave to be someone
else, or to have what others have
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b) to be content for other people to have different, or even better, abilities talents possessions and
callings than himself and not to resent the fact that those people have what they have, or seek to
knock them down, or take away what they have.

The sin we are looking at here is envy. It is terribly damaging and causes untold misery to all concerned,
both the one who envies, and the one who is envied. The essence of envy is:

a) wanting to have what has not been given to you, is not yours, and is not meant to be yours

b) wanting others not to have what has been given to them, and which is theirs.

Envy is a very serious sin but it is important to distinguish it from jealousy which is not a sin at all.
Many people assume that it is just another word for envy, but it isn’t. Jealousy means wanting to get
back from someone else something which is rightfully yours and which they have wrongfully taken
from you. Thus, if you see another man walking down the street with your wife, whom he has stolen
away from you, and if you want to get her back, then that is to be jealous. You are being jealous for
your own wife, and that is not a sin.

If instead you saw a man walking along the street with his own wife and you wanted her that would be
envy. You would be wanting something which is not, and never can be, yours. In that context,
insecurity involves fearing that some other man will take your wife away from you, or that she might
wish to go with him or is planning to do so. Envy and insecurity extend far beyond the issue of wives.
People feel insecure about themselves, and envious of others, in just about every way you could
imagine. Thus, in the workplace, but also in churches, there are many people who:

a) believe they are not sufficiently able or talented, or that they have been given fewer, or lesser, gifts
than others, such that their own achievements are insignificant by comparison, and even worthless.

b) Even if they are talented and have been given important roles or duties, and even if they know that,
they can never stop fearing that someone else may come along later who has more to offer or is
more talented. They fear that that person could do a better job, or take their job, or their opportunity
for promotion, or outshine them in some way.

That nagging anxiety can ruin a person’s own life and cause them to act sinfully towards others who
might pose a ‘threat’. In my Book 6 I tell the story of ‘Tracey’, a secretary who became a menace in
my law firm. She caused terrible damage to others by lying to them, and about them, all because she
felt insecure and wanted to advance her own career prospects by undermining others. Please see Book
6 for the whole story, plus other stories of people | have known who behaved in wicked ways due to
being insecure.

The tragedy of such insecurity is that it is all entirely unnecessary. A lot of it is caused by the lies
whispered into people’s minds by demons, which they wrongly assume to be their own thoughts. Please
see my Books 7 and 9 for an explanation of what demons are capable of. They operate skilfully, and
covertly, to undermine us and to cause us to harm ourselves and others.

Nobody ever needs to feel insecure. If we think as we ought to think, and see ourselves, the world, and
our position within it as they really are, then everything becomes much clearer. We are not actually
meant to be competing against other people. From God’s perspective, that is not what life is about. We
must certainly do our best to bear fruit, to be ‘overcomers’, and to do God’s will. But we are not being
measured by how we compare to others in our abilities, or in what we achieve in comparison to them.
The Judgment Seat of Christ will not include any such comparisons.

What talents other people had in this life, and whether they did better than you, will not be on the agenda
when Jesus assesses you. He will measure you by reference to what you did with what you were given.
Whether your talents were great or small will make no difference to the outcome. You don’t need,
therefore, to do better than others, or to prevent them from outshining you. Each of them will be judged
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on a stand-alone basis, in exactly the same way. Thus, your achievements won’t be mentioned in their
judgment, any more than their achievements will be mentioned in yours.

Once the reality of this sinks in, it is life-changing. You suddenly realise that you can be a great success,
and hear the words “Well done, good and faithful servant,” even if every other person in your church
of workplace had more talent and ability than you and ends up being promoted to a higher position and
a bigger ministry during this life. Imagine that you work alongside Fred Smith, Joe Bloggs and Jack
Jones, or that they are part of your church, and that they each have different roles.

Suppose each of them has more natural ability than you, more ministry gifts, more spiritual gifts, are
better known than you, and have risen to a higher level of leadership. Or, perhaps, imagine that you are
not in a leadership position at all, whereas all of them are. None of that matters in the slightest to Jesus,
and His view is all that ultimately counts. He is the one who will judge us and His assessment of us will
stand for all eternity as the final word on how well each of us did.

Many people aim to do better than others, or to prevent others doing better than them. But Jesus actually
wants each of us to want others to do well and to help them to do so. Imagine that as a result of your
encouragement, support and mentoring, Fred, Joe, and Jack all end up rising higher than you and doing
‘better’, so far as you and others can tell, in the work of the ministry. Jesus might still praise you more
than them, reward you more, and allocate you a higher place in His Kingdom, on the basis that you
helped those servants of His to do better than they otherwise would.

Many people are unaware that the extent of our help for others, and our unselfishness in encouraging
them to achieve things for Jesus, is one of the criteria by which He will judge us. Therefore, they
misguidedly cause themselves to score 0/100 on this vital criterion because they did not realise this was
something they were expected to do, or that they would ever be assessed on that basis. How sad is that?

