

2

Wise Decisions 4 : the priority of Righteousness		11-19-2002

The Role of Priorities

How do you make wise decisions?  Most would say to make a list of pros and cons.  The problems with that are 
1.	It’s not practical for the vast majority of decisions in life
2.	The issue isn’t how many pros and how many cons – the issue is how important they are.  You may come up with a list of 500 pros and only one con, but that one con may outweigh all the pros.  If I take this job I’ll make way more money, I’ll live in a place I love, I’ll be near my relatives, I’ll get a company car, etc.   And the only negative you can think of is that it is in a place where your daughter has terrible allergies and will be in constant misery and be bed-ridden, and it would even threaten her life.  

That’s an easy decision.  You don’t have to weigh pros and cons.  You make the decision based on priorities.  The value of your child’s life rises far above any other consideration, so that’s a decision you can make in about 5 seconds, and without any difficulty.

The way to have a good life is to have your priorities set such that almost all decisions are easy.  One thing Proverbs teaches you is which things are more important than other things. 

There are plenty of specific proverbs, and they are very helpful.  But most of Pr. are general, and they help us set priorities.

The result is you will find yourself taking the ideal path through life without even consciously thinking through most decisions.  You will instinctively make the best choices without effort.

This is intuition: “The immediate knowing of something without conscious reasoning.”
God designed your brain in an amazing way.  It does the vast majority of your thinking behind your back!  Your brain will make decisions for you based on your priorities.

Suppose you park your car, your little child gets out and runs in front of traffic.  Suddenly you notice you left your door open, and papers are blowing out.  You are close to the car.  If you make a list of pros and cons, this may be a hard decision (more efficient use of time, loss of important papers, etc.)  

But the decision is easy, because there isn’t a paper in the world that is so important that it is worth the life of your child – but you don’t consciously think that through.  You just run to save your child, because you know intuitively that is best.  You can do that, because your priorities are firmly in place.  They are a part of your subconscious.  

The question really isn’t “Should I do this to make money?” or “Should I take this opportunity for recreation?” or “Should I buy this house?”

Every one of those decisions is a give and take.  In order to do one thing, you have to not do something else.  The real question is, how important is this money in comparison with what I’ll have to give up to get it? I want this house for these reasons – how important are those reasons? How important is this recreation in relation to what it will cost?

In Mk.6 we see Jesus leave the crowds in order to get some rest, and in the same ch. we see Jesus cancel a much-needed day of rest to minister to the crowds.  It’s all a matter of priorities.

Example: TT Mk.6.   In Mk.6, Jesus had sent out his disciples on a short mission, and now they are reporting back.  They are trying to, but can’t because of the crowds 31 Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest." 

Jesus decides it’s time for a day off.

Mt. tells us another reason.
Mt.14:12 John's disciples came and took his body and buried it. Then they went and told Jesus. 13 When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place. 32 So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place.   

Jesus made the decision to leave the crowds and take a day off.  Why?  Because some time alone with the disciples, some rest, and some time alone after the news about J the B were all very important – more important at this point than ministry to these crowds.

34 When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things.

***************

The most important principle in Pr. is Pr.1:7 The fear of YHWH is the beginning of wisdom..

But be careful.  That is very easily misunderstood.  One of the most common mistakes in interpreting Pr. is trying to spiritualize everything.  

Proverbs are just observations about things that tend to happen in life.  Wisdom is the ability to use those observations to make wise decisions in life.

Pr 18:16  A gift opens the way for the giver and ushers him into the presence of the great. 

That’s not talking about any moral issue, or righteousness or wickedness.  It’s just an observation that shrewd use of a gift can open up opportunities.

Pr 26:4-5
Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself. 
5Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes. 

It’s not an issue of righteousness.  It’s not a sin to answer a fool, and it’s not a sin not to answer a fool.  These are just observations about things that are true of dealing with fools.  

A wise man will note these observations, so he will be able to make wise decisions when he is dealing with a fool, because he will understand the pros and cons of answering.

So the Pr. are designed not to teach you how to be more godly, but how to make wise decisions.

On the other hand, many proverbs do talk about righteousness.
Pr 15:29  The LORD is far from the wicked but he hears the prayer of the righteous. 

So it seems like you have two kinds of Pr.  There are those real down to earth, practical gems that help us with the issues of everyday life, and there are the ones that talk about righteousness and holiness.

