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LACKING SENSEWHEN FACING

SEDUCTION

I
n every generation and place, we each must choose

between thewisest of things and themost foolish of things.

The Bible with its use of literary devices, styles this as

the choice between two women, each of whom competes for

our affection, and clamours for our attention. It may seem

more than a tad chauvinistic in this day and age, but it’s not

really. While there should be gender symmetry in the choice

being represented, the Bible personifies wisdom and folly as

two women, not least because its message is couched in terms

of a father giving his son some basic guidance - a little insight

into navigating one’s way in the world. Some commentators

have taken this imagery a shade further and named these female

characters as DameWisdom andMadam Folly.

In reading the first nine chapters of the Bible Book of Proverbs,

we’re accosted by each of these two women in turn. Like those

who, on the doorstep or in the marketplace, try to attract our

attention as they promote some household energy supplier or
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alternative credit card, when we begin to read Proverbs, we

encounter Dame Wisdom and Madam Folly calling out to us

…

“Wisdom shouts in the street, she lifts her voice in the

square; at the head of the noisy streets she cries out; at the

entrance of the gates in the city she utters her sayings:

“How long, O naive ones, will you love being simple-

minded? And scoffers delight themselves in scoffing and

fools hate knowledge?

Wisdom has built her house, she has hewn out her seven

pillars; she has prepared her food, she has mixed her

wine; she has also set her table; she 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.”

While on the other hand…

“The woman of folly is boisterous, she is naive and knows

nothing. She sits at the doorway of her house, on a seat

by the high places of the city, calling to those who pass by,

who are making their paths straight: “Whoever is naive,

let him turn in here,” and to himwho lacks understanding

she says, “Stolen water is sweet; and bread eaten in secret

is pleasant.” But he does not know that the dead are there,

that her guests are in the depths of Sheol” (Proverbs 1:20;
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Proverbs 9:1-6, 13-18).

As we’ve already said, the most prominent theme of Proverbs

1-9 is the contrast between Dame Wisdom and Madam Folly.

In each chapter of this introductory section, we run into ei-

ther Madam Folly (Proverbs 2:16-19; 5:1-14; 6:20-35), Dame

Wisdom (Proverbs 1:20-33; 3:13-18; 4:5-9; 8:1-36), or both

(Proverbs 7:1-4, 5-27; 9:1-6, 13-18). The way of wisdom and

the way of folly are personified by women. This is particularly

appropriate because it’s the passing on of information from

father-to-son – and priority instruction is given to the kind of

woman topursue and the kindofwoman to avoid. DameWisdom

andMadam Folly are literary tools to teach the youngman on

both literal andmetaphorical levels.

Madam Folly is godless and immoral. She’s also senseless and

simple (Proverbs 9:13). She doesn’t consider her own path or

the fact that it leads others to death. She is shameless about her

adulterous behaviour. “She eats and wipes her mouth, and says, ‘I

have done no wrong’” (Proverbs 30:20). Wisdom, on the other

hand, is personified as a pure young woman, the type the wise

son should pursue, and with whom he should seek a priceless,

incomparable and fulfilling relationship: “She is more precious

than jewels; and nothing you desire compares with her (Proverbs

3:15) … She will honor you if you embrace her” (Proverbs 4:8).

Both wisdom and folly are described vividly as pursuing men,

urging them to follow in their paths. Madam Folly calls to

‘those who pass by,’ to those ‘who are making their paths straight’

(Proverbs 9:15). DameWisdomwarnsmenof the deadly destruc-

tion that awaits all who continue on the path of folly (Proverbs
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1:24 ff.). She says, “The one who commits adultery with a

woman is lacking sense; He who would destroy himself does

it.” In other words, she doesn’t tell men what theywant to hear,

but what they need to hear.

DameWisdom is straightforward, speaking of noble and right

things (Proverbs 8:6-8). She offers teaching and command-

ments (Proverbs 7:1-2), counsel and sound wisdom (Proverbs

8:14). She promises security (Proverbs 1:33), peace, long life,

riches and honour (Proverbs 3:16-17), and, most of all, life

(Proverbs 3:18). Madam Folly is subtle and fails to warn men

that following her leads inevitably to death (Proverbs 2:18-19;

6:26; 7:22-23; 9:18). If DameWisdom appeals to the spiritual,

Madam Folly appeals to the sensual. She dresses seductively

(Proverbs 7:10) and describes her bed in erotic termswith spices

and expensive coverings (Proverbs 7:16-17).