Therefore, the very steps they take to hinder their ‘rivals’ and to undermine and discourage them, with
the aim of doing better than them, will actually only reduce their own ‘score’ at the Judgment Seat. It
could also cause them to lose the rewards which they would otherwise have been awarded and to be
given a lower position in the Kingdom. Therefore, a wise person will not try to compete with others in
their ministry, or in their walk as a disciple, and will instead:

a) be content with whatever talents they have been given, small or large, and thank God for them
b) be relaxed about others having more talent than them, or being able to do things they cannot do

c) encourage others to go further, achieve more, and do better, regardless of whether they end up doing
‘better’ than himself

d) see himself as part of a worldwide team of Christians, all of whom are playing on the same side,
seeking to reach the lost, to make disciples, and to be salt and light to a fallen world, rather than
competing against each other.

When you see things this way it suddenly makes sense that you should be content with your own gifts
and talents, whatever they may be. Then you can encourage all other Christians to fulfil their potential,
without feeling that their success would diminish you in any way. A person who is wise enough to see
this is able to embark upon ‘the ministry of encouragement’, which is possibly one of the best ways of
being highly rewarded at the judgment.

They will see it as their aim to lift others up, not to knock them down and will want others to do their
best for the ‘team’, even if they are seen to be doing better than themselves. The ministry of
encouragement is vitally needed within the Church, and is also a source of great pleasure and
satisfaction for those who engage in it. Yet it is very rarely sought after or practised due, in large part,
to this problem of insecurity and envy. Please refer to my Book 7 in which I refer to this in more detail.
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A wise person is open to see the sin, and the faults, in himself and will want to take every
opportunity to repent and to change.

If God was a doctor, the main medicine He would prescribe to His patients would be repentance. It
would be dispensed on a regular basis and in large doses. It is central to the whole Gospel message,
which is why the public ministries of both John the Baptist and of Jesus began with the word repent’.
It was also virtually the first word which Peter said too, when preaching his first sermon after the
resurrection. It would be difficult to overstate the importance of repentance or to ‘over-prescribe’ it to
yourself as a remedy.

A wise person will take every opportunity to repent, not only at the start of his Christian life when he
is first converted, but on a regular basis thereafter. Repentance is also a vital ingredient if we want to
grow and mature as a disciple, not only in order to be saved to begin with. Ongoing repentance is what
we are all meant to be doing, throughout our entire lives. You will never reach a stage where you
outgrow that and no longer need to do it, or at least not until you die.

12 «Yot even now,” declares the LORD,
“return to me with all your heart,
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;
3 and rend your hearts and not your garments.”
Return to the LORD your God,
for he is gracious and merciful,
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love;
and he relents over disaster.
%\Who knows whether he will not turn and relent,
and leave a blessing behind him,
a grain offering and a drink offering
for the LORD your God?
15 Blow the trumpet in Zion;
consecrate a fast;
call a solemn assembly;
16 gather the people.
Consecrate the congregation;
assemble the elders;
gather the children,
even nursing infants.
Let the bridegroom leave his room,
and the bride her chamber.
17 Between the vestibule and the altar
let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep
and say, “Spare your people, O LORD,
and make not your heritage a reproach,
a byword among the nations.
Why should they say among the peoples,
‘Where is their God?’”
Joel 2:12-17 (ESV)

Wise people do not allow their hearts to become hard. They take steps to soften their own hearts.
A hard heart prevents a person hearing the voice of the Holy Spirit and from accepting and responding

to what the Bible says. It is a very widespread problem and does not only apply to those who are
embittered towards God. It is also found in ordinary people, including believers, who are:

a) complacent

172



b) indifferent

c) sceptical and unbelieving
d) irreverent

e) presumptuous

f) unrepentant

g) slow to respond or obey

h) determined to stick with their own opinions and traditions rather than what God says.

Any of us can become hard-hearted. It is a condition which makes us resistant to what God is saying
to us and slow to grasp it. Even the apostles were sometimes remarkably slow to understand what Jesus
said:

The Pharisees came out and began to argue with Him, seeking from Him a sign from heaven, to
test Him. *2 Sighing deeply in His spirit, He said, “Why does this generation seek for a sign? Truly I
say to you, no sign will be given to this generation.” ** Leaving them, He again embarked and went
away to the other side. ** And they had forgotten to take bread, and did not have more than one loaf
in the boat with them. > And He was giving orders to them, saying, “Watch out! Beware of the leaven
of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod.” '° They began to discuss with one another the fact that
they had no bread. Y And Jesus, aware of this, said to them, “Why do you discuss the fact that you
have no bread? Do you not yet see or understand? Do you have a hardened heart? ‘® Having eyes,
do you not see? And having ears, do you not hear? And do you not remember,

Mark 8:11-18 (NASB)

If you continue hardening your heart and refusing to listen to God, a point may be reached where He
refuses to listen to you. If so, He effectively hands you over and leaves you to take the path that you
have chosen for yourself, however foolish or wicked it is. That is what God did with the Jews when
they “made their hearts diamond-Aard lest they should hear the law....”

11 But they refused to pay attention and turned a stubborn shoulder and stopped their ears that they
might not hear. ** They made their hearts diamond-hard lest they should hear the law and the words
that the LORD of hosts had sent by his Spirit through the former prophets. Therefore great anger
came from the LORD of hosts. ** “4s I called, and they would not hear, so they called, and I would
not hear,” says the LORD of hosts,

Zechariah 7:11-13 (ESV)

Have you ever considered how many astonishing statements the Bible makes which we allow to wash
over us without taking them seriously or changing our lives in response? Due to our hardness of heart
we can become immune to the Bible, as if we were coated with oil which causes God’s Word to run off
us like water off a duck’s back. It is not only unbelievers who are like that. It affects believers too,
including genuine Christians. The writer of the letter to the Hebrews addresses this issue and remember
that he is writing to and about believers, not the unsaved:

"Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says:

“Today, if you will hear His voice,

8 Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion,
In the day of trial in the wilderness,

®Where your fathers tested Me, tried Me,

And saw My works forty years.