Go through your Bible and mark each Pr. that doesn’t talk about righteousness or wickedness, and you won’t get writer’s cramp.  Why?

The very beginning of the book tells you why.  After 6 verses of intro: v.7 The fear of YHWH is the beginning of wisdom.  The fear of the Lord = righteousness.  The starting place for wisdom is R.

There are the religious things about righteousness, holiness, and the fear of God, etc., and there are the practical tips on how to get through life.  Solomon says, “The number one practical tip on how to get through the mundane, secular issues of life is…righteousness!”  

There are not two kinds – practical and spiritual.  There is only one kind: practical.  

If you want a smooth life; if you want things to go well for you or your kids, teach them how to 
·	handle money well, 
·	deal with their emotions, 
·	handle relationships, 
·	work with different types of people, etc.  

But most of all, if you want their life to go well, if you want to give them some real, practical advice, teach them godliness!  Righteousness has countless fringe benefits in life.

Generally speaking, your life will go smoother the more righteous you are. 

Pr.22:5  In the paths of the wicked lie thorns and snares, but he who guards his soul stays far from them.  

Like every proverbial principle, there are exceptions. Will your life be nothing but ease and roses if you are godly?  Absolutely not.  Job’s troubles were caused by his righteousness – same thing with Paul. 
In fact, 24:16 though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises again, but the wicked are brought down by calamity.
14:32 When calamity comes, the wicked are brought down, but even in death the righteous have a refuge.

You can be righteous, and still have many troubles.  You may fall down repeatedly in life.  You will face all kinds of calamities – including death. So it’s not an absolute guarantee, but it is a valid principle.  There are many, many things in life that will go a lot smoother for you if you are R.

There are trials, problems, and disasters that will come into every person’s life.  If you are here on earth, then you are not in heaven, and there is going to be plenty of trouble.  But unrighteousness creates even more trouble.
Pr 13:21  Misfortune pursues the sinner
13:15 The way of the unfaithful is hard.

That’s because of Pr.10:29  The way of the LORD is a refuge for the righteous, but it is the ruin of those who do evil.
A righteous life fits with God’s system, and a wicked life clashes with it.  

You commit the sin of selfishness and you lose friends.  

You commit immorality, and it destroys your family.  

You steal, then you lie, then you have to tell other lies, then you have to keep track of all of them…and it ends up creating a great amount of stress.  

28:1 The wicked man flees though no one pursues, but the righteous are as bold as a lion.

They are always uneasy and fearful – even when no one is after them, they are scared and they run.  They are running to escape exposure and disgrace.  But they won’t succeed.  Disgrace will overtake them.

18:3 When wickedness comes, so does contempt, and with shame comes disgrace.

You can keep a sin a secret for a while, but not forever. Nu 32:23  be sure your sin will find you out. Pr.10:9  he who takes crooked paths will be found out

Man stole an alarm clock, and the alarm went off.
10:56
The righteous person relaxed and comfortable because there is no guilt, nothing to hide – no danger of being caught or exposed.

10:9  he who takes crooked paths will be found out, but the man of integrity walks securely
29:6  An evil man is snared buy his own sin, but a righteous one can sing and be glad. 
If you’re driving the speed limit, you don’t have to slam on the break whenever you see a police car.  But if you just robbed a bank, every knock at the door will scare you to death.  You find your self running out the back door in fear, and it’s just the pizza you ordered.

Another practical benefit of Righteousness:
People will be nicer to you.  Again, there are obvious exceptions.  But generally, people like a righteous person.  

Pr.16:7 When a man’s ways are pleasing to YHWH, he makes even his enemies live at peace with him.
29:2 When the righteous thrive, the people rejoice.
22:11 If you love a pure heart and your speech is gracious, you will have a king for a friend.

Is that an absolute promise?  Of course not.  29:10 Bloodthirsty men hate a man of integrity and seek to kill the upright.

Generally speaking, if you want to give your kids advice that will make life a lot smoother for them, that will help them financially and socially, if you want them to have better health and better friendships and better jobs and a good family life and better living conditions, teach them to be righteous.

10:28 The R more likely to have joy in life
10:3 more likely to have provision
13:9 more likely to rise to a position of prominence/wealth

If you give a toast at a wedding, and you want to give practical advice that will help them the most in life, tell them to obey God and to be Christlike.