What Dame Wisdom says is true; but Madam Folly trades in

lies and illusion. She doesn’t apologize for sin nor even tries to

excuse it. A relationshipwithher is appealing for the very reason

that it’s illicit. “… To him who lacks understanding” (Proverbs

9:16), she says, “Stolen water is sweet; And bread eaten in secret is

pleasant” (Proverbs 9:17). Stolen water, she suggests, is sweeter

than “drinking … from your own … well” (cf. Proverbs 5:15). She

really markets the excitement factor, and the fool buys it.

Advertising agencies have nothing to teach Madam Folly. Ba-

sically, she appeals to the fleshly desires of her victim. Her

pitch is flattering and personal (Proverbs 7:15,21). She offers

him sumptuous food, hints at being cultured and sophisticated,

and above all what’s on offer is a sexual encounter to fulfil his
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fantasies. There’s no danger of being caught, she adds. She

emphasizes the moment of pleasure, and minimizes its long-

range consequences. It’s all about offering short-term thrills at

painful, long-term prices.

Taking these two women, Dame Wisdom and Madam Folly at

face value, there’s one clear lesson that’s presented first: the

priority of sexual purity. Solomon knew that there were few

dangers greater than that of sexual impurity – after all this was

the area of Solomon’s downfall (1 Kings 11:1 ff.), as well as that

of David, his father (2 Samuel 11). Foreign women were a snare

to Samson (Judges 14-16) and to the nation of Israel (Numbers

25:1 ff.). Sexual purity is a priority for those who would be godly

and wise.

Proverbs reminds parents that we should not be shy about

teaching our children candidly the dangers of sexual sin. Society

and the media reinforce continually the model of Madam Folly.

Girls are bombarded bymessages telling them that they can find

approval byflaunting their bodies,wearingprovocative clothing,

and by putting on sensuous perfumes. The godly woman, Dame

Wisdom, is not the model many of today’s young women are

familiar with. A far cry from the Apostle Peter’s portrayal of the

godly woman of:

“… chaste and respectful behavior … [whose] adornment

must not be merely external - braiding the hair, and

wearing gold jewelry, or putting on dresses; but let it be

the hidden person of the heart, with the imperishable

quality of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in

the sight of God” (1 Peter 3:2-4).
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In fact, male or female, there’s a real danger that we’re all

‘lacking understanding’ in some regard and at some time or

other in our lives. ‘Lacking understanding or sense’ - that’s

an expression often repeated in the Book of Proverbs with at

least four other themes connected to it, as well as the one we’ve

looked at in this study (see it in Proverbs 6:32; 7:7; 9:4,16). In

the remaining studies, we’ll look at each other theme in turn –

always keeping in mind the dramatic introductory backdrop of

the Book of Proverbs– that’s these two imposingwomen: Dame

Wisdom andMadam Folly. Which one holds our attention?
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LACKING SENSEWHEN USING

FLAWED SPEECH

W
hen the revivalist preacher D.L.Moodywas conduct-

ing evangelistic meetings, he often faced hecklers

who violently disagreed with him. In the final

service of one campaign, an usher handed the famous preacher

a note as he entered the auditorium. It was actually from an

atheist who’d been giving Mr. Moody a great deal of trouble.

The evangelist, however, supposing it to be an announcement,

quietened the large audience, and prepared to read it. Opening

the folded piece of paper, he found scrawled in large print only

one word: “Fool!” The colourful preacher was equal to the

occasion, andannounced to the audience, “I’ve just beenhanded

amemo which contains the single word – ‘Fool’. This is most

unusual. I’ve often heard of those who have written letters and

forgotten to sign their names, but this is the first time I’ve ever

heard of anyone who signed his name and then forgot to write

the letter!” Moody then promptly changed his sermon text

to Psalm 14:1 and preached on “The fool has said in his heart,

‘There is no God!’”
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To rashly call someone a fool, the Lord Jesus famously declared,

is to be guilty of a wrong kind of speech, where the output of our

lips exposes an anger problem deep within us (Matthew 5:22).

You could say, it exposes the heart. But what does the Bible

mean when it talks about our heart? There’s an expression that

occurs often in the Book of Proverbs, and it’s often translated

‘lacking understanding’ or ‘lacking sense.’ Literally, it means a

‘lack of heart.’ Now, wemight associate the heart with the idea

of affection, but that’s not the Bible’s normal sense when using

it. Rather, it talks about such things as the “intent of the thoughts

of the heart” (Genesis 6:5) and also about our “purposing in our

heart” (Daniel 1:8) and even of our heart striking us at times

when our conscience troubles us (1 Samuel 24:5). It’s clear then,

that the biblical reference is to the very core of our existence:

the making of our plans and their consequences for our life. To

be lacking in heart, then, is to lack a good plan for life, and that’s

something with serious consequences – and that’s the whole

point of the Book of Proverbs.