¥ Therefore | was angry with that generation,
And said, ‘They always go astray in their heart,
And they have not known My ways.’
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150 I swore in My wrath,

‘They shall not enter My rest.””

12 Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living
God; 2 but exhort one another daily, while it is called “Today,” lest any of you be hardened through
the deceitfulness of sin. ** For we have become partakers of Christ if we hold the beginning of our
confidence steadfast to the end, ** while it is said:

“Today, if you will hear His voice,

Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion. ”
®For who, having heard, rebelled? Indeed, was itnot all who came out of Egypt, led by
Moses? *' Now with whom was He angry forty years? Was it not with those who sinned, whose
corpses fell in the wilderness? ' And to whom did He swear that they would not enter His rest, but to
those who did not obey? *° So we see that they could not enter in because of unbelief

Hebrews 3:7-19 (NKJV)

The writer of Hebrews (apostle Paul in my personal view) wanted his readers to listen to the voice of
the Holy Spirit and not let their hearts become hardened. Moreover, he put the responsibility for
preventing that upon them. It was their own duty to become soft-hearted and to avoid hard-heartedness.
That is not something that happens to you randomly, or by accident. You bring it upon yourself by lots
of small decisions to ignore or disobey the Bible, or your conscience, and to go your own way instead.
It usually does not involve any spectacular acts of rebellion.

Mostly it comes from a series of small choices, each of which leaves us a little bit harder and a little bit
less sensitive to our consciences, or to the Bible. Unless you take decisive action to repent and change
your attitude, you will sink into a much deeper hardness of heart, which is very dangerous. A wise
person does not assume that this hardening process could never happen to him. Nor does he fail to take
it seriously. He takes active steps to ‘tenderise’ his own heart by regularly humbling himself, repenting,
and forgiving others, so as to remove any bitterness. He also asks God to expose and deal with any
remaining hardness of heart.

Where we see hardness of heart in ourselves, or even where we suspect it to be there, we should ask
God to expose it. Ask Him to do whatever it takes to reveal the hardness and to help us to soften our
hearts and become responsive to His voice. That is a prayer which is well worth making and which
God will delight to answer. The benefits which will flow from it are enormous. Yet how often have
you done this, or heard anybody urge you to do so?

We all need to ask God to help us to see our own hardness of heart and to tackle it. If we do that then
God’s will may sometimes be such that we need to make difficult decisions, or do painful and costly
things, to obey Him and develop as disciples. On such occasions the price is worth paying because it
will tenderise us and help us grow in maturity. Persistently softening our hearts and humbling ourselves
causes us to become like small children in our attitudes towards God. At least in this sense, God wants
us to have that childlike heart-attitude:

3 And they were bringing children to Him so that He might touch them; but the disciples rebuked
them. *But when Jesus saw this, He was indignant and said to them, “Permit the children to come
to Me; do not hinder them; for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. *Truly 1 say to you,
whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will not enter it at all.”

Mark 10:13-15 (NASB)

In the light of what Jesus says, taking the lowest place is actually enlightened self-interest. It may sound

counter-intuitive, but that is how we rise up in His Kingdom. Conversely, grasping for seniority, status
and recognition in this life brings us lower down in God’s eyes.
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Wise people know what will eventually happen to the wicked and are not discouraged by their
apparent success or ‘invincibility’.

The wicked are not going to be there permanently. A fool or a simple person will not realise this and
will therefore be discouraged, but a wise person will not because he has a more accurate, and longer
term, perspective on the fate of the wicked:

® The stupid man cannot know;

the fool cannot understand this:

"that though the wicked sprout like grass

and all evildoers flourish,

they are doomed to destruction forever;
Psalm 92:6-7 (ESV)

The Bible deals with the problem of why the wicked seem to do so well and why God’s judgment on
them is delayed. They prosper, and even seem to be invincible, while they continue doing evil. That
is how it appears to us, because we don’t have God’s long term perspective about time and eternity. A
wicked man being in power for 12 years, as Hitler was, seems a long time to us. Others have lasted
even longer than that.

It is not only the great dictators that we are speaking of here. The same is true in our own personal lives
at a local level. Wicked people can and do prosper. They get promoted. They become rich. They get
elected — and re-elected. They exert great influence. Conversely, those who do what is right are often
obstructed and unrecognised and can seem unsuccessful in the world’s eyes. In view of this, it is easy
to become discouraged.

Some even feel tempted to join in with the wicked in the hope that cooperation may bring us a quieter
life. But we must hold on to what the Bible says about the inevitable long-term destiny of the wicked.
They really will all fail and be brought down in the end, at the very least, by death. After that they will
face God’s judgment, which is the ultimate long-stop and it limits their power and influence. Even
King David struggled with this issue and addressed it in the Psalms:

! Fret not yourself because of evildoers;

be not envious of wrongdoers!

2 For they will soon fade like the grass

and wither like the green herb.

3 Trust in the LORD, and do good;

dwell in the land and befriend faithfulness.

* Delight yourself in the LORD,

and he will give you the desires of your heart.

