《Grant’s Commentary on the Bible – Proverbs》(Leslie M. Grant)
Commentator

Brother Grant was born May 29th. 1917, in the town of Innisvale, Alberta, Canada. His early years were spent on a family farm. He was one of the eleven children of Gilbert and Mary Grant.

In his youth, brother Leslie was extremely shy. He would often hide himself when company came to his family home. In view of his shyness, one can imagine the feelings he had when, attending a gospel service with his parents, he was impressed that one day he too, would be standing in front of others preaching, even though (at that time) he was not saved.

Brother Grant was brought to the Lord as his Saviour at the age of 17, through the exercise of a near-drowning experience. His early adult years were spent in working for an optical firm, where he continued until the age of 25. At that time he was called of the Lord to full-time service in the Gospel. He had been under exercise about service on a full-time basis through contact with a cousin who was in the Lord's work. He has often remarked that the Lord thrust him out into the work, and his 'commendation' was from the Lord Himself, very similar to what we read in Gal. 1: 15-16. After his calling he spent much time in the reading and study of the Word, and in travelling among the farmers by bicycle in the Peace River country of Northern Alberta. During that time he lived in a trapper's cabin, while continuing the Gospel effort among the local population. Some of the fruit of labour from those years was the assembly in Westlock, Alberta.

Though brother Leslie confined most of his work to the Canadian provinces, he did come to the U.S.A. periodically and would speak in the Gospel at conferences in St. Maries, Idaho, Minneapolis, Minnesota and elsewhere. During those years he made acquaintances with others active in Gospel work, as Jerry Davies, Bro. Leonards and Don Johnson. On January 8th. 1948, Frances Smiley from Staples, Minnesota, and Leslie were united in marriage. They made their home in Westlock, Alberta, where they started a family that eventually consisted of two sons and seven daughters.

During this time he continued in the ministry God had given him, and also undertook carpentry, building his own home at Westlock, and a good part of the meeting hall in Edmonton. He felt his activity in practical matters gave some needed perspective to his spiritual labours.

Though very busy he made it a practice to write comments on his morning readings, (a practice he still follows); these books in turn would become the basis for several of the books he has written [e.g. Romans and Hebrews] on spiritual truths which have been published. He is a frequent contributor to various current periodicals, Bible study lessons and calendar readings, while maintaining an active travel schedule among the assemblies with which he has practical links of fellowship.

Brother Leslie, sister Frances and the children still at home, moved to Seattle, Washington in 1974. They have remained in the Seattle area to date, with many of the children and their spouses residing near.

As is true of all of us, he was especially helped by several brethren now gone home to be with the Lord. He mentions bros. Dewar, Rogers, Tomkinson and Paulsen. Many others also, not identified here but known to the Lord, have been a mutual encouragement through the years.

Our brother has been a great help in the local assembly, both by example (not lording it over the Lord's heritage) and by precept, with sound teaching and exhortation. He remains very modest, and likely would prefer that nothing of his past be known, so that the excellency of Christ would be everything. He is also a gifted poetry writer and many of his poems are in print.

The compiler of these notes was told by brother Leslie that a great ambition of his was to be a career golfer. That came to an end when he was converted. He sustained a severe accident when a car in which he was travelling over a bridge, was involved in a collision and he was thrown out from the passenger seat on to the road. He was struck by a passing car and severely injured. The Lord healed him so that he could carry on the work that He had commissioned him to do.
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Proverbs, no less than all Scripture, is an orderly, consistent unfolding of truth, inspired by the Spirit of God, using Solomon, a man of unparalleled wisdom, for a purpose of special importance...

Gold does not always lie on the surface of the earth: rather for the most part gold mining requires hard, consistent labor, digging, searching, setting aside all that is merely soil and watching carefully for the precious ore. Let us have such diligence in searching the Word of God, finding below the surface those rich nuggets of truth that are lying ready to reward the earnest persistence of faith. How largely unexplored in this way is the book of Proverbs, and other books also!

Proverbs, no less than all Scripture, is an orderly, consistent unfolding of truth, inspired by the Spirit of God, using Solomon, a man of unparalleled wisdom, for a purpose of special importance.

Let no reader consider these proverbs mere isolated, disconnected statements of truth. For however little we may discern the perfect unity and order of the book, with all of its subjects, yet it is there. Indeed, if we believe it to be inspired of God, We must believe it to be absolute perfection in order and arrangement, in internal unity, and in unity with the rest of Scripture. Gold does not always lie on the surface of the earth: rather for the most part gold mining requires hard, consistent labor, digging, searching, setting aside all that is merely soil and watching carefully for the precious ore. Let us have such diligence in searching the Word of God, finding below the surface those rich nuggets of truth that are lying ready to reward the earnest persistence of faith. How largely unexplored in this way is the book of Proverbs, and other books also!

But the writer at present must pass over the greater part of the book, being not content with his feeble efforts at tracing the order of God in this, and trusting that others more diligent may make use of the discerning power of the Holy Spirit in this deeply instructive book and minister this for the blessing of the saints of God. But his purpose now is to show in a small measure at least, in the seven closing chapters of the book, the most precious and marked order that is evidently the work of its Divine Author.

Chapters 25 through 29 are said to be "proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah, copied out." Chapter 30 is a prophecy of Agur; son of Jakeh, and chapter 31 is a prophecy also, of Lemuel, a king, who appears to be Solomon under another name. In the entire section, the chapter divisions are evidently thoroughly correct, which greatly simplifies an inquiry into its order. For the number seven is well known as symbolizing spiritual completeness or perfection.

Under Solomon the kingdom of Israel was established in peace and prosperity, - David having first by warfare and conquest subdued kingdoms and brought under subjection the territory over which Solomon reigned in glory. Both are types of Christ in their particular characters. It will be easily seen then that Proverbs gives moral instruction in principles consistent with the kingdom of Jehovah. Moreover, the first 24 chapters are instruction suited to a normal condition of things in the establishment of the kingdom; but with warnings and indications of a downward tendency, which is culminated tragically in Chapter 24:30-34: "I went by the field of the slothful, and by the vineyard of the man void of understanding; And lo, it was all grown over with thorns, and nettles had covered the face thereof, and the stone wall thereof was broken down. Then I saw, and considered it well: I looked upon it, and received instruction. Yet a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep: So shall thy poverty come as one that travelleth: and thy want as an armed man."

Is it not painfully sad that Solomon himself in later years allowed these thorns and nettles to grow up, and Israel's wall of separation to begin its process of breaking down, when he married wives of the ungodly nations, and in watchless laxity made provision for their worshipping idols, eventually having his own heart turned away? The elements of disintegration were present from the beginning of the kingdom, just as was the case from the beginning of the Church. The history of the kings is one of rapid departure from the truth of Proverbs, just as the history of the church is a glaring exposure of failure, self-will and rebellion against the precious truth of Christianity.

Men have slept and the enemy has sown tares. Instead of the precious fruits of the glory of God springing forth to delight His heart, the thorns and nettles of man's pride and corruption have laid all in ruins. The wall of separation has been broken down to allow in all manner of evil contrary to the very character of the Church, and shame covers her face. The sad facts we must face as they are: we can never return to Pentecost, however much we desire it, no more than could Hezekiah return to the magnificent glory of Solomon's kingdom.

Are we then at liberty to give up the principles of the kingdom of God? By no means. Though they have been given up generally, there is no slightest excuse for any child of God to give these up and to drift with the current. Unbelief makes the contemptible excuse, "We are delivered to do all these abominations" ( Jeremiah 7:10). Faith answers boldly, "Shall we then hearken unto you, to do all this great evil, to transgress against our Lord?" No matter who was guilty of the evil,-even Solomon himself, - Nehemiah absolutely refused to wink at it ( Nehemiah 13:26-27).

It is this very principle that is involved in the last seven chapters of Proverbs. If Chapter 24 shows the field and the vineyard in ruins, then what follows is the great provision of God for the recovery and maintaining of godliness in the very face of a ruined testimony.