Pr.16:17  he who guards his way guards his life.
That means he who doesn’t guard his way risks his life.  Unrighteousness will not only have consequences on judgement day, but it will foul up your life right now.

Making a decision to resist temptation is like driving on an icy mountain road at night – you are trying to save your life.  

You see a temptation coming in life, it’s like a sharp corner that you are approaching at high speed.  You better sit up, grip the wheel, and focus on staying on the road – your life is at stake.

So what is R?  We see the word 100 times in Pr.

One thing it is not is religion
Pr 21:3  To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the LORD than sacrifice. 
 Here R is contrasted with ritual.

So if it isn’t religious activity, what it is?  Doing what is right.

Who are the righteous?  

Everyone does what is right some of the time, and no one does what is right all the time, and yet there is a clear distinction: 2 groups – the R and the W.

That is a distinction that comes from way back in Genesis 15:6 – the most important salvation verse in the whole Bible.  Abraham trusted in YHWH and it was credited to him as righteousness.  Those people who believe the words of the true God and entrust their lives to Him are considered by God to be R.

So the R are believers, and the W are unbelievers.  How can you tell which you are? 15:9 YHWH detests the way of the wicked but he loves those who pursue righteousness.

You can tell if you are a genuine believer by what you pursue.  The issue is not perfection; it’s direction. It has to do with your desires.  14:22 says those who plot evil go astray, but those who plan what is good find love and faithfulness.

We both sin, but the R hate their sin, and wish to be rid of it.  The W love it, and secretly don’t want to ever give it up.  13:2 the unfaithful crave violence.

The believer longs for R, the unbeliever does not.

How do you get more R?  16:6 through the fear of YHWH a man avoids evil.
Fear = respect, awe, and fear of His retribution/punishment

What does this have to do with decision making?  Remember the priorities?  If you want to take the best path through life, make every decision with righteousness as the number one priority.  

Spiritual things are more important than anything else.  And the more you study the Pr., the more your subconscious mind will be drilled with the truth that in all decisions R= the #1 priority.

Money is important, but R is more important.  28:6 Better a poor man whose walk is blameless than a rich man whose ways are perverse.

That is not talking from a spiritual standpoint (of course it’s true from a spiritual standpoint).  This is from a practical, wisdom standpoint.  Even without the spiritual side – you are better off just in the earthly, physical realm to be blameless – even if it means being poor.  Your life will go better.  You will have more ease, comfort, joy, etc.

15:16 Better is a little with the fear of YHWH than great wealth with turmoil.

R is a higher priority than $.  And you could think of $ here as a symbol of all worldly things.  The truth is, R is a higher priority than any earthly thing.  That’s really the point of Ecc.

“Pleasure is a by-product of looking beyond the sun, but pain is a by-product of living for the goal of pleasure.”  

What does this have to do with decision making?  R is the number one factor.  Remember the decision to rescue your child?  That was an easy decision, because your child’s life is more important than the papers.  In the same way, spiritual things always take precedence.  
·	Taking a job in a town with no Bible teaching church
·	Taking a job that keeps you from fellowship
·	Taking your spiritual gift into consideration (gift of giving – work long hours for big $, gifts that require a lot of time at the church or with people, short hours)
·	Going on a trip that will open you to temptation
·	Planning a vacation (miss work or miss fellowship)

Examples:
Sh, M & Ab
TT Dan.2:47
In Dan. 2 Dan interprets Neb’s dream, and Neb is so impressed he says, “Surely your God is the God of gods and the Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries.”
No doubt about it – your God is the #1 god.

But then a few vv. later Neb. is unveiling a 90-foot image.  And in 3:5 As soon as you hear the sound of the horn, flute zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, you must fall down and worship the image

Sounds strange to us, given 2:47, but you have to understand it’s no big deal for a polytheist to say a certain god is the greatest.  He still worships all the other gods.

Neb. thought of this as a display of loyalty to him.  He wasn’t asking anyone not to worship YHWH.

In v.10 some of the leaders come to Neb. You have issued a decree O king that everyone who hears the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music must fall down and worship the image of gold, and whoever does not fall down and worship will be thrown into a blazing furnace.  But there are some Jews whom you have set over the affairs of the province of Babylon – Shad, Mesh and Eb – who pay no attention to you O king.  They neither serve your gods nor worship the image of gold you have set up.  