> Commit your way to the LORD;

trust in him, and he will act.

® He will bring forth your righteousness as the light,
and your justice as the noonday.

" Be still before the LORD and wait patiently for him;
fret not yourself over the one who prospers in his way,
over the man who carries out evil devices!

8 Refrain from anger, and forsake wrath!

Fret not yourself; it tends only to evil.

° For the evildoers shall be cut off,

but those who wait for the LORD shall inherit the land.
19In just a little while, the wicked will be no more;
though you look carefully at his place, he will not be there.
1 But the meek shall inherit the land

and delight themselves in abundant peace.
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12 The wicked plots against the righteous
and gnashes his teeth at him,
3 put the LORD laughs at the wicked,
for he sees that his day is coming.
4 The wicked draw the sword and bend their bows
to bring down the poor and needy,
to slay those whose way is upright;
15 their sword shall enter their own heart,
and their bows shall be broken.
16 Better is the little that the righteous has
than the abundance of many wicked.
7 For the arms of the wicked shall be broken,
but the LORD upholds the righteous.
¥ The LORD knows the days of the blameless,
and their heritage will remain forever;
Psalm 37:1-18 (ESV)

2" Turn away from evil and do good;
so shall you dwell forever.
% For the LORD loves justice;
he will not forsake his saints.
They are preserved forever,
but the children of the wicked shall be cut off.
The righteous shall inherit the land
and dwell upon it forever.
Psalm 37:27-29 (ESV)

# Wait for the LORD and keep his way,
and he will exalt you to inherit the land;
you will look on when the wicked are cut off.
| have seen a wicked, ruthless man,
spreading himself like a green laurel tree.
% But he passed away, and behold, he was no more;
though I sought him, he could not be found.
3" Mark the blameless and behold the upright,
for there is a future for the man of peace.
% But transgressors shall be altogether destroyed:;
the future of the wicked shall be cut off.
Psalm 37:34-38 (ESV)

20 Can wicked rulers be allied with you,
those who frame injustice by statute?
! They band together against the life of the righteous
and condemn the innocent to death.
22But the LORD has become my stronghold,
and my God the rock of my refuge.
2 He will bring back on them their iniquity
and wipe them out for their wickedness;
the LORD our God will wipe them out.
Psalm 94:20-23 (ESV)

In spite of all appearances, it is the wicked who are failing and who will one day be punished. No
matter how it may appear now, they have no long term future and are doomed to fail. That being so, a
wise person will always ally himself with God’s people, and shun the wicked even if, at present, that
appears to be costly, or even hopeless:
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For a day in your courts is better
than a thousand elsewhere.
I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God
than dwell in the tents of wickedness.
Psalm 84:10 (ESV)

In the end we shall all see the stark contrast between God’s judgment of the wicked and His handling
of the righteous:

% Then those who feared the LORD spoke with one another. The LORD paid attention and heard
them, and a book of remembrance was written before him of those who feared the LORD and
esteemed his name. '’ “They shall be mine, says the LORD of hosts, in the day when | make up my
treasured possession, and | will spare them as a man spares his son who serves him. * Then once
more you shall see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between one who serves God
and one who does not serve him.
L “For behold, the day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers will
be stubble. The day that is coming shall set them ablaze, says the LORD of hosts, so that it will leave
them neither root nor branch. 2 But for you who fear my name, the sun of righteousness shall
rise with healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall. * And you shall tread
down the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles of your feet, on the day when | act, says
the LORD of hosts.

Malachi 3:16-4:3 (ESV)

Wise people know that they could fall into sin, or even fall away, and they are not complacent
about the potential to become unfaithful in later life

There are many examples in the Bible of people who began well, but then fell away. | can also think
of many such examples amongst the people | know. They start out well, and even continue well for a
while, acting wisely and remaining true. But, over time, perhaps due to the complacency and over-
confidence that can come from success, they slacken off. They then become less honest, choose less
wisely, and act less faithfully. Eventually they can reach a stage where they have fallen away
completely and their Christian walk has become shallow or non-existent.

In some cases it occurs due to the death or departure of a godly mentor who was a significant influence
in their younger years. They only remain faithful while they still have that godly person as a guide or
‘pillar’. But when they have to stand alone, relying only on God’s Word and their own conscience,
they begin to do what is easy or expedient, rather than what is right. A classic example of this is the
life of King Joash of Judah. Please see 2 Chronicles, chapters 22-24 for the full account.

Joash became king when he was only about 7 years old. He only survived to that age because he was
rescued as a baby by his aunt, Jehoshabeath, and her godly husband, Jehoiada, who was a priest. If they
had not hidden him away for six years he would have been murdered by the wicked ‘Queen’ Athaliah,
his own grandmother. She killed the whole royal family when her son, King Ahaziah, died. She then
reigned in his place as a usurper for six years until the chance came to assassinate her and put the young
boy, King Joash, on the throne:

19Now when Athaliah the mother of Ahaziah saw that her son was dead, she arose and destroyed all
the royal family of the house of Judah. ** But Jehoshabeath, the daughter of the king, took Joash the
son of Ahaziah and stole him away from among the king's sons who were about to be put to death,
and she put him and his nurse in a bedroom. Thus Jehoshabeath, the daughter of King Jehoram and
wife of Jehoiada the priest, because she was a sister of Ahaziah, hid him from Athaliah, so that she
did not put him to death. 12 And he remained with them six years, hidden in the house of God, while
Athaliah reigned over the land.