Hezekiah came to the throne at such a time, when mere spiritual sloth and faithlessness would have weakly given in to the prevailing corruption. He could not possibly bring all Israel back to her former state, but he could apply God's principles in the sphere in which God had placed him. It is evident then that these proverbs beginning with chapter 25 have peculiar value for the days of Hezekiah, which are so aptly described in his own words. "This day is a day of trouble, and of rebuke, and blasphemy: for the children are come to the birth, and there is not strength to bring forth" (2 Kings 19:3). Who can doubt the similarity of our own day? And this being so, is it not wise that we carefully search out the precious instruction specially suited to our own circumstances? We should fully expect to find similarities to 2 Timothy - a book of provision for days of disorder, - and this is certainly the case.

It should be evident also to any careful reader that there is admirable moral appropriateness in the last two chapters adopting the expressed language of prophecies, - the 30th showing the vanity of all mere human character and work, with evidence of God's victory over evil; and the 31st the blessed fulfillment in grace of God's counsels concerning His Son, the true King, and His purchased Bride. What unspeakable comfort in all this for the heart of him who sorrows with godly sorrow for the grievous departure and disobedience of the Church publicly. The Lord make it so to every Christian heart!
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Verses 1-36
To the writer Proverbs 8:1-36 provides one of the clearest proofs that the Lord Jesus is the Son of the Father from eternity. It is certainly not the only Scripture that proves this precious and wonderful truth, for all Scripture is united in this matter. However, this paper is written to answer some of the arguments some have advanced in objection to applying Wisdom as symbolising the Lord Jesus.

The New Testament tells us that 'Christ' is 'God's power and God's wisdom' (1 Corinthians 1:24 - JND's. N.Tr.). Is it therefore even remotely possible that a chapter as Proverbs 8:1-36 that deals so extensively with the subject of wisdom has no connection with Christ whatever?

However, one objection is that wisdom is spoken of as 'she' in verses 1-2, so that this cannot refer to Christ personally. There is a beautiful answer to this. Verses 1 to 11 use the female pronouns to deal with the subject of wisdom subjectively, that is, as appealing to the response of individuals. This is the truth of 'Christ in you.'

But from verse 12 to the end of the chapter, the female pronoun is not used. In fact, the writer in the first 11 verses reports the actions and words of the woman wisdom, but from verse 12 it is not a report, but a Person, calling Himself 'I Wisdom' speaking directly. This is not simply subjective, but objective. Thus the emphasis is not on how people are affected, but on truth that is absolutely true no matter how it affects men. All this long address is intended, not as an example for us to follow, but as a statement of marvellous facts to bow our hearts with adoration at the feet of Him who is Wisdom.

Following this great objective presentation, chapter 9 returns to the subjective 'her' and 'she,' for surely it is most becoming that after the objective has been declared, a subjective response should manifest itself. It is a beautiful result of bowing to the Lord Jesus and to His pure wisdom.

Another objection to applying these verses to the Lord Jesus is that in verses 24 and 25 Wisdom speaks of being 'brought forth,' and it is supposed that this must mean that wisdom did not always exist, while Christ always existed. But this view fails to consider verses 22-23, in which Wisdom declares, 'Jehovah possessed me in the beginning of his way, before the earth was.' We cannot therefore consider that being 'set up' or being 'brought forth' refers to a point of time when this occurred. Just as He was 'set up from eternity,' so He was brought forth from eternity. Similarly, the Lord Jesus is called 'the Only Begotten Son of God' (John 3:18). Some have dared to insist that this implies that Christ was begotten at some point of time, but it is not so. This phrase rather refers to His being eternally begotten of God. Men's thoughts do not settle this question, but the Word of God does.

Also, if we dare to apply this scripture strictly to the principle of wisdom, and not the Lord Jesus, then are we saying that God acquired wisdom at some point of time? Surely every believer would consider the very thought of this to be thorough nonsense. Just as God's wisdom is eternal, being one of His eternal attributes, so in fact is His beloved Son eternal, the One who is Wisdom personified.

These verses (12-26) are magnificently beautiful in describing something of the relationship and companionship of Persons, not merely of God's delight in a principle, or a mere principle delighting in God. Yes, the rejoicing spoken of is on the part of Wisdom (v. 30), just as the Lord Jesus, the Son of the Father, rejoices in the Father's fellowship; a fellowship and relationship which is eternal.

09 Chapter 9 

10 Chapter 10 

11 Chapter 11 

12 Chapter 12 

13 Chapter 13 

14 Chapter 14 

15 Chapter 15 

16 Chapter 16 

17 Chapter 17 

18 Chapter 18 

19 Chapter 19 

20 Chapter 20 

21 Chapter 21 

22 Chapter 22 

23 Chapter 23 

24 Chapter 24 

25 Chapter 25 

Verses 1-28
In This CHAPTER, forming the first section, necessarily affirms the basic principles of true unity, which is absolutely essential to recovery. For departure is the very breeding-ground of division, - divisions which have so rent the testimony of God and bear witness to our own shame. Today multitudes see the wrong of this, and many clamor for that unity which would bring all together again.

But there is no unity without a solid foundation. Mere union of those still apart in heart is hypocrisy, and would only in the end more glaringly expose an actual disunity. This chapter then gives us this good, solid basis upon which all unity according to God is to be established. Indeed, the entire chapter furnishes excellent practical instruction as to how to "maintain the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace"; - that is, at least, when its simple spiritual significance is discerned.

"These are also proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah, king of Judah copied out." These proverbs then were not new in Hezekiah's time: they had been from the beginning of the glorious kingdom of Israel; but they have peculiar significance for the difficult times of Hezekiah. Just so, the truth of God, "the faith of God's elect" has been once for all delivered to the saints. God's revelation was completed with the introduction of Christianity into the world: in Christ Himself revealed in grace, God has seen fit to completely reveal His will, so that provision for the entire history of the church was made at the very beginning of the church. But it has been neglected and ignored, and we are sorely broken and in reproach. Yet that same Word has already made provision for recovery, where hearts are concerned about recovery. 2 Timothy has often been referred to as such a provision. Let us then have energy of faith, not to devise new methods or expedients for such a day, but to "copy out" what is already written, and apply ourselves to obey it. This is to "have knowledge of the times," and to have true fellowship with God in that which is His special work in a day of evil.

Moreover, at this time only Judah recognized God's centre, - Jerusalem, - so that only in this limited sphere could any measure of recovery take place. Hezekiah's faith however embraced all of Israel also, for in 2 Chronicles 30:1-27 we read of his inviting all Israel to come to Jerusalem to keep the Passover. Some responded, others only mocked. How similar to any day in which God begins revival among His people!

"It is the glory of God to conceal a thing, but the honour of kings is to search out a matter." When "difficult times" are present, it is imperative that we look beneath the surface of things. Answers to problems will not be found without real exercise of soul. God intends faith to be exercised and developed; therefore in infinite wisdom He so presents the truth in His Word that mere natural wisdom will not discern it: these things are hidden from the wise and prudent.

Nor will an easy-going, complacent attitude find the precious hidden treasures of the counsels and guidance of God. But it is a work of kingly dignity to search out the truth of God and to ascertain His mind, - specially so when truth has been trodden in the streets and treated as of no account. How deeply urgent the responsibility of every child of God to find out the truth for himself. It is there; and only lack of faith fails to find it. Let us face this evident fact honestly, and apply ourselves to search it out. "If any man will do His will, he shall know of the doctrine" (John 7:17). Kings were anointed with oil, and we have been anointed with the Spirit of God, by which understanding of "all things" is possible: let us therefore practise this kingly privilege. "Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a Workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of truth" (2 Timothy 2:15).

"The heaven for height, and the earth for depth, and the heart of kings is unsearchable." Things higher than natural wisdom become the normal food and delight of him who is led by the Spirit of God. And "the deep things of God," unintelligible to the natural man, are no problem where the Spirit of God is the Interpreter (1 Corinthians 2:9-10). Indeed, whether heavenly things, or earthly things, "he that is spiritual discerneth all things." His perception of natural things as well as spiritual, is more accurate than that of the natural man. "Yet he himself is discerned of no man" (1 Corinthians 2:15). The spiritual man is a strange enigma to the world. His wisdom and understanding is evident, but his attitude is a cause of wonder and bewilderment to those who have not the Spirit: "the heart of kings is unsearchable." "The world knoweth us not because it knew Him not" (1 John 3:1).