We’re currently exploring five areas of our lives to which this

expression is attached in the Book of Proverbs. Already, we’ve

seen it’s to do with facing seduction. “Whoever is naive, let him

turn in here” (Proverbs 9:16) “and to himwho lacks understanding

she says, ‘Stolen water is sweet …’” (Proverbs 9:17). You’ll recall

that those were the words ofMadamFolly, tempting the unwary

down the path towards the thrill of an adulterous affair. Her

siren call wasmatched by the counter-offer fromDameWisdom:

“Whoever is naive, let him turn in here!” (Proverbs 9:4). “To him

who lacks understanding she says, ‘Forsake your folly and live, and

proceed in the way of understanding’” (Proverbs 9:6). We’ve dealt

with that topic already, so now I want us to turn to the next
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one: and that’s the problem of ‘flawed speech.’ Listen out as

the theme of ‘lacking understanding’ introduces us to types of

problem talk:

“On the lips of the discerning, wisdom is found, But a rod

is for the back of himwho lacks understanding. Wise men

store up knowledge, But with the mouth of the foolish,

ruin is at hand. He who conceals hatred has lying lips,

And he who spreads slander is a fool. When there are

many words, transgression is unavoidable, But he who

restrains his lips is wise. The tongue of the righteous is as

choice silver, The heart of the wicked is worth little. The

lips of the righteous feed many, But fools die for lack of

understanding. The mouth of the righteous flows with

wisdom, But the perverted tongue will be cut out. The

lips of the righteous bring forth what is acceptable, But

the mouth of the wicked what is perverted” (Proverbs

10:13-14, 19-21, 31-32).

That reading was taken from Proverbs chapter 10, now wemove

on to chapter 17:

“Excellent speech is not fitting for a fool, Much less are

lying lips to a prince. He who conceals a transgression

seeks love, But he who repeats a matter separates inti-

mate friends. A rebuke goes deeper into one who has

understanding Than a hundred blows into a fool. He who

restrains his words has knowledge, And hewho has a cool

spirit is a man of understanding. Even a fool, when he
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keeps silent, is considered wise; When he closes his lips,

he is considered prudent” (Proverbs 17:7, 9, 10, 27-28).

We’re left in no doubt that controlling our tongue is a major

life skill, and one we all need help with. Later in the Bible, the

Book of James is in many respects the wisdom book of the New

Testament. Unsurprisingly, it also concerns itself with our use

of language:

“So also the tongue is a small part of the body, and yet it

boasts of great things. See how great a forest is set aflame

by such a small fire! And the tongue is a fire, the very

world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our members

as that which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the

course of our life, and is set on fire by hell. For every

species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of the

sea, is tamed and has been tamed by the human race. But

no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of

deadly poison” (James 3:5-8).

The Apostle Paul also weighs in: “and there must be no filthiness

and silly talk, or coarse jesting, which are not fitting, but rather

giving of thanks” (Ephesians 5:4). There’s a saying about

needing to put our brain in gear before we engage our mouth

or tongue. Well, in those terms, it would seem that an awful

lot of what’s written on Facebook is the result of people whose

brains are stuck in neutral. Things are written seemingly with

no consideration for the devastating effect they may have on

others. Tragically, careless words have wrecked marriages; and

insensitive, even cruel, malicious, wording has led to bullying
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and suicide. Some pastors have even tried to ban the use of

Facebook in their congregations. In case it should seem I’m

singling out Facebook, and so for the sake of balance, it’s worth

remembering the words of Ben Franklin: “The learned fool

writes his nonsense in better language than the unlearned, but

still ‘tis nonsense.”

Triboulet, the fool of Francis the First, was threatened with

death by a man in power, of whom he had been speaking

disrespectfully; and he applied to the king for protection. ‘Be

satisfied,’ said the king: ‘if any man should put you to death,

I will order him to be hanged a quarter of an hour after.’ ‘Ah,

sir!’ replied Triboulet, ‘I should bemuch obliged if yourmajesty

would order him to be hanged a quarter of an hour before!’

Disrespectful speech or lapses in the quality of what comes from

our mouth isn’t a new problem, of course. It’s as old as the

human race, and can affect the best of people. Take the Bible

character, Isaiah. He was already established as a minister of

God’s Word when he was dramatically alerted by God to his own

failures in speech. Here, he tells his experience:

“In the year of King Uzziah’s death I saw the Lord sitting

on a throne, lofty and exalted, with the train of His robe

filling the temple. Seraphim stood above Him, each

having six wings: … And one called out to another and

said, “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts, The whole

earth is full of His glory.” … Then I said, “Woe is me, for I

am ruined! Because I am aman of unclean lips, And I live

among a people of unclean lips; For my eyes have seen

11
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the King, the LORD of hosts” (Isaiah 6:1-5).