2 Chronicles 22:10-12 (ESV)
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! But in the seventh year Jehoiada took courage and entered into a covenant with the commanders
of hundreds, Azariah the son of Jeroham, Ishmael the son of Jehohanan, Azariah the son of Obed,
Maaseiah the son of Adaiah, and Elishaphat the son of Zichri. > And they went about through Judah
and gathered the Levites from all the cities of Judah, and the heads of fathers' houses of Israel, and
they came to Jerusalem. ® And all the assembly made a covenant with the king in the house of God.
And Jehoiada said to them, “Behold, the king's son! Let him reign, as the LORD spoke concerning
the sons of David.

2 Chronicles 23:1-3 (ESV)

1 Then they brought out the king's son and put the crown on him and gave him the testimony. And
they proclaimed him king, and Jehoiada and his sons anointed him, and they said, “Long live the
king.” > When Athaliah heard the noise of the people running and praising the king, she went into
the house of the LORD to the people. ** And when she looked, there was the king standing by his
pillar at the entrance, and the captains and the trumpeters beside the king, and all the people of the
land rejoicing and blowing trumpets, and the singers with their musical instruments leading in the
celebration. And Athaliah tore her clothes and cried, “Treason! Treason!” ** Then Jehoiada the
priest brought out the captains who were set over the army, saying to them, “Bring her out between
the ranks, and anyone who follows her is to be put to death with the sword.” For the priest said, “Do
not put her to death in the house of the LORD.” ** So they laid hands on her, and she went into the
entrance of the horse gate of the king's house, and they put her to death there.

2 Chronicles 23:11-15 (ESV)

For many years, King Joash reigned in Judah and made wise decisions as he sought to cleanse the nation
of idolatry. He did all that because he had the wise advice and godly influence of Jehoiada, his aunt’s
husband, who was a pillar in Joash’s life:

! Joash was seven years old when he began to reign, and he reigned forty years in Jerusalem. His
mother's name was Zibiah of Beersheba. 2 And Joash did what was right in the eyes of the LORD all
the days of Jehoiada the priest.

2 Chronicles 24:1-2 (ESV)

However, when Jehoiada eventually died, Joash had to reign without his influence. Joash then began
to come under the influence of ungodly men and ended up abandoning the house of the LORD and
serving false gods and idols instead. Even when God sent prophets to warn Joash, he would not listen:

5 But Jehoiada grew old and full of days, and died. He was 130 years old at his death. ** And they
buried him in the city of David among the kings, because he had done good in Israel, and toward
God and his house. " Now after the death of Jehoiada the princes of Judah came and paid homage
to the king. Then the king listened to them. *® And they abandoned the house of the LORD, the God
of their fathers, and served the Asherim and the idols. And wrath came upon Judah and Jerusalem
for this guilt of theirs. * Yet he sent prophets among them to bring them back to the LORD. These
testified against them, but they would not pay attention.

2 Chronicles 24:15-19 (ESV)

Joash fell away so completely that when Jehoiada’s own son, Zechariah, tried to warn him about the
wicked things he was now doing, Joash ignored him and listened to his new advisers, who conspired
against Zechariah. He even gave the command for Zechariah to be stoned to death:

% Then the Spirit of God clothed Zechariah the son of Jehoiada the priest, and he stood above the
people, and said to them, “Thus says God, ‘Why do you break the commandments of the LORD, so
that you cannot prosper? Because you have forsaken the LORD, ke has forsaken you.’” ** But they
conspired against him, and by command of the king they stoned him with stones in the court of the
house of the LORD. ? Thus Joash the king did not remember the kindness that Jehoiada, Zechariah's
father, had shown him, but killed his son. And when he was dying, he said, “May the LORD see and
avenge!” 2 Chronicles 24:20-22 (ESV)
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Some people will listen to advice when they are starting out in their career or ministry. But they become
proud and overly self-reliant when they grow older feel and they have ‘arrived’. It may occur when
they qualify in their profession, or gain promotion, or become the manager or leader and begin to rely
on themselves, or ‘lean on their own understanding’ as the Bible says. They then cease to listen to
advice, or to pray for guidance, or to obey God’s commands. One example of this is King Rehoboam,
Solomon’s son. We are told that when he was younger he ‘dealt wisely .

22 And Rehoboam appointed Abijah the son of Maacah as chief prince among his brothers, for he
intended to make him king. * And he dealt wisely and distributed some of his sons through all the
districts of Judah and Benjamin, in all the fortified cities, and he gave them abundant provisions and
procured wives for them.

2 Chronicles 11:22-23 (ESV)

However, when he grew older, and his rule became established, he came to think that he knew how to
be King and felt strong and confident. He then became unfaithful and “abandoned the law of the
LORD”.

When the rule of Rehoboam was established and he was strong, he abandoned the law of the LORD,
and all Israel with him.
2 Chronicles 12:1 (ESV)

I have been giving all this detail about Joash and Rehoboam because there is a danger that we could go
wrong in the same way. We must therefore keep examining the level of our own faithfulness, integrity
and obedience as we grow older. Don’t imagine that age or experience in themselves, or even promotion
and success in one’s career or ministry, will necessarily bring wisdom. They may, to some extent, but
they may also produce pride, arrogance, self-sufficiency and the cutting of corners on issues of integrity.