"Take away the dross from the silver, and there shall come forth a vessel for the finer." A true searching of the Word of God by the Spirit will both give a positive knowledge of what is good and pure; and separate from it all that is false and dross. If this is negative, yet it is necessary. Let us notice this in 2 Timothy 2:15-16. If verse 15 insists on our "rightly dividing the Word of truth," then verse 16 as strongly commands: "But shun profane and vain babblings, for they will increase unto more ungodliness." Two men are then referred to as "saying that the resurrection is past already; and overthrow the faith of some." This evil doctrine must be refused: it is dross that must be separated from the silver; and teachers who persist in such falsehood must not be tolerated. "The Finer" is certainly God Himself, Who seeks vessels suited to His own character, and only by separation from evil will such a vessel be formed, - "a vessel unto honor, sanctified, and meet for the Master's use, prepared unto every good work" (2 Timothy 2:21).

Is this not further developed in our next verse? "Take away the wicked from before the king, and his throne shall be established in righteousness." Is it becoming that a wicked man should have any fellowship or influence in the king's presence? And how much less in the presence of Him Whom we know is King of Kings! If one is falsifying the King's word, how solemn should be his punishment, no matter how pleasant a personality he may have. Therefore a fundamentally false teacher must be allowed no fellowship among the people of God. For the house of God "is the church of the Living God, the pillar and ground of the truth" (1 Timothy 3:15). The wicked must be taken away from before the King: only then will His throne be established in righteousness. "Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers" (2 Corinthians 6:14) is a warning constantly repeated throughout the Word of God, an urgent necessity if truth is to be maintained in purity. In days such as ours, too, this becomes a most serious test of the actual devotion of the saints of God.

"Put not forth thyself in the presence of the King, and stand not in the place of great men: for better it is that it be said unto thee, Come up hither; than that thou shouldest be put lower in the presence of the prince whom thine eyes have seen" How matchlessly precious becomes "the presence of the King," when we take to heart the truth that evil has no place in His presence. How subduing to the soul, how awesome and holy: and how marvelous the privilege of being allowed - nay actually welcomed - in that presence. But if so, then certainly all selfish seeking of position and honor there is utterly unbecoming. Only One is to be exalted there. The Lord Jesus Christ is the blessed Center and Object of all adoration and praise. None else has the slightest right to exalt himself. May we learn deeply the sweetness of such a gathering of the Church of God, with no one having any position of authority or prominence, but each and all exercised to see that He Himself receives every honor.

Yet, where godliness, lowliness, and true spiritual growth are found, the Lord will so order things that such characters will take the lead in the assembly in matters of order and government, and of course in the exercise of various gifts. This is normal, proper growth. Such men will not seek in any way to assume the lead. but by virtue of lowly devotion and knowledge of the Word of God will have this eventually placed upon their shoulders by the Lord Himself. How good to remember that in all assembly activity and in the exercise of every spiritual gift, we are "in the presence of the Prince whom our eyes have seen." What sanctifying power this realization would have over our entire service for Him!

"Go not forth hastily to strive, lest thou know not what to do in the end thereof, when thy neighbor hath put thee to shame." If the presence of the King is most blessed indeed, yet we shall be faced with many things contrary to the purity of this, - things that will deeplytry the spirit of one who loves the truth. These things are only multiplied in a day of decline. How are we to meet them? "The servant of the Lord must not strive, but be gentle unto all, apt to teach, patient, in meekness instructing those that oppose themselves" (2 Timothy 2:24-25).

We must remember we are but servants, responsible to obey the truth ourselves and to present it to others as from God. But the messenger is not called upon to enforce his message. Striving is unbecoming: mere argument will not produce results for God, however right we may be. A proper restraint is vitally necessary in any testimony for God. The truth itself, which we seek to defend, will suffer by our contentious attitude, for our "neighbor" will attribute our "hasty striving" to our doctrine: we shall be put to shame, and be embarrassed as to how to free ourselves from such a predicament. Peter is a striking example here: his taking the sword to cut off the ear of the High priest's servant may have appeared to be bravery, but it led only to his humiliation. "If a man also strive for masteries, yet is he not crowned except he strive lawfully" (2 Timothy 2:5). How important not only to stand on the side of truth, but to act rightly in so standing.

"Debate thy cause with thy neighbour himself; and discover not a secret to another: lest he that heareth it put thee to shame and thine infamy turn not away." How guarded must be the doors of our lips! Now that disagreement, discord. ill-feeling has come between neighbors, is it to be settled by spreading it elsewhere? Let us have grace and honest courage of heart to face our neighbour in a spirit of meekness and true concern, that a proper understanding may be obtained. How painful the innumerable cases of offense that have never been settled, but only aggravated, by selfish, thoughtless gossip, when but a word of simple apology might have dismissed it forever! But if I carry it to another, how many things might happen! It may lead to the other's so repeating it, as from me that I myself am shown in the most shameful light. This area of things is extremely delicate, and requires a real energy of communion with God to have wisdom to act rightly; for in certain cases there may be facts that others should know, and where to draw the line is a matter for serious exercise; but I must be careful not to be guilty of putting my neighbor in a wrong or bad light; and always before speaking, to judge in myself any feeling of personal grievance.

But on the other hand our lips may be used in a most refreshing and profitable way. The succeeding verses of this chapter seem to dwell greatly upon the principles of ministry among the people of God. "A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in pictures of silver." In marked contrast to "a multitude of words," this is but "a word," but spoken in the proper time and place to meet a particular need. Apples are well known for their health-imparting qualities, and gold is a lovely symbol of the glory of God manifested in the Person of Christ, as the light from the sun reveals the golden glory of that heavenly orb. Is it not precious to see this type immediately the subject of ministry is introduced? Moreover, it is seen in a setting of silver, a type of the work of the Lord Jesus in redemption. What a basis is all of this for the ministry of the Spirit of God among His saints! When Paul writes to Timothy of proper behavior "in the house of God, which is the church of the Living God, the pillar and ground of the truth," he immediately adds that which is the basic truth to which the church is responsible to bear witness: "And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into Glory" (1 Timothy 3:15-16). The glory of the Person of the Lord Jesus and the perfection of His finished work is thus our precious burden of ministry. How fruitful it is to speak of this, - and how honoring to our God and Father. Moreover, what an antidote for the distress so commonly caused by unprofitable words!

"As an earring of gold, and an ornament of fine gold, so is a wise reprover upon an obedient ear." True ministry must necessarily reprove evil, whether it may be privately or publicly. But this does not infer mere censure or impatience. Lowly wisdom is urgently needed here, and the ministry must be given in the spirit of serving the need of souls, for the Lords sake. This will have real and precious effect upon every "obedient ear".

The "earring of gold" would speak of that influence that stirs in the soul those motives of concern for the glory of God, rather than self-interest, self-justification or self-pleasing. How precious that ministry that directs souls altogether to the Lord and His own glory! As well as an earring of gold, it is "an ornament of fine gold," not only influencing the ear, but an adornment of the person.

"As the cold of snow in time of harvest, so is a faithful messenger to them that send him: for he refresheth the soul of his masters." It is understood that this refers to snow stored over from a previous winter, providing cooling refreshment in the heat of harvest. Here then is a messenger whose faithful message proves, not warming, comforting, tranquillizing, but invigorating, refreshing. Faithful ministry must avoid mere "good words and fair speeches" (Romans 16:18), and rather stir hearts and consciences to true labor in God's great harvest field. Yet observe here that nothing is said about refreshing his hearers; but rather: "he refresheth the soul of his masters." Can we not easily apply this to the delight of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in all ministry that faithfully represents the Word of God? It is true also that warming, comforting ministry is most necessary at certain times, specially of trial, distress and sorrow; but in the heat of labor how needful is that cooling, reviving ministry of the Spirit of God by the lips of a faithful messenger. May we all seek by this to refresh the soul of our Master."

But this question of ministry and gift is not without its dangers also. "Whoso boasteth himself of a false gift is like clouds and wind without rain." Imitations of what is good will certainly soon raise their heads, and the saints of God must be on their guard. Promising outward signs may be there, - the clouds and wind, - but no rain, no vital ministry of the Spirit of God to actually meet the need of souls. One may appear earnest and serious as the clouds, his words as strong and forceful as the wind; but yet be lacking so far as any true gift from the Spirit of God is concerned, so that he provides nothing for the thirst of souls. Paul's warnings to Timothy we must not ignore: "Shun profane and vain babblings, for they will increase unto more ungodliness." "Foolish and unlearned questions avoid, knowing that they do gender strifes" ( 2 Timothy 2:16; 2 Timothy 2:23).