As with Isaiah, so among Christians today. Without realizing

it, we can copy the habits of society all around us. One trend

is to thoughtlessly use the expression ‘Oh, my God!’ or the

text abbreviation, OMG. But this is to take the Lord’s name in

vain, because we’re using it thoughtlessly as an empty way of

expressing our own excitement over something usually utterly

trivial.

Dame Wisdom, if we may extend the metaphor, would advise

us to speak only what’s excellent, acceptable and righteous. In

a country I often visit, there’s a proverb written on the school

walls: “Three tests before you speak– is it true; is it necessary; is

it kind?” Now, applying that would filter out a lot of our speech,

would it not? On the other hand, we’re advised to “Answer a fool

according to his folly” (Proverbs 26:5). Here’s an example: Seeing

JohnWesley coming along the street one day, a man straddled

the pavement and said to him: ‘I never get out of my way for a

fool.’ But I always do,’ replied Wesley, as he stepped aside into

the gutter.

12
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LACKING SENSE IN FRIEND

SELECTION

W
e’re currently exploring five areas of our lives to

which the expression ‘lacking sense’ is attached in

the Book of Proverbs. Already, we’ve seen it’s to do

with facing seduction. As in Proverbs 9:16: “Whoever is naive, let

him turn in here,” and to him who lacks understanding she says,

“Stolen water is sweet …” (Proverbs 9:17). You’ll recall that those

were the words of Madam Folly, tempting the unwary down the

path towards the thrill of an adulterous affair. Her siren call was

matched by the counter-offer from DameWisdom: “Whoever

is naive, let him turn in here!” To him who lacks understanding

she says, “Forsake your folly and live, and proceed in the way of

understanding.” (Proverbs 9:4,6).

We’ve dealt with that topic already, and with that of flawed

speech – another area where the words ‘lacking sense’ crop

up, so now I want us to turn to yet another one: and that’s the

decisionofwhich friends to select. It’s been said: ‘if amanwants

to make a fool of himself he’ll always find plenty of help’. That

13
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sentiment may well be backed up by a verse we find in Proverbs

12:11 which says. “He who tills his land will have plenty of bread,

but he who pursues worthless things lacks sense.”

Notice those final words: again they are ‘lacks sense.’ Does it

mean the person in question lacks understanding because he or

she is busy chasing fantasies? Or, is the reference to worthless

friends rather than worthless pursuits, for the wording has

been translated as “… he that follows vain persons is void of

understanding.” For sure, someone who does that will tend to

neglect his business, waste his time, spending it in the company

of vain, empty, and unprofitable persons. In all this, he shows

himself by such a choice that he is void of understanding, or

‘lacks a heart.’ No doubt you’ve heard how someone has joked

that if youwant to live a long, healthy life, then be sure to choose

your parents carefully. Of course, that can’t be done! But a wise

selection of friends is within our capability. In the context of 1

Corinthians 15, the Apostle Paul agrees with that wise advice,

saying: “Do not be deceived: “Bad company ruins good morals.”

Wake up from your drunken stupor, as is right, and do not go on

sinning. For some have no knowledge of God. I say this to your

shame” (1 Corinthians 15:33-34 ESV).

Paul was perhaps aware that some of the believers in the Church

of God at Corinth had kept company with false teachers who’d

been teaching that there was no resurrection of the dead. But, in

any case, it applies more widely than that. Whether we choose

our friendswisely or foolishlywill have a huge impact on our life.

We need look no further than the Bible for the meaning of true

friendship. The Bible book of Proverbs which we’re dipping into

has really meaningful things to say about human friendships.

14



LACKING SENSE IN FRIEND SELECTION

It tells us, “A friend loves at all times” (Proverbs 17:17 NKJV).

That’s the first part of the verse in question. So far so good. That

first part is very clear: “A friend loves at all times”. But there’s a

second half to the same verse– and the second half isn’t so clear.

Translations of it tend to vary, often saying something like ‘but

a brother is born for adversity.’ But what’s the sense of saying:

“A friend loves at all times but a brother is born for adversity”?

Is it showing, as many Jewish writers believe, the difference

between a friend and a brother? The stated difference being

that a friend loves at all times, both in times of prosperity and

in times of adversity; but, on the other hand, a brother loves

(only) in adversity. In other words, could it be that what this

is saying is that two brothers, or a brother and sister, may not

be very close at all – but if trouble strikes then they rally round

each other and support one another. By contrast, two friends

are close through both good and bad times. The meaning would

then be, ‘A brother is someone you turn to when you need help,

but your friend is someone you associate with at all times.’

But, perhaps, this verse isn’t really intending to show the

difference between a friend and a brother. The original text

can apparently be understood to be referring to the same person.