If so, you are actually just becoming a fool as you grow older, or even wicked, rather than growing in
wisdom as you might imagine yourself to be doing. The best way to avoid the dangers of growing
proud, complacent or unfaithful, or of even falling away entirely, is to focus your mind on three key
objectives. These three things, if diligently and persistently pursued for your whole life, not just for a
while, will keep you on the ‘narrow path’ and prevent you from backsliding or losing your integrity.
The three things you need to do are:

a) fear the LORD
b) humble yourself

c) love the truth — which means to genuinely want to know the truth, even if it shows you are wrong
or does not suit your interests

| define each of these things more fully elsewhere in this book, but also in my other books. Developing
each of these traits, and making them into established habits, will preserve you. Even if you begin to
stray away from the narrow path for a while, one or other of these three policies will draw you back to
it, if you apply them genuinely and seriously.
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CHAPTER9

WISE PEOPLE LOVE THE TRUTH AND THEREFORE REJECT POLITICAL
CORRECTNESS

There is a way that seems right to a man,
but its end is the way to death.
Proverbs 14:12 (ESV)

My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge"....
Hosea 4:6(a) (ESV)

"....and a people without understanding shall come to ruin."
Hosea 4:14(b) (ESV)

But he who is noble devises noble things,
and by noble things he stands.
Isaiah 32:8 (RSV)

And Saul said to Samuel, “I have sinned; for I have transgressed the commandment of the LORD
and your words, because | feared the people and obeyed their voice.
1 Samuel 15:24 (RSV)

And he said to man,

‘Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom,

and to turn away from evil is understanding.’”
Job 28:28 (ESV)

Make me to know your ways, O LORD;
teach me your paths.
Psalm 25:4 (ESV)

Righteousness exalts a nation,
but sin is a reproach to any people.
Proverbs 14:34 (ESV)

“And you, Solomon my son, know the God of your father and serve him with a whole heart and with
a willing mind, for the LORD searches all hearts and understands every plan and thought. If you
seek him, he will be found by you, but if you forsake him, he will cast you off forever.

1 Chronicles 28:9 (ESV)

Most people fit in with whatever the majority currently thinks, rather than simply accept what
God says.

Most of us get our beliefs, attitudes and opinions from the media and the people around us. Butisn’t it
obvious that before forming an opinion about any major issue, whether it be Israel, abortion, euthanasia,
capital punishment, the roles of men and women, homosexuality, ‘gay marriage’, gender, pornography,
sex outside marriage and so on, we should first of all find out what God says about those things? In
fact, shouldn’t we just find out His view on every issue and then immediately adopt that view for
ourselves? What God says ought to be our starting point, but it should be our finishing point too.

The only exception would be those issues upon which He has not made any pronouncement. Then it is
legitimate to form our own views. But even then, we should still be guided by what God has said in
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general terms, or by what He has said about other issues or principles which indirectly touch upon what
we are now considering. The problem is that is not how most of us operate, even within churches. We
either make up our own minds for ourselves or we absorb the views expressed in the media, or by
politicians, or by people we know.

However, very few of us ever take the essential step of trying to find out what God has to say on that
issue, let alone feel obliged to adopt His view as our own. But surely, if a person is a genuine Christian,
the obviously right approach is simply to find out what God’s view is and then automatically agree with
Him. How can anyone argue against that, if the point is put as starkly as that? But the problem is the
point is not made at all, starkly or otherwise. At any rate, it is not how most of us operate in practice.

Only a fool can read what God says but then disagree with Him and maintain their own opinion
instead.

Even if God has set out His view on an issue, and even if we are aware of it, many of us still consider
ourselves to be entitled to form our own opinions on that issue. In other words, some of us feel free to
‘disagree’ with God and to maintain our own opinion, even after hearing what He says. Once we stop
to think about this, it is blindingly obvious that that approach is absurd. But, as we saw, the problem is
that most of us don’t stop to think about it.

Many don’t even bother to find out what God thinks in the first place, and it does not even occur to
many of us that we should. It would be interesting to hear anybody try to explain how their own opinion
could be more authoritative than what God says. The moment you hear the idea stated, you know it is
ridiculous. Perhaps that is one reason why we don’t question ourselves. It is more comfortable, as well
as requiring a lot less effort, if we don’t bother to examine our basis for thinking what we think, or for
believing what we believe.

Recognise the wrongness of this approach. Then find any issues where you and God currently
disagree and simply abandon your own opinions and adopt His in their place.

We need to recognise this foolish tendency in ourselves and learn a new way of forming beliefs and
opinions. Above all, we need to be willing to abandon any belief as soon as we realise it is contrary to
what God says. That sounds simple enough, but the problem is that few of us actually do it, even in the
Church. Most people keep whatever social, political, or even religious, views they held before they
became Christians. Therefore, few of us will abandon an opinion, and take up another one, simply
because it is what God says.

Therefore, if you do, you will be swimming against the tide, even within the churches. Nevertheless,
be willing to be the odd one out. Reject the received ‘wisdom’ of this world and, in particular, all forms
of political correctness. Instead, find out what God says on every issue and then immediately get your
thinking into line with His. This won’t make you popular, and you’ll be seen as a misfit, but it is self-
evidently the right approach.