"By long forbearing is a prince persuaded, and a soft tongue breaketh the bone." If the servant of the Lord is not to strive, he is to "be gentle unto all men, apt to teach, patient, in meekness instructing those that oppose themselves" (2 Timothy 2:24-25).

Faithfulness does not mean a peremptory declaration of the truth; but involves dealing wisely with souls by the giving of the truth needed by the soul at the time. It does not look for imÂ​mediate results, but trusts God for eventual fruit. It acts with becoming restraint and forbearance, and is not discouraged by many rebuffs and setbacks. Happy indeed is that man who has learned how to rightly use his tongue! True enough, it may seem to accomplish nothing with some souls, but if one is a "prince," possessing the dignity of a child of the King, a proper presentation of the Word of God to him will have its real effect, in time. A soft tongue is more potent than it appears: in time it will break the bone, the strength of stiff resistance.

"Hast thou found honey? Eat so much as is sufficient for thee, lest thou be filled therewith, and vomit it." The connection here is preserved perfectly, however little this may be discerned. Honey is gathered by all the worker bees for the benefit of the whole hive. How precious a picture of the unity of the church of God, each individual working for the blessing of all. The honey would speak then of the sweet ministry of the Word of God, the sharing of that which each saint gathers through diligent searching of the Word of God. But we must realize that all human ministry has its limitations. We cannot live entirely from what others gather. and however deeply we may enjoy the ministry of a man of God, we must be careful not to saturate ourselves with his thoughts. We must rather get to the Word of God ourselves. Scripture itself will never sicken us, though man's thoughts about it may do so. The Word is "sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb" (Psalms 19:10): it stands far above all ministry. Indeed it is bread, milk, solid food, water: that which is necessary and satisfying for every day's need, and nothing can substitute for it. If we dare to give ministry the place that the Word itselfshould have we shall soon begin to vomit it. But honey is good indeed when used with bread or other solid food, yet used in moderation.

It may be remarked that honey has to be excluded from the offerings. In this case, the sweetest thoughts of man about the offering must be allowed no place in the offering itself, no more than leaven (corruption) was to be allowed (Leviticus 2:11). Yet in the case of Jonathan, honey could enlighten the eyes, a little being taken on the end of his rod (1 Samuel 14:27). How good and how precious ministry is in its proper place but true ministry always gives the Word of God the prior place. "Stir up the gift of God which is in thee"; "Preach the Word" (2 Timothy 1:6; 2 Timothy 4:2). When Canaan is spoken of as a land flowing with milk and honey this is beautifully typical of our present blessing as "in heavenly places" where the Word (milk) and the ministry (honey) give abundant provision for the need of saints. In Song of Solomon 4:11 the lips of the Bride "drop as the honeycomb," - the sweet expression of the knowledge of the Word of God.

But we are not so created as to enjoy one another's conversation all the time, nor the company of one another. "Withdraw thy foot from thy neighbor's house: lest he be weary of thee, and so hate thee." This can never be the case in our seeking the Lord's company; but sober wisdom is necessary that we should know how to rightly serve our neighbor, and pass on our way. However gifted I may be in ability to instruct him, I must remember that it is not my presence he needs, but the presence of the Lord. How good to just give him enough help to send his soul back into the Lord's presence, there to learn deeply and properly, as he could never learn from me. And if with the very best intentions and the best material to present, I may blunder in spending too much time in my neighbor's house, how much more damage shall I do if the intentions are poor and my conversation empty! "Consider the warning to young widows" in 1 Timothy 5:13.

Thus verse 18 proceeds to consider the positive harm one may cause by lending his lips to falsehood, the utter antithesis of the pure ministy of the truth of God. "A man that beareth false witness against his neighbor is a maul, and a sword, and a sharp arrow." The commonness of such evil does not lessen its seriousness. But how dreadfully serious among saints of God who have sought to act upon the recovered truths of the unity of the body of Christ and of Himself as the One Center of gathering! How extremely careful ought we to be that we both care for the real unity of the Spirit of God, and that we know facts thoroughly before speaking, and especially if anyone is to be put in a bad light through our words. If guilty of false witness, one is "a maul" - crushing; "a sword" - cutting; and "a sharp arrow" - piercing. Let us consider how dreadfully in such a case the neighbor is wronged.

"Confidence in an unfaithful man in time of trouble is like a broken tooth, and a foot out of joint." Trials, troubles of many kinds will test us, and how urgently is faithfulness needed then. It is with very real reason that Paul tells Timothy, "The things which thou hast heard of me among many witnesses the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also" (2 Timothy 2:2). When things are not right, let us earnestly seek grace from God to speak rightly for Him and of Him, and to act wisely in His fear. These are tests, and will prove whether we are stedfast in continuance, stable and solid in the face of the storms, maintaining unshaken faith in the Living God, by which others are strengthened and encouraged. If one has confidence in us, and finds that in the acid test we withdraw, give up, become lax or weakened, resort to human reasoning in place of wholesome faith, then he shall find this confidence "a broken tooth,' which with its nerve exposed, is significant of a distressing hindrance to feeding upon the truth of God; and "a foot out of joint, --a painful inability for a walk with God. Let us be most careful, if we are going to have confidence in any man, to be sure he is a faithful man, one consistently stedfast in the path of obedience to the Word of God.

"As he that taketh away a garment in cold weather, and as Vinegar upon nitre, so is he that singeth songs to a heavy heart." If in verse 19 a "time of trouble" is contemplated, in verse 20 it is rather heaviness of heart. If one is thus badly affected by trouble of whatever kind are we prepared to meet his need with the proper ministry? Sadly, a common characteristic of the last days is a shallow, frivolous spirit that seeks to dismiss spiritual exercise of soul with assumed feelings of happiness or excitement. Singing songs to a heavy heart will not meet the need of that heart. It might rather expose him to the cold winds of unbelief, like the taking away of a garment. For if he is given to understand that Christianity is merely a sentimental, emotional appeal to the material senses, then he will deduce that it does not hold the answer to the real need of his soul: he is left exposed in the cold. Or, "as vinegar upon nitre," - not what is termed "nitre" now, but a mineral soda of Palestine. This combination would effervesce, giving an appearance of activity, but empty as foam. By this kind of thing the distress of the heart would only be increased. True joy in the Lord is real and precious, but an appearance of joy is false if the need of the soul is not met. "Jannes and Jambres withstood Moses" by imitations of the truth and Hymeneus and Philetus by falsehood "overthrew the faith of some" (2 Timothy 3:8; 2 Timothy 2:17-18). At least these stand as salutary warnings to us.

In verse 22 the trial of hunger follows that of heaviness and trouble. "If thine enemy be hungry, give him bread to eat: and if he be thirsty, give him water to drink: for thou shalt heap coals of fire upon his head, and the Lord shall reward thee." Does this not teach us that the true, solid, fruitful ministry of Christ is to go onin spite of all adverse circumstances? Did the Lord Jesus himself not do this very thing when He multiplied the loaves and fishes? He provided for all the tired and hungry crowd, many of whom proved to be His enemies, and He knew it. May we learn this deeply, that whether in temporal things or spiritual, we who have the bread that men need ought to be ready always to willingly give it to them when in their time of need they are willing to receive it. As coals of fire on the head, so such treatment should burn into the conscience of an enemy, whether he may be converted by it or not. But the Lord will reward such reality of faith.

"The north wind driveth away rain: so cloth an angry countenance a backbiting tongue." In this chapter it is most noticeable that the truth presented presses upon us those principles that make for unity, concord, peace; and all that would militate against this must be dealt with severely. While the west wind in Palestine brings rain from the sea, the cold clear north wind will drive it back. Rain is, we know, a necessity at times, and it has already spoken to us of the ministry of the Word of God by the Spirit. But on the other hand, one may use his ability of speech in a thoroughly improper way, as we have also seen, and this becomes like a pelting, vicious cloudburst. "A backbiting tongue does harm rather than good. Let us deeply consider that all evil comes from using God-given abilities and blessings in wrong ways. But we must not listen to a backbiter. He is worthy only of the cold anger of the north wind. If we treat him in this decided way, it may stun him, but it will drive away his evil speaking. The first manifestation of discord and disunity is in our words, as is seen in 1 Corinthians 1:1-31, where the apostle urges the saints "that ye all speak the same thing" etc. (verse 10). But, the need being present, Timothy is told, "Reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine."