That is, hewho is the friend; acts the part of a brother in a timeof

adversity, forwhich timehewasbornandbrought into theworld.

The Bible in Basic English takes that approach, and translates

Proverbs 17:17 as: ‘a friend is loving at all times, and becomes a

brother in times of trouble.’ Some commentators (e.g. Barnes)

agree and suggest the meaning is: ‘at all times, a friend loves,

but in adversity he is born (or he becomes) a brother.’ In both

options, but more so with the second, the overall meaning is ‘a

15
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friend in need is a friend indeed.’ By theway, the following verse

reads: “A man lacking in sense pledges and becomes guarantor in

the presence of his neighbor” (Proverbs 17:18). That just reminds

us how closely a bad selection of friends is bound up with a lack

of sense.

There’s another related verse that again has some debate about

half of it. This time it’s the second half that’s pretty well

accepted, but the first part is where we find the variations. I’m

talking about Proverbs 18 verse 24, which ends up by saying

that “there’s a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” That part is

easy to understand and is generally accepted. But what is it that

comes before that? One Bible version (NKJV) reads: “a man who

has friendsmust himself be friendly.” And I thinkwe can all readily

understand that. An unfriendly personwill not likely havemany

friends, if any. Or, to put it positively, to have a friend, first

become a friend to someone! But, another Bible translation

says: “A man of many friends will come to ruin.” If that’s the

better way to translate this difficult text then themeaning again

makes good sense overall in that it’s telling us that while many

shallow friendships may not be good; one deep friendship is

better. Jesus’ story of the so-called prodigal son is a classic

example of this.

“And He said, ‘Aman had two sons. The younger of them said to his

father, “Father, give me the share of the estate that falls to me.” So

he divided his wealth between them. And not many days later, the

younger son gathered everything together and went on a journey

into a distant country, and there he squandered his estate with loose

living. Nowwhen he had spent everything, a severe famine occurred

in that country, and he began to be impoverished”’ (Luke 15:14).

16
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While the runaway son had money, it’s more than likely that

he’d lots of friends who helped him spend it. They’re not

explicitly mentioned because Jesus is focusing on the young

man, but it’s a fair assumption that his loose living wasn’t done

in isolation. It’s also reasonable to assume that he’d many

shallow friendships with casual friends. They didn’t truly care

about him at all - they were only interested in what his money

could buy for them. It couldwell have been that hismany friends

helped him to ruin. And when his money ran out, he found

himself alone: with all his good-time friends long gone - an

example of how aman with many friends comes to ruin.

Back again to the proverb in chapter 18 and verse 24. “A man

of many friends will come to ruin, but there’s a friend who sticks

closer than a brother.” We saw that it’s telling us that one deep

friendship is better than many shallow friendships – indeed

the latter can be quite ruinous for us. It’s interesting that this

verse also pairs together friends and brothers. A good friend

is someone who’s as supportive of us as the best of brothers

when times get tough, and is also someone whose company and

counsel we look for at all times. Not that he or she is the person

who always says what we want to hear: “Faithful are the wounds

of a friend,” says Proverbs 27:6.

Sometimes the friendliest thing a confidante can do is give

us a straight talking-to. They tell us the way it is. And we

take criticism from them that we’d have difficulty taking from

anyone else, because in their case at least, weknow theyhaveour

best interests in view. That expression ‘the wounds of a friend’

seems to capture perfectly the ‘home truths’ a faithful friend

can give us. We listen to their assessment of what we’ve said

17
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and done – because we respect the quality of the relationship

we have with them– and if they tell us we need to apologize to

someone then we’ll probably, on reflection, follow their advice.

Let’s finish off with another repetition of the words ‘lacking

sense’ as we find them related to the choice of friends:

“Folly is joy to him who lacks sense, but a man of

understanding walks straight. Without consultation,

plans are frustrated, but with many counselors they

succeed. A man has joy in an apt answer, and how

delightful is a timely word!” (Proverbs 15:21-23).

It just emphasizes the value of good advice fromwell-chosen

friends! Although what I’m about to say isn’t with the authority

of DameWisdom, I still think it’s worth a mention. ‘Showme

your friend and I will tell you who you are,’ is apparently an old

Nigerian saying. It might be worth us thinking objectively about

our circle of friends and reflecting on what it says about us.

18
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LACKING SENSE IN FINANCIAL

STEWARDSHIP

W
isdom is more important thanmoney. If we’re not

sure about that, it must be time to hear from Dame

Wisdom again, as she calls out:

“Does not wisdom call, and understanding lift up her

voice? On top of the heights beside the way, where the

paths meet, she takes her stand; beside the gates, at the

opening to the city, at the entrance of the doors, she cries

out: “To you, O men, I call, and my voice is to the sons

of men. O naive ones, understand prudence; and, O fools,

understand wisdom. Listen, for I will speak noble things;

and the opening ofmy lips will reveal right things. Formy

mouth will utter truth; and wickedness is an abomination

to my lips.