To ‘disagree’ with God, just so that we can be accepted and approved of by the people around us, is
plainly idiotic. We might achieve a kind of peace by taking that approach, at least for a while. But it
will be deeply damaging to us in the longer term, not least because we will find ourselves coming under
God’s curse for calling evil things good and good things evil. That is something which He strongly
condemns. We will then be opposed by Him as a result, which is essentially what it means when God
pronounces a ‘woe’ on a person:

2\Woe to those who call evil good

and good evil,
who put darkness for light
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and light for darkness,
who put bitter for sweet
and sweet for bitter!
21 Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes,
and shrewd in their own sight!
Isaiah 5:20-21 (ESV)

Wise people resist political correctness, whereas the wicked promote it. The simple and fools go
along with it passively.

I am not that old, but | have a memory of political events going back to when I was a child in the 1970s.
Since that time, due to the erosion of Christianity in the West, biblical values, language and principles
have become far less evident in politics and in our institutions, workplaces, schools, hospitals and
courts. Our society is now much more influenced by secular humanism than by Christianity. That
overall package of unbiblical values and beliefs is called political correctness and the ground that it has
captured over the past 30-40 years is staggering.

If a person was transported in a time machine from the 1970s to today they would not be able to believe
how drastically things have changed and would be astonished by things which we now regard as
commonplace. This change in the public’s beliefs and attitudes is the result of a deliberate satanic
strategy. The thinking of most of the Western world has been diverted onto another perverted path
which rejects all biblical values and promotes the direct opposite on every count. That is why we can
be sure there is nothing accidental about it.

An intelligent mind was needed to coordinate thousands of organisations, universities, media outlets
and governments, all over the world, and to pull all the necessary strings to bring about this social
transformation in just a few decades. The essence of political correctness is for a small and strident
minority to create a set of beliefs, values and principles which are the opposite of what God wants.
They then force the rest of us into adopting their way of thinking by peer pressure, ridicule and
intimidation.

The majority of the population now accept these alien ideas, or at least remain silent about their
disagreement. By contrast, only 25 years ago most people felt free to express their own opinions in
public. Now they shrink back for fear of who may be listening and what they might do. For example,
with so called ‘gay marriage’, multitudes privately oppose it and know it to be wrong but, in public,
they feel forced to say they support it. At any rate, they won’t speak against it, or even appear to be
neutral about it, for fear of being called “homophobic’, which is portrayed as something reprehensible.

That word, in itself, is an example of the victories our opponents have won in the battle over the
language. To be ‘phobic’ actually means to have an irrational fear, not a well thought-out and soundly-
based objection. Nevertheless, a person who opposes homosexual activity is now automatically labelled
as ‘homophobic’. The impression is then deliberately given that they have an irrational fear of
something good, rather than a well-founded opposition to something bad. We must strenuously resist
being pressurised into using other people’s politically correct words and phrases.

Resolve always to use your own words instead. Never submit to being told what you can and cannot
think or say, or to be forced to say things which you know are untrue, just in order to fit in and be
accepted. The success of political correctness as a manipulative control strategy depends on the whole
population being pressured and intimidated into saying things which they already know to be false, but
to keep on saying them anyway. Your own words then put you into a straitjacket.

But it is even worse than that because, when you give in to pressure and agree to say politically correct

things, it also adds to the pressure that is put on others. Those who seek to control us through political
correctness rely heavily on our cowardice. If, however, we were to show courage instead, and we
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refused to submit to their bossy and intrusive rules as to what we are allowed to think and say, their
whole policy would unravel. Then their ideas would be exposed for the deceitful, illogical, even
ridiculous, nonsense that they are.

Therefore, the first step in the battle to defeat political correctness is to simply stop cooperating with it
and stop submitting to it. As soon as you do that you will be set free. Then you will be able, perhaps
for the first time in years, to be completely yourself and to do exactly what God wants you to do, instead
of what others expect of you. Moreover, you will also stop putting added pressure on other people
through your own acquiescence and your parrot-like repetition of the views of the PC establishment.

Have the courage to stand up to political correctness, even if you are the only one. Others may
be emboldened by your bravery.

It is no use you waiting for others to show courage first, so that you can then follow them. They are
waiting for you! Therefore, you must be courageous first and insist on your own freedom of thought
and expression, no matter where you are, or who is with you. In this way evil can be resisted. But if
we are passive, and sit back doing and saying nothing, it will defeat us. As Edmund Burke said:

“All that is required for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.”
Edmund Burke

Therefore, if you are good, or want to be good, then stop caving in to these bullies. Stand up and be
counted. Be brave and set an example to those around you, thereby bolstering their courage. Note also
the wise words of President Ronald Reagan, one of the greatest presidents ever:

“Evil is powerless if the good are unafraid.”
Ronald Reagan

| therefore refuse to use the word ‘homophobic’ because I don’t accept the premise on which it is based.
That is to say that | do not have any fear of homosexuality, or of homosexuals. The critical views that
I express are only of their actions, and are due to my opposition to the practice of homosexuality, not
from any fear of it, or of those who do it. Likewise, I use the word ‘homosexual’, not ‘gay’, because |
am simply not willing to be manipulated into using words that I don’t accept and don’t want to use.