It is better to (dwell in the corner of the housetop, than with a brawling woman in a wide house." This may appear startling just in this place but it is in thorough keeping with the subject of the chapter. Backbiting, if not judged, may become a habit, a veritable chronic disease that renders the guilty offender unmanageable and quarrelsome. How much better to dwell in quietness in a small and despised place than in large and imposing circumstances with such a woman. But there is a most striking analogy here. if we compare 2 Timothy 2:20-22. "But in a great house there are not only vessels of gold and of silver, but also of wood and of earth; and some to honor, and some to dishonor. If a man therefore purge himself from these, he shall be a vessel unto honor, sanctified, and meet for the Master's use, prepared unto every good work." That which, in 1 Timothy 3:1-16 is called "the house of God, the Church of the Living God" has in 2 Timothy so degenerated as to include not only true believers (vessels of gold and silver), but of wood and of earth. Vessels to dishonor! Who can denythis unseemly public character of the professing church today? It is as though a beautiful mansion, once prepared for one family only, has fallen into a state of disrepair and ruin, and has become a rooming house for not only the family, but for strangers also, with a contentious woman occupying a large amount of space, who may want everyone boarding at the same table, agreeing to disagree, attempting a show of unity while only discord and loud words prevail. How sad, but true, a description of the public state of that which professes to be the church today,-"a brawling woman" instead of "a chaste virgin," espoused to the Lord Jesus.

But every professing Christian is in this "great house," and cannot leave it. What then is the exercised child of God to do? He is to purge himself from fellowship with this mixture. Better to have a clean place "in the corner of the housetop" not boarding with the ungodly, but rooming in quiet separation from this, though making full room also for fellowship "with them that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart." Wonderful provision of grace! Though the place may seem very small, and fellowship limited, vet in being truly gathered to the Name of the Lord Jesus, with those similarly attracted by His blessed Person, the unity will be precious, much as we may sorrow over the fact that all God's saints are not concerned for and enjoying the proper unity of the Spirit of God.

But our chapter continues with a precious word of brightest hope: "As cold waters to a thirsty soul, so is good news from a far country." When the sad state of ruin and shame in the church has called us to a path of real separation amid trial and reproach, with no hope of the recovery of the true witness of the church, how much more precious becomes the "good news from a far country." If all on earth has failed, how much more does the soul thirst for heaven! Is this verse not a very evident reference to the coming of the Lord Jesus? And in the path of separation, the ministry concerning the coming of the Lord will be vital, living, refreshing, as cold waters to a thirsty soul. Outside of that path we can expect that souls will rather tend to settle down in the world, in whatever measure. The Lord stir our souls by this good news!

But we may apply the verse rightly also to the precious Gospel of God's grace, a message of love from the Glory, to provide the living water that souls need. And as well as the ministry of the coming of the Lord, that of the Gospel of grace will have a very real place in proportion as we walk with God in true separation from evil. As we long for the coming of the Lord, so shall we long for the salvation of precious souls.

But another warning is given us in verse 26: "A righteous man falling down before the wicked (or giving way to the wicked) is as a troubled fountain, and a corrupt spring." The believer, in receiving the Gospel, finds "in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life"( John 4:14 ); and certainly there is to be a resulting flowing out of the water in blessing of others, - the ministry of the Spirit of God. Shall we allow this spring to be clogged or corrupted by unfaithfulness to our blessed Master? Jacob's unseemly "falling down before" Esau, and cringing as a menial before him, was a false representation (Genesis 33:3) of the God he served. Indeed God had said, "The elder shall serve the younger." But a bad conscience produced this abject weakness, rather than a calm dignity of faith that could stand face to face with his brother and bear a true witness for God. The spring did not bring forth what it ought to have. Let us apply it to present day conditions. Ungodly men have crept into places of prominence and dignity in the professing church. Christians have allowed them this place, showing them thorough deference and bowing to their authority, in lesser or greater measure. How unbecoming to a child of the Living God! To bow to the spiritual authority of an unbeliever will effectively stop the lips from ministering the pure water of the Word of God. Let us deeply respect the authority of God, and bow to it absolutely. But in doing so. we shall not give way to the pride of man and to what is contrary to the blessed truth of God. Only as we "take forth the precious from the vile" shall we be as God's mouth ( Jeremiah 15:19). Courteous respect of others is good. but giving way to evil is bad. Let our lips be always ready to minister only what is pure and unadulterated, as a fresh, living spring.

"It is not good to eat much honey: so for men to search their own glory is not glory." We have seen that honey is typical, not of the Word of God itself, but of the ministry of the Word of God by his saints. This must have a limit, though it is good. If it should lead to one being preferred above another, this is mere glorying in men, and 1 Corinthians 4:6-7 is how strong a protest: And these things, brethren, I have transferred to my-self, and to Apollos for your sakes; that ye may learn in us not to think of men above that which is written, that no one of you be puffed up for one against another. For who maketh thee to differ from another? and what hast thou that thou didst not receive? Now if thou didst receive it, why dost thou glory, as if thou hadst not received? Very commonly, it is only our own pride that places a gifted man on a pedestal and if we thus eater to his pride also, this is not true glory. The Lord keep us from allowing any gift of ministry to become an occasion of glorying in the flesh. In the path of faith, how many dangers prevail in every direction; but the eye honestly fixed on Christ will be preserved.

Verse 28 very appropriately follows: "He that hath no rule over his own spirit is like a city that is broken down, and without walls." The servant of the Lord must know how to practise a proper restraint, a godly, sober balance. For, while it is true that the Spirit of God gives special gifts to the saints of God, and we may count upon His power and grace in the exercise of that gift, yet our own spirits have a decided and important part in this. God has so ordained it that His Spirit works in conjunction with the true subjection of those whom He uses. If this is lacking, the gift will be abused. Some have even dared to claim that they were so completely under the power of the Spirit that they were carried to a point of not realizing what they were saying; and then when faced with errors in what they said, excused themselves by claiming the leading of the Spirit! This is grossly sinful, as though the Spirit of God would lead a man to lose control of his own spirit! But Scripture is plain: "the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets" (1 Corinthians 14:32). If we neglect this true self-judgment, self-restraint, and proper discretion, we shall be exposed and deprived of our defense, as a city without walls; and given up to disorder, as a city broken down. Methods of this kind have been too often used to bolster a weak and failing testimony, but the results are such as to make disorder out of weakness, rebellion out of failure.

Let us now remark that if the dangers are multiplied today, and in any day of departure when faith seeks to act for God, yet Scripture supplies every remedy for any situation, and it is imperative that we learn well its precepts. This surely turns us back to verse 2: if things are apparently concealed, a true and noble faith will search them out.

26 Chapter 26 

Verses 1-28
THIS SECONDCHAPTER of the series is clearly the Exodus section, the work of the enemy manifesting itself in various forms of opposition to the truth, beginning with foolishness and ending with hatred. To the end of verse 11 the fool is dealt with, then to the end of verse 16, the sluggard; verse 17 only, the meddler; verses 18 and 19, the trifler; to the end of verse 22, the talebearer; and lastly the dissembler. The real character of all enmity against the truth is here exposed thoroughly, and if we are not ignorant of the resources of the enemy, we shall be the better prepared to meet the opposition. There is no virtue in underestimating the enemy's power; but we must not limit the power of our God to deal with this rightly.

"As snow in summer, and as rain in harvest, so honor is not seemly for a fool." The basic character of a fool in the Scriptural sense is that of leaving God out of his calculations: he is simply a rationalist. He says in his heart, "No God"; he builds greater and greater barns to store his earthly goods, and forgets eternity (Psalms 14:1; Luke 16:21). A man like this receiving honors is grossly out of his place; for he is worthy only of dishonor and contempt. Only faith can maintain what is truly becoming to any position. Snow in summer and rain in harvest are both unbecoming and hindering to proper activity, no matter how proper they may be at the proper time. So honor is proper for some men, but not for a fool. Folly is the precise opposite of faith. Pharoah was in the highest place of honor in Egypt but blatantly defied God: "Who is the Lord?" "I know not the Lord" (Exodus 5:2). How repulsively foreign to noble kingly dignity!