All the utterances of my mouth are in righteousness;

there is nothing crooked or perverted in them. They

19



A TALE OF TWOWOMEN

are all straightforward to him who understands, and

right to those who find knowledge. Take my instruc-

tion and not silver, and knowledge rather than choicest

gold. For wisdom is better than jewels; and all desirable

things cannot compare with her. Riches and honor are

with me, enduring wealth and righteousness” (Proverbs

8:1-11,18).

We recall DameWisdom is addressing anyone who lacks under-

standing (Proverbs 9:16). We’ve dealt with facing seduction,

with flawed speech and with friends’ selection – areas where

the words ‘lacking sense’ crop up, so I want to turn now to the

one she herself has introduced us to with the opening words

we’ve read - and it’s about financial stewardship.

We hear it said that a fool and his money are soon parted, and

that was certainly true of the prodigal son in the story Jesus

told (Luke 15). The opposite of wisdom is folly, of course, often

seen in short-term self-indulgence by someone who doesn’t

thinkabout long-termgoals butwho lives onaday-to-daybasis,

asking, “What is themost fun thing to do now?” The opposite of

that, themost heart-breaking thing to do now, is shown inwhat

follows. It’s the experience of an African missionary (Del Tarr)

who spent time in the Sahel, that vast stretch of savannamore

than four thousandmiles wide just under the Sahara Desert. In

the Sahel, all the moisture comes in a four-month period: May,

June, July, and August. After that, not a drop of rain falls for

eight months. The ground cracks from dryness, and so do your

hands and feet. The year’s food, of course, must all be grown

in those four months. People grow sorghum or milo in small

fields.
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October and November ... these are beautiful months. The

granaries are full - the harvest has come. People sing and dance.

They eat twomeals a day. The sorghum is ground between two

stones to make flour and then amush with the consistency of

yesterday’s Cream of Wheat. The sticky mush is eaten hot; they

roll it into little balls between their fingers, drop it into a bit of

sauce and then pop it into their mouths. The meal lies heavy on

their stomachs so they can sleep.

December comes, and the granaries start to recede. Many

families omit the morning meal. By January not one family

in fifty is still eating twomeals a day. By February, the evening

meal diminishes. The meal shrinks even more during March

and children succumb to sickness. You don’t stay well on half a

meal a day. April is the month you hear the babies crying in the

twilight. Most of the days are passedwith only an evening cup of

gruel. Then, inevitably, it happens. A six or seven-year-old boy

comes running to his father one day with sudden excitement.

“Daddy! Daddy! We’ve got grain!” he shouts. “Son, you know

wehaven’t had grain forweeks.” “Yes, wehave!” the boy insists.

“Out in the hut where we keep the goats - there’s a leather sack

hanging up on the wall - I reached up and put my hand down in

there - Daddy, there’s grain in there! Give it to Mommy so she

canmake flour, and tonight our tummies can sleep!”

The father stands motionless. “Son, we can’t do that,” he softly

explains. “That’s next year’s seed grain. It’s the only thing

between us and starvation. We’re waiting for the rains, and then

wemust use it.” The rains finally arrive in May, and when they

do the young boy watches as his father takes the sack from the

wall and does the most unreasonable thing imaginable. Instead
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of feeding his desperately weakened family, he goes to the field

and with tears streaming down his face, he takes the precious

seed and throws it away. He scatters it in the dirt! Why? Because

he believes in the harvest.

The seed is his; he owns it. He can do anything he wants with

it. The act of sowing it hurts so much that he cries. Howmuch

would it cost us to sow in tears? I don’t mean just giving God

something from our abundance, but finding a way to say, “I

believe in the harvest, and therefore I will give what makes no

sense. The world would call me unreasonable to do this - but

I must sow regardless, in order that I may someday celebrate

with songs of joy.” (Leadership, 1983.)