In any event, the word ‘gay’ is @ misnomer because, as the Radio Four Rabbi, Lionel Blue, once said,
“most homosexuals are sad, not gay”. The same technique is used in the debate over abortion. Those
who promote it know that it would not help their cause if they were to call themselves ‘pro-abortion’.
So, they give themselves the far more attractive and marketable label, ‘pro-choice’.

That phrase is a pure euphemism, and is designed to obscure, not reveal, their position. Yet, it displays
an excellent grasp of tactics. On the same basis, they refuse to use the label ‘pro-life’. Instead, they
call their opponents ‘anti-choice’. In messing about with the meaning of words and phrases in this way,
so as to mislead those who are not alert to their schemes, they are fulfilling the prediction made by
Winston Churchill, which was remarkably prophetic:

“The fascists of the future will call themselves anti-fascists”
Winston Churchill

Our opponents are keenly aware of the power that carefully crafted phrases have to shape our thinking.
Their approach is therefore utterly dishonest but, in propaganda terms, it is highly effective, especially
amongst those who do not take the time, or make the effort, to think for themselves. Of course, if we
all thought carefully about the words that other people use, we would quickly see the absurdity of all of
this. But, again, that is the problem - the vast majority of us don’t ever stop to think, or to examine the
meaning of words, or to discern the agenda of those who insist on their use, or their non-use.
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We are therefore easily influenced by these manipulative tactics, and allow other people’s slogans,
euphemisms and propaganda to shape what we believe. Political correctness is imposed on us by human
beings, but the strategic thinking behind it is Satan’s. He invented it and it is coordinated by his demons.
That is obvious, because there is no way that political correctness could have taken over the thinking of
whole continents, in such a short time, if it was of solely human origin.

The straitjacket of political correctness has been accepted unthinkingly by fools but also by the simple,
including a huge number of naive Christians. Only those who are determined not to conform, and who
insist on getting their beliefs from the Bible, rather than the world, will refuse to comply. Sadly, they
are very few and are hugely outnumbered within the media, and in our institutions, especially amongst
those who reach the top. Even so, you must resolve to be one of that brave minority who refuse to
conform, not only for your own sake, but also for the benefit of those others whose courage will be
strengthened by your example.

Wise people reject relativist thinking and values.

A key ingredient of political correctness is ‘relativism’. That is the view that nothing is inherently right
or wrong and that there are no moral or ethical absolutes. Instead, it is assumed that “all things are
relative” and that everything depends on your personal perspective or circumstances. At first sight it
sounds like a reasonable approach, even a ‘tolerant’ one, to use another of their perverse buzzwords.
However, relativism is the opposite of how God thinks. He does not operate on the basis of what is
expedient, convenient or fashionable, but in terms of what is right or wrong.

He also takes an absolute stance about such questions every time. If a thing is true, then it is true and
if it is false, then it is false, regardless of who you are, or where you live, or what your circumstances
are. So, if God says homosexual activity is wrong, which He does, then it is wrong. Moreover, it is
wrong for everybody. It does not become right for someone else just because they believe it to be right.
Likewise, if Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism are false religions, which they are, then they are
false for all of us, in all places, and at all times.

They can’t be false for you, but true for someone else. Neither can we say that any of them are true at
the same time as saying that Christianity is true. The various religions of the world are all contradictory
sets of beliefs. We therefore have to choose one, or other, or none. What we cannot validly do is to
simultaneously believe more than one of them, let alone all of them. That is totally obvious, or at least
it should be, to any honest and reasonable person.

Yet it is not obvious to millions of confused, woolly-minded, dumbed-down liberals who have been
taught to think in relativist terms. To them, a set of mutually exclusive and contradictory ideas can all
be accepted at the same time. Indeed, they don’t find any difficulty in doing so. Such thinking is self-
evidently ridiculous and 100 years ago, or even 50 years ago, the vast majority of people, even fools,
would have conceded that. But not now.

There has been such a catastrophic dumbing-down in the West, that it is now entirely normal to believe
two or more contradictory ideas all at the same time. Such muddled thinking may appeal to our own
foolish generation, but it was not how our parents or grandparents thought and it must never be the way
that a Christian thinks. At any rate, no wise person would ever think that way, or fail to recognise it as
nonsense when he hears someone else speaking in that way.

Wise people don’t accept the modern definition of ‘tolerance’.
The new meaning of the word ‘tolerance’ is not what you would imagine it to be, or what it used to be.

It has taken on tones of Orwellian double-speak and now means the direct opposite of what it ought to.
In the past, a ‘tolerant’ person was someone who, while having clear beliefs of his own, and being aware

184



of where and why he disagrees with others, nonetheless gives them the freedom to believe what they
want. He feels free to disagree with them, but remains courteous while doing so. However, that is not
what tolerance now means to our PC generation. The new definition of a tolerant person is one who:

a) accepts other people’s beliefs in the sense of assuming that all of them are also true, alongside, and
at the same time as, his own

b) never says that any belief that he holds is exclusively true, i.e. the only truth, or the truth

C) never says that any other person’s belief is wrong, unless, of course, it is biblical, which is treated
as an exception, and can therefore be said to be wrong

d) isonly intolerant of people who claim that what they believe is the exclusive truth, i.e. that it alone
is true, and thus that any contrary belief is, by definition, wrong.

This absurd new definition of tolerance creates no difficulties for most of the population, because they
do not have what the Bible calls ‘the love of the truth’. Therefore, they have no strong beliefs about
which they would ever feel under a duty to make a stand. It only pre