"As the bird by wandering, and as the swallow by flying, so the curse causeless shall not come." A curse does not come without some cause. Moreover it is most characteristic of a fool to be a wanderer, and as restless as the swallow, always on the wing. The bird may havebeen made for this, but not so man, and he will reap the baneful effects. The believer, on the other hand, is like the sparrow that has found a house (no more wandering) and like the swallow having found a nest (no more restlessness) in the courts of God (Psalms 84:3). Let the believer then act in proper character, and not like the fool,-not wandering from God's place for him, not allowing a restless, discontented spirit. These are real enemies of the truth, and will bring bad results.

"A whip for the horse, a bridle for the ass, and a rod for the fool's back." The horse and the ass, both unclean animals, are typical of the unbeliever in different ways; the horse of Palestine unwilling to work, the ass generally wild and unwilling to be controlled. Soft, soothing measures are hopeless in such cases. Concerning "unruly and vain talkers", the apostle says, "whose mouths must be stopped" (Titus 1:10-11). The rod of authority is the only language they understand. In certain cases it was necessary for Paul to use this authority, howevermuch it pained him: Hymenaeus and Alexander he delivered unto Satan that they should learn not to blaspheme (1 Timothy 1:20). If even a believer should act as a horse or an ass, resorting to foolish ways or sidetracked by foolish doctrine, a rod of discipline may he necessary for him too, even to the point of putting away from fellowship.

"Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest thou also be like unto him." The connection here with the previous verse is evident. A fool will argue for the sake of ridicule, with no real reasonableness. It is a mistake therefore to lower oneself to the same unwholesome level of argument. Heated words are likely to betray a believer into the use of the same unsound argument and ridicule. Thus we make ourselves like the one whom we so resent! A fool's objections ought to find us most careful to weigh our answers well. 2 Timothy 2:2-3 is directly to the point here: "Foolish and unlearned (or unsubject) questions avoid, knowing that they do gender strifes."

Yet there is a delicate balance to be observed here, and there follows what appears on the surface a contradiction, though it is of course no such thing: "Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own conceit." While mere argument on the same basis is to be avoided, yet it may be most necessary that a fool should be answered in such a way that his argument will be exposed as folly, without any resorting to argument, as Titus 1:9 implies. "that he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort, and to convince (or refute) the gainsayers." The wisdom of the Lord Jesus inanswering contentious men illustrates this beautifully. Rather than merely answering their cunning questions, he answered the men. Consider Luke 10:25-37 and Matthew 22:15-22. There could then be no argument: they were silenced.

"He that sendeth a message by thehand ofa foolcutteth off (his own) feet and drinketh damage" (New Trans.). To employ a fool to convey a serious message would be itself folly even in the world's view. Ought then an unbeliever to be ordained by men to proclaim the message of God to a sinful world? Yet how many "fools" occupy pulpits today! Such men, not born again, having no love for the Lord Jesus, no regard for the truth of the Word of God, can only be expected to misrepresent the message they pretend to carry. The senders of such a man by this means cut off their own feet: they render themselves unfit for a proper walk: their association with the fool is the drinking of a deadly portion that damages their own testimony for God. Yet there have been many Christian men on church boards, who have shared in the ordaining of false teachers with apparently little concern as to what they were doing! How important a contrast to this is seen in Paul's words to Timothy: "The things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also." This is no human ordination, but godly discernment of men's characters and earnest communication of the precious truth of God, such as will connect the messenger directly with God as the Sender, rather than men. Let us have no association with a fool who professes to be carrying a message from God.

"The legs of the lame are not equal: so is a parable in the mouth of fools." A parable should accurately re-present what it is intended to teach, but subtle manipulation can so use a parable as to convey a completely false conclusion. A fool will use comparisons that are not equal, not parallel at all: his whole argument then is lame because not balanced. The wise woman of Tekoah, being hired by Joab, used subtle, worldly wisdom in presenting to David a case that was in measure similar to that of his son Absalom, but not at all parallel: in fact completely at odds in fundamental points. David allowed himself to be deceived by it. This was plain dishonesty, the type of thing to which an unbeliever will resort to gain his own ends, the resource of one who in God's eyes is a fool. David ought to have easily discerned that these legs were not equal (2 Samuel 14:1-33). No believer should be deceived by such things.

"As a bag of gems in a stone heap, so is he that giveth honor to a fool" (New Trans.). In all of these things we cannot but be reminded of present - day corruptions of Christianity. But let us note that it is not the fool who is here reproved: it is that one who gives honor to the fool; just as we have seen that one who sends a message by the hand of a fool damages himself. So here, if we give honor, dignity, any place of spiritual elevation to one who dishonors our Lord, we are virtually like precious jewels in a stone-heap, a thoroughly unseemly association. Shall we place a common, unsightly stone in a lovely setting, to have a place that stands out among precious jewels?

"As a thorn goeth up into the hand of a drunkard, so is a parable in the mouth of fools." A parable can be dangerous when used by a fool. We have before seen feet cut off and lame legs (verses 6, 7) and now the hand damaged. It is evidently the fool's own hand, a virtual drunkard, intoxicated with pride in the subtle use of his tongue. His own hand (his work) is badly affected by the thorn, which is the very word used in Scripture for sin. He is sinning against his own soul by such abuse of a parable, the same type of person as "those that oppose themselves," spoken of in 2 Timothy 2:25. It is well to keep this in mind when considering such men, whose words no doubt seek to damage others. We shall have a more balanced, godly attitude in meeting them if we remember they are harming themselves even more than others.

But it is important that we remember an even more pertinent matter than this. "The great God that formed all things both rewardeth (or hireth) the fool, and rewardeth (or hireth) transgressors." While the name God does not appear in the Hebrew here, yet this seems implied in the fact of being "the great (one) who formed all." However great may be the damage caused by a fool, there is One infinitely greater than he, One who has formed all things, and Who has all still in the control of His own hand. He is a Master who hired even the fool, or the "passerby," as the New Translation renders "transgressors." True that He will reward each in perfect righteousness; but it seems here that the true word is "hireth," and indicates the sovereign power of God, by which "He maketh even the wrath of man to praise Him, and the remainder of wrath He doth re-strain." He has a wise reason for allowing the fool to work his evil counsels, and every incidental "passerby" He uses in a manner precisely according to His great wisdom. The believer therefore is to discern God's hand in the most dreadful cases of trial, persecution, opposition; and in every little detail of his pathway, whether deeply distressing or whether merely irritating. Does this not encourage calm confidence in the face of all enmity against the path of faith?

Now the closing verse of this section concerning the fool is quoted in 2 Peter 2:22, and there applied to a false teacher, one making a profession of Christianity that is hypocrisy. This will of course confirm the applications made in the previous verses. 

"As a dog returneth to his vomit, so a fool returneth to his folly." The dog an unclean animal, is typical of the unbeliever, as is the sow returning to her wallowing in mud, after being washed. Whatever may be done to such animals, their nature remains the same, and will show itself. So thefool may reform in a measure and appear even to be a converted man, but his nature not being changed, hewill return to his folly. Thus did Simon the sorcerer (Acts 8:1-40 ), and he is refused all "part or lot" with the people of God (vs. 21).

But a different form of enmity against the truth is seen the verses 12 to 16, where the proud, self-opinionated sluggard is considered. "Seest thou a man wise in his own eyes? there is more hope of a fool than of him." A fool may be actively opposed to God; but the sluggard takes a haughty, contemptuous attitude, considering himself wiser than everybody else, and therefore indifferent to what is good and precious. He can easily tell how everything ought to be done, but does nothing himself. A man of this kind is less likely to be converted than is a fool.

"The slothful man saith, There is a lion in the way; a lion is in the streets." He can always perceive difficulties standing in the way of doing good; but does not perceive the tragic harm that his laziness brings to his own soul. No faith is present, to give courage to overcome difficulties, whether real or imagined. If Satan (the lion) is in our way, the believer may count upon the power of God to overcome this; but the slothful man gives up before he ever tries. The believer ought not to be like him in any way.

"As the door turneth upon his hinges, so doth the slothful upon hisbed." If this is only worthy of strong censure in ordinary life, how much more so in the things of God! The door swings only in the same place: so for the sluggard there is no getting free from mere selfish, self-centered habit: no acting in faith for God. The believer too must take care not to hide his light under a bed.