Dame Wisdom’s counsel is that we should be open-handed,

generous givers. Later, we read: “There is one who scatters, and

yet increases all the more, and there is one who withholds what is

justly due, and yet it results only in want. The generous man will be

prosperous, and he who waters will himself be watered” (Proverbs

11:24-25). The wise teaching of God’s Word here is that giving

generously often leads to acquiring spiritual benefits, but all

kinds of poverty await those who are stingy ormean. Generosity

often leads to the giver being spiritually refreshed (Proverbs

11:25). Thosewhoare stingyoftenendupwithnothing (Proverbs

11:24b; 11:26b; 28:22). This agrees with what the Apostle Paul

says in 2 Corinthians 9:

“Now this I say, he who sows sparingly will also reap

sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap

bountifully. Each one must do just as he has purposed in
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his heart, not grudgingly or under compulsion, for God

loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace

abound to you, so that always having all sufficiency in

everything, you may have an abundance for every good

deed; … NowHewho supplies seed to the sower and bread

for food will supply and multiply your seed for sowing

and increase the harvest of your righteousness; you will

be enriched in everything for all liberality, which through

us is producing thanksgiving to God.

For the ministry of this service is not only fully supplying

the needs of the saints, but is also overflowing through

many thanksgivings to God. Because of the proof given by

this ministry, they will glorify God for your obedience to

your confessionof the gospel of Christ and for the liberality

of your contribution to them” (2 Corinthians 9:6-13).

Notice the distinction between ‘bread for food’ and ‘seed to the

sower’ – that takes us back to the missionary’s story. These

words of Paul, in context, are not about evangelism directly,

but about our Christian responsibility to share with others to

relieve their needs, certainly within the Christian community.

It’s vital we pick up on the fact that this is a basic part of our

obedience to the Gospel itself. A modern acquisitive generation

needs to face this challenge. It’s fun to spend, but foolish to

avoid thinking about how we can settle the bill later. It’s fun to

spend on ourselves, but do we know anything of what it means

for our heart to break in giving away what’s ours to others?

The Proverbs have a great deal to say about money and related

topics such as giving, poverty, righteousness and wisdom. This
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is to help us maintain a Biblical lifestyle in relation to money.

As early as chapter 3, we’re instructed to honour God with our

wealth. As we’ve seen, this means prioritizing our giving for

the Lord’s sake and to help others (Proverbs 3:9), but it’s wider

than that. It’s about wise stewardship that evaluates people and

investments carefully. We conclude our review of this topic with

a relevant example featuring the words we’re tracking: “A man

lacking in sense pledges and becomes guarantor in the presence of

his neighbor” (Proverbs 17:18).

Wisdom gives us proper restraint in the use and pursuit of

money (Proverbs 17:16; Proverbs 23:4). We’re reminded that

righteousness is more important than money. A poor, but

blameless man is better off before God than a rich, but perverse

man (Proverbs 28:6). It’s better to have a little money with

righteousness thanmuchwith injustice (Proverbs 16:8). Fearing

God is better than lots of money (Proverbs 15:16) – at least it

will be shown to be like that in the longer term.
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LACKING SENSE IN FRUIT STUNTED

W
e’re currently exploring five areas of our lives to

which the expression ‘lacking sense’ is attached in

the Book of Proverbs. Already, we’ve seen it’s to do

with facing seduction. As in Proverbs 9:16-17: “Whoever is naive,

let him turn in here,” and to him who lacks understanding she says,

“Stolen water is sweet …”

You’ll recall that thosewere thewords ofMadamFolly, tempting

the unwary down the deadly path towards the thrill of an

adulterous affair. Her siren call was matched by the counter-

offer fromDameWisdom: “Whoever is naive, let him turn in here!”

To him who lacks understanding she says, “Forsake your folly and

live, and proceed in the way of understanding” (Proverbs 9:4,6).

We’ve dealt with that topic of seduction by flirting, and with

stumbling in fluency, and selection of friends, as well as stew-

ardship of finances – all areas where the words ‘lacking sense’

crop up, so now I want us to turn to yet another one: and that’s

stunting of fruitfulness or – in other words - failing to fulfil our
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purpose. DameWisdom, the other woman, promotes diligence,

a work ethic, the getting of things done: all while being earnest

for what’s right. Here’s a typical warning she would give to

those ‘lacking sense’:

“I passed by the field of the sluggard And by the vineyard

of the man lacking sense, And behold, it was completely

overgrown with thistles; Its surface was covered with

nettles, And its stone wall was broken down. When I

saw, I reflected upon it; I looked, and received instruction”

(Proverbs 24:30-32).

The book of Proverbs has somuch to teach us about diligence.

Each chapter contains a practical manual with proverbs relating

to diligence showing the difference betweenmissing the mark

and achieving the goal. For instance, Solomon writes, “Go to the

ant, O sluggard! Observe her ways and be wise, which, having no

chief, officer or ruler, prepares her food in the summer and gathers

her provision in the harvest. How longwill you lie down, O sluggard?

When will you arise from your sleep? A little sleep, a little slumber,

a little folding of the hands to rest —your poverty will come in like a

vagabond …” (Proverbs 6:6–11).