Well, Neb. gets furious.  So he calls them in and v.15 when you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, piipes and all kinds of music (funny they keep repeating all that – you would think “all kinds of music” would cover it).  Then very good, but if not you will be thrown into the furnace.

16 S,M A replied …we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter
We are not going to try to get out of this, or offer an explanation or anything like that.  This situation is no real problem.  

They don’t have to agonize over this.  This decision is as easy as can be.

17 If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it…18 But even if he does not, we want you to know O king that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.

(This is a great lesson on faith.  Faith is not believing that God will do something.  It is believing he can, and then being willing to accept whatever God does.)

Their priorities are set up so that when they see the con of having to be unfaithful to God, it doesn’t matter what is on the pro side.  There is no earthly consequence that could possibly compare in importance.

#2 Paul on the way to Jerusalem  TT Acts 21:10
All through Acts 20 Paul is headed to J, and the whole time everyone is trying to convince him not to go.  

Finally a prophet sent from God comes.  21:10 a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea.  11 Coming over to us, he took Paul’s belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, 
The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.“
12 When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem.  13 Then Paul answered, “Why are you weeping and breaking my heart?  I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.”  

This is a great example of poor communication.  They can’t get through to Paul at all, because he is looking at the situation with a totally different set of priorities.  

Paul: “OK, so your saying I shouldn’t go just because I’ll be beaten and imprisoned and maybe killed.  I understand that.  But how about this: just give me two good reasons why I shouldn’t go.”

Earthly things, when weighed against spiritual priorities, just didn’t even register.

**************
By far, the #1 sin that Pr. warns against is sexual sin.  Usually a proverb is a verse, but the warnings against sex sin come by the chapter.  All of ch.5, half of ch.6 and all of ch.7.  Compare that with the second longest warning - against drunkenness – 7 vv. (23:29-35)  And that’s not even enough – there is an entire book that warns against the power of erotic love.

Far more lives are destroyed by sex sin than alcohol.  It is an incredibly pervasive problem.  Kings have renounced their throne, saints their God, and spouses their lifetime partners all over lust.  

CT polled its readers and found that 45% admitted to committing some kind of sexual immorality with another person other than their spouse.  For pastors the figure was 23%.
  
One well-known study of the internet found.that in a typical week, 83.5 percent of the photos transmitted over a portion of the Internet were pornographic, 

75% of college men acknowledged using porn regularly,
It showed that 70 per cent of the jr high students had watched porn videos during the school year.

On line poll 76% addicted, 97% at least once a month

Archibald D. Hart.  The Sexual Man (Word, 1994), indicated that more than half of married Christian men admitted to using pornography. And more than half the men surveyed at a 1996 Promise Keepers stadium event confessed to using pornography during the prior week.

Focus on the Family's Pastors Helpline finds that 35% of their contacts from pastors surround the issues of sexual compulsions or addiction, including pornography use (McCaffrey, 1999).

And if those statistics surprise you, you’re probably not…a man.  You may be a bit nieve.  Think about it – Job had to make a covenant with his eyes not to look lustfully at a woman.  Those women were covered from head to toe with loose fitting robes.  The most explicit thing he would ever see would be a prostitute.  A prostitute had no shame – they would even go to the extreme of exposing their hair in public!

Job was an incredibly righteous, blameless, godly man, and he lived in that context, and he still struggled with lust.  What do you think it’s like for a man in our culture?  

This problem consumes vast amounts of time, vast amounts of money, it drains a person’s energy, ruins his relationships, derails his career, devastates his emotions; it’s toxic to his spiritual life…  There are few things in life you can get into that will cause more grief.  So it’s no wonder that it gets 3 chapters is Pr.

The decision to put yourself in close proximity to sexual temptation is about as foolish a decision as it is possible to make. 


What exactly constitutes sex sin?  Pr. talks about the prostitute.  What about a woman you are in love with?  What about if it’s not a woman at all – just a photo?  What if it’s not even a photo – just a thought in your mind?  

Jesus talked about looking with lust – what does that mean?  
Is it wrong to enjoy seeing a beautiful woman?  The word “lust” means desire?  
Is it wrong to have desires?  
How can you help having desires?  
At what point do you cross the line of adultery?  
How far is too far for a single person?

How can you protect yourself or your spouse from this problem?  Next week.