"The sluggard burieth his hand in the dish: it wearieth him to bring it again to his mouth" (New Trans.). It is evident this is not merely intended literally, but who can doubt its spiritual significance? Food is available for him: he knows it, and reaches out his hand, but only to trifle with it: he has not energy even to eat it. How descriptive of the way many treat the food of the Word of God! They complacently think they know all about it, and have no concern about digesting it!

"The sluggard is wiser in his own eyes than seven men that answer discreetly" (New Trans.). This sums up this section, and of course connects with the first verse of it (vs. 12). Seven men may be careful, judicious, honorable; and give a united judgment upon a matter. But the sluggard will contemptuously reject their judgment upon no other basis than his own self-cantered opinion, considering that wisdom is his exclusive possession. May we who are Christians be careful that we do not in any measure resemble such egotists. This sluggish character of fleshly religion is typified clearly in the enmity of Moab against Israel. "Moab hath been at ease from his youth, and he hath settled on his lees, and hath not been emptied from vessel to vessel, neither hath he gone into captivity: therefore his taste remained in him, and his scent is not changed." In the days of Ehud,the king of Moab was Eglon, an exceedingly fat man, how easily is discerned here a fat, lazy, opulent religion, the turning of God's grace into lasciviousness, no exercise of soul, no earnest feeding upon the Word of God, but self-complacent boasting, "I am rich and increased With goods, and have need of nothing." The above quotation concerning Moab (Jeremiah 48:11) is followed later in the chapter thus: "We have heard of the pride of Moab, (he is exceeding proud,) his loftiness, and his arrogance, and his pride, and the haughtiness of his heart." The boaster is not a worker: how much better to work, and not boast!

Verse 17 alone deals with the case of the meddler: "He that passeth by and meddleth with strife belonging not to him, is like one that taketh a dog by the ears." This is not the case simply of one who leaves God out of his reckoning (the fool) nor of the proud, indolent observer (the sluggard), but of the pride that considers itself capable of settling the quarrels of others. This is dangerous. If one should interfere in domestic affairs, for instance, between a husband and wife, he may find them both his vicious enemies. Nations do this today, and once taking the dog by the ears, they fear to let go, for the longer one holds a dog's ears, the more violent is likely to be the reaction when he does let go. A proud world considers itself able to settle troubles belonging to others. Ungodly men often think they can do this even in matters of spiritual conflict, but the results will be tragic. But even a believer may attempt something like this, to his own regret. King Josiah was warned by Necho, king of Egypt, "from the mouth of God," not to interfere in a battle that had nothing to do with him; but he persisted and was killed (2 Chronicles 35:20; 2 Chronicles 35:24).

Let us learn from these things that present-day testimony is to walk with God in true faith, whatever others may do. When John told the Lord of seeing one casting out demons in Christ's Name, and that they "forbad him, because he followeth not us," the Lord firmly corrected him: "Forbid him not." This was simply not John's business: whatever others were doing, he was to follow Christ. On the other hand, this verse must not be taken to apply to one who is doing work for which the Lord has sent him, just because his work may disturb the comfort of a selfish person. Doubtless some in Corinth felt that Paul was interfering when he reproved and exposed evil in their assembly; but this was a matter that deeply affected Paul himself and his Master required his intervention. Any honest child of God shouldbe able to discern such distinctions.

Now verses 18 and 19 go a step further in this actual contention against the truth. "As a mad man who casteth firebrands, arrows, and death,so is the man that deceivth his neighbor, and saith, `Am not I in sport?" Here is the man who trifles with truth as though it were a plaything to use as he pleases, even to the point ofdeceiving another and excusing himself for it on the basis that it was a joke. How strong is the condemnation of such conduct here: he is likened to a mad man indiscriminately throwing firebrands and arrows, likely to cause death. And if one should dare to use the Word of God in this light, frivolous way, to make fun of its infinitely serious truths, what deadly influence this may have upon others! Let us hold the truth in the pure, serious sublime dignity that belongs to it. It would appear that Lot, a believer, but in evil associations, had effected too light an attitude in Sodom, the truth not exerting living, serious power in his own conversation; for when he warned his sons-in-laws of the impending doom of Sodom, they thought it was a mere deceptive joke (Genesis 19:14). If one acquires a reputation for frivolity then when he is in earnest, he will have no effect.

The following three verses now speak of the tale-bearer. In this there is another advance of evil, for the talebearer will do more real damage than will the trifler, simply because hewill give his evil work the appearance of zeal for righteousness. "Where no wood is, there the fire goeth out: so where there is no talebearer, the strife ceaseth." Discord between the people of God can certainly be stopped simply by adding no fuel to the fire. "It is an honor for a man to cease from strife." But to spread abroad by talebearing the details of trouble or wrong-doing (or imagined wrong-doing) is grievous guilt, and multiplies the fury of the flames.

"As coals are to burning coals, and wood to fire; so is a contentious man to kindle strife." The talebearer and contentious man are here synonymous: their spirit is the same, the contrary of the peacemaker. If the fire is doing damage, they are all ready to add further coals or wood. "But if any man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God" (1 Corinthians 11:16). If I dare to speak of the wrongs of another, it ought always to be with a genuine desire for his proper restoration, and only when necessity calls for it. This is a matter we ought all to deeply take to heart.

"The words of a talebearer are as wounds, and they go down into the innermost parts of the belly." How aptly this describes the normal reaction of the soul to the words of talebearers. They are as deep, internal wounds, the Hebrew word meaning "to burn in." Such things will have such deep effect that they may never be forgotten, while other forms of wrong may soon be dismissed from the mind. Talebearing may easily lead to a permanent rupture between saints of God. "But speak thou the things which become sound doctrine" (Titus 2:11).

But now the final and most flagrant manifestation of evil occupies the last five verses of the chapter. This deals with the deliberate dissembler, moved by hatred, assuming a cunning disguise, with the object of breaking apart the people of God, and any testimony for God. This is the enemy's work, which so opposes the precious unity emphasized in chapter 25.

"Burning lips and a wicked heart are like a potsherd covered with silver dross." A piece of a broken vessel of earth may be covered, not with silver plate, but with the dross from refined silver, which of course will have a silvery appearance, ill concealing the roughness of the dross. So 2 Timothy 2:20 speaks of vessels of wood and of earth as being unbelievers: but the covering of silver dross is of course deception. "Burning lips" are the silver dross, fervent with apparent zeal, yet its hypocrisy evident enough to be discerned by those who walk with God. A wicked heart will stoop to such things, but the believer ought not to be deceived.

"He that hateth dissembleth with his lips, and layeth up deceit within him. When he speakethfair believe him not:for there areseven abominations in his heart."If one's character is formed by hypocrisy, we may be certain that actual hatred is behind this. "Whosoever hateth his brother is a murderer: and ye know that no murderer hath eternal life abiding in him" (1 John 3:15). To think of a man of this kind having any place among Christians is dreadful: he can be there with no other purpose than to scatter the sheep. True, his own immediate object may be to get personal gain, but behind this is the Satanic intention of mining what is of God. He may speak fair, his voice gentle and gracious, but in this is the most danger: "believe him not." The "seven abominations in his heart" indicate that he is completely given over to idolatry, seven being the number of completeness, and abominations a term for idols.

No believer actually has the character of the dissembler, no more than of the fool. Yet again, it is all too possible for a believer to be guilty of dissembling, as we see in Galatians 2:13, when "even Barnabas was carried away with their dissimulation." Peter's influence in this was grievously wrong, not because of hatred, but because of fear. The believer must take care to act true to his character, and not as does the wicked enemy of God. But the wicked "layeth up deceit within him." That is, he feeds on it, conceives it, stores it up for use at his pleasure. But let every believer be able to say with the Psalmist, "Thy Word have I hid in my heart" (Psalms 119:11).

"Whose hatred is covered by deceit, his wickedness shall be showed before the whole congregation." Hatred cannot indefinitely cover itself: there comes a point where hypocrisy is laid bare. "For there is nothing covered that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known" (Luke 12:2). Would one not recoil bothfrom the disgusting sin of hypocrisy, and from the humiliation of being exposed? But there is no doubt of such exposure.