God compares the ant and the sluggard to show us the contrast

between diligence and laziness. Sometimes we want to achieve

our goals without working hard, without making the necessary

effort. But achievement requires hardwork, preparing ourselves

for the tasks ahead. We read:

“Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, but the hand of the
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diligent makes rich” (Proverbs 10:4). A negligent hand is a lazy

hand—an inactive hand. Such a hand leads to poverty. If you

lead your life with slackness, you are headed for poverty. On

the contrary, if you are diligent—if you firmly pursue your

tasks—you enrich yourself. How dowemeasure up, I wonder?

Do we easily abandon a project because we find it difficult? On a

high school wall recently where we were hosting a Bible Camp I

saw a poster which read: ‘The only place where success comes

before work is in the dictionary.’ We read:

“He who gathers in summer is a son who acts wisely, but he who

sleeps in harvest is a son who acts shamefully” (Proverbs 10:5).

If a farmer were not to sow a field at the right season, he’d have

nothing to harvest. We might have brilliant ideas, but they’ll

fail if we don’t apply them the right way and at the right time.

This type of advice runs through the whole Book of Proverbs.

Obviously, God considers it vital information for us, always

remembering that ultimate success is accomplishing his will for

our lives. That, for sure, takes wisdom. Turning now to chapter

12 …

“A lazy man does not roast his prey, but the precious possession of a

man is diligence” (Proverbs 12:27).

What good is it to go hunting or fishing if we don’t follow

through to prepare what we catch? We need to work to finish

what we begin. That’s what diligence helps us to do. Notice how

it’s described as a ‘precious possession’ – it’s such a valuable

life skill, capable of being set apart for God’s service. Although,

at the most basic level, it’s this work ethic that puts food on our
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table in one way or another. Listen to Proverbs 16: “A worker’s

appetite works for him for his hunger urges him on” (Proverbs

16:26). We all need to eat to survive, and so we must work (2

Thessalonians 3:10).

“The soul of the sluggard craves and gets nothing, but the soul of the

diligent is made fat” (Proverbs 13:4).

Some people complain about their situation. They justify their

idleness by talking about what they don’t have, instead of

making the most of what they do have, and working hard to

gain what they lack. Often, failure is not caused by scarcity of

talents, but by laziness. Wewant to havemore but do less. Fight

against laziness, follow God’s instructions, don’t make excuses,

don’t blame others for your problems—and God will make a

way for you (Proverbs 15:19). Most people who fail to reach their

goals talkmuch, but they don’t domuch. We read: “In all labor

there is profit, butmere talk leads only to poverty” (Proverbs 14:23).

Ideas are no good unless they’re acted on. It’s diligent people

who get results.

“The sluggard [or lazy man] says, ‘There is a lion outside; I will be

killed in the streets!’” (Proverbs 22:13).

Now if that excuse seems ridiculous, perhaps we should reflect

on a few of the excuses wemake for not doing things and for not

progressing in life.

“The sluggard [lazy man] is wiser in his own eyes than seven men

who can give a discreet answer” (Proverbs 26:16).
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We all have our reasons for being lazy and naturally, those

excuses seemreasonable to us. Does this quoted behaviour apply

to us? Am I someone who simply never gets around to it? We

usually find it easy to notice such behaviour in others, butmaybe

we deny it in ourselves. You probably have your own opinions

onmany subjects. Most individuals think that they’re right—

or at very least more right than their neighbours!

“Do not love sleep, or you will become poor” (Proverbs 20:13).

“Laziness casts into a deep sleep, and an idlemanwill suffer hunger”

(Proverbs 19:15).

The Bible often repeats the same principles in different ways,

because we all learn differently. If you waste your time—if

you’re negligent, if you have a habit of staying in bed - your

efforts won’t produce the desired results.

“The plans of the diligent lead surely to advantage, but everyone

who is hasty comes surely to poverty” (Proverbs 21:5).

Think and plan ahead before you act. Don’t be in too much of

a hurry to see results. You know what they say: ‘if you fail to

plan; you plan to fail.’ Avoid shortcuts. Concentrate on the task

at hand. Steel yourself to overcome setbacks, because they will

inevitably come.

“If you are slack in the day of distress, your strength is limited”

(Proverbs 24:10).

Most people abandon their projects when they come up against
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problems. Ideally, we should be more courageous and more

persevering when we experience them.

“He who is slack in his work is brother to him who destroys”

(Proverbs 18:9).

Slothfulness leads to failure and destruction. Failure is often due

to laziness—physical, mental or even spiritual. Being diligent

is part of our calling as Christians. The Bible reveals these

fundamental truths so that we are without excuse for failure

… to achieve our goal and fulfil the purpose we were born to

achieve (Ephesians 2:10).
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