"Whoso diggeth a pit shall fall therein: and he that rolleth a stone, it will return upon him". The object in these cases is of course to do harm to another. But "whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap." Haman built a gallows for Mordecai, and was himself hanged upon it (Esther 5:14; Esther 7:10). Jezebel in cunning cruelty had Naboth murdered; but the poor deluded woman was little prepared herself to be thrown from a window, trampled by horses, and eaten by dogs (1 Kings 21:1-29; 2 Kings 9:30-37).

"A lying tongue hateth those that are afflicted by it; and a flattering mouth worketh ruin." Falsehood and hatred always go hand in hand. One may have done not a particle of harm to another, yet through the other lying about the first, the hatred of the guilty against the innocent will only increase. The remedy is of course honest confession, but one who is accustomed to falsehood steels himself against confessing the truth. If one should be accused of lying against another, the wise believer will watch for evidences of hatred before drawing his own conclusions. Again, if we are honest ourselves, then we shall discern that the flattery of others is actually false-hood.Commendation, approval, appreciation are no doubt right in their place, but if this is excessive, it is unbecoming: if it should take the form of flattery, it is just not true. The one who practices this cannot be trusted: ruin follows hard upon his words, if he is successful in deceiving his victims.

It seems significant that this chapter, dealing with the opposition of the enemy, should present six forms of evil, each an advance upon the other: for six is the number of man's work, the manifestation of the evil heart of man. How good for us to be well armed against it, not deceived by it, and in no way or measure imitating it.

27 Chapter 27 

Verses 1-27
HERE THE SUBJECT matter is completely changed. No longer is the outside opposition of the enemy found, but any dangers now considered are those arising from the state of our own hearts. This third section therefore is that of the sanctuary, though the language here may veil this somewhat; yet it is the inner state of the soul with its proper refuge in the presence of God that is here indicated. This is plainly the Leviticus section, where the holiness of God's presence leads to honest, real self-judgment and rejoicing in that which is good.

"Boast not thyself of tomorrow; for thou knowest not what a day may bring forth."
How common is this spirit of procrastination! We so easily neglect what ought to be done now, assuring ourselves (or others) that we shall do it without fail in the future. But tomorrow comes and goes, and it is still undone. The honest energy of faith is needed to strike sharply at this lax indolence, to put us on our feet; to have done now what ought to be done. Only the present is ours: the future we know nothing about: let us act while we have the time.

Certainly we know this is of supreme importance in regard to the salvation of the soul. The child puts it off: as a young man he puts it off: in the middle age the same: in old age he is hardened beyond concern, in great numbers of cases. But if we neglect but one day, how can we know what may transpire to render our case hopeless? What of the Lord's coming; or death; or the possibility of incurable illness which could leave the mind unable to make such decisions? This then is a case where one must take himself firmly in hand, and at least rule in the sanctuary of his own heart.

"Let another man praise thee, and not thine own mouth; a stranger, and not thine own lips."
This verse has close connection with the first, both of which deal with the matter of a man's proper self-control. These two verses form the first section of the chapter, and may be characterized as integrity or singleness of heart. A single heart does not exalt self, but the Lord. Even gross unbelievers are contemptuous of a braggart. Let us not trust ourselves to talk about our own accomplishments: they are certainly no more than we ought to have done. If they are worth advertising, usually there will be someone else to do it; but at any rate, the believer is to live as under the eye of God, not as answerable to men. If the charred wick of the lamp is not trimmed, its once-bright light will become dim and smoky.

But the second section (verses 3 to 6) speaks of conflict and of help.

"A stone is heavy, and the sand weighty; but a fool's wrath is heavier than them both."
The child of God must expect such opposition, but it cannot but weigh upon him, as did the oppression of Egypt upon Israel. Notice that here it is the effect of a fool's wrath upon others that is considered. By means of this a believer may find out what his real, inward state is. Persecution will bring out what is actually in us. Like the stone or the sand, is it just too heavy to bear? Or do we find the strength of God sufficient to enable us to bear it?

But verse 4 goes yet a little further:

"Wrath is cruel, and anger is outrageous: but who is able to stand before envy?"

It is fully admitted that wrath is cruel. and anger outrageous, though this gives no excuse for retaliation in the same spirit: in such a case we should lower ourselves to the same sinful level. We ought to be able to stand in the face of this. But who does not know that envy is a greater aggravation? Who is able to stand before it? Who can restrain himself at such a time from impatience and self-righteous indignation? But let us observe that it is not said that no one can stand: rather it is posed as a question. Certainly one who is in real communion with the Lord will not he caught by this subtle attack of the enemy; but mere confidence in the flesh will always be defeated. Envy will assume countless forms of opposition. more underhand than wrath and anger, and so persistent as to weary its victims. Therefore, only constant communion with God will protect us.

"Open rebuke is better than secret love. Faithful are the wounds of a friend; but the kisses of an enemy are deceitful."

When wrong is present, wisdom will seek to bring the help that meets the wrong. Secret love may wink at the evil, but this is not the true love of God: it is no help to the guilty party. Candid open rebuke in a spirit of kindness, not of mere censure, is both honesty and goodness. It may wound to some degree, even when done in a lowly, friendly way, but even the offender should recognize faithfulness in this, and if he rightly takes it to heart, his wounds will heal well. Moreover, it may lead him to love the wise reprover. Again, this kind of work, to be rightly done, requires true self-judgment and communion with God.

The third section of the chapter (verses 7 to 12) is that of sanctification, and it will be seen that motivating influences are most prominent here.

"The full soul loatheth an honeycomb; but to the hungry soul every bitter thing is sweet."
Naturally, this is so evident and elementary an observation, that it should direct us to expect a far more important spiritual significance. Reprovingly, the apostle Paul tells the Corinthians, "Now ye are full, now ye are rich" (1 Corinthians 4:8). They were satiated with earthly advantages, pride, self-complacency. It is the very spirit of Laodicea - "rich and increased with goods, and have need of nothing" (Revelation 3:17). No longing of the heart for an absent Lord and Master, but such a feeding upon the trash of this world that the precious, sweet ministry of the Spirit of God is loathed. But, "blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness for they shall be filled" (Matthew 5:6). This is the true character of the Child of God in a barren world. And when it is so, "He satisfieth the longing soul, and filleth the hungry soul with goodness" ( Psalms 107:9).

Moreover, "every bitter thing is sweet." Is it not true that when the soul hungers and thirsts after God, then even the bitter trials and experiences of the wilderness are turned into sweetness? Wonderful indeed are the ways of God. The very judgments of God, bitter to the belly, yet because fulfilling the truth of prophecy, are sweet to the taste of the man of God (Revelation 10:8-10).

"As a bird that wandereth from her nest, so is a man that wandereth from his place."
The hungry soul will not be a wanderer from God's place for him, for he thirsts for the Living God with a singleness of heart that will not turn aside after other interests. But wandering feet follow a wandering heart. If we depend on material reasoning, we may think that farther fields look greener, and thus by following our own thoughts may easily wander as a bird from the explicit truth of the Word of God, which sets every believer in the body of Christ, as He pleases. How much better to know His mind, and firmly stand where He has set us! This is a true "sanctuary of strength."
"Ointment and perfume rejoice the heart: and the sweetness of one's friend is the fruit of hearty counsel" (New Trans.).

We are so created that fragrant odors have a peculiarly pleasing effect upon us, and this is certainly intended to teach us that the Creator Himself takes delight in that which is spiritually fragrant. Ointment is plainly symbolic of the worship of the heart, as Mary's anointing of the feet of the Lord Jesus shows (John 12:3). Moses was commanded to make an ointment of precise amounts of various ingredients. It was not to be poured upon man's flesh, nor was it to be imitated in any way (Exodus 30:22-33 ). Its use was for the anointing of the priests and the vessels of the tabernacle, that sphere in which was expressed the worship of Jehovah alone. This is followed by instructions as to the making of perfume, and this too was entirely for God: it was not to be imitated. God can neither share His glory with man, nor can He allow anything similar to worship to be accorded to any creature (Exodus 30:34-38). The spices whether in the ointment or the perfume speak of the many fragrances of the Person of Christ, delightful to the heart of God. The oil added for the ointment speaks of the living operation of the Spirit of God. In our verse then, worship is the subject of the first part. Is this not followed by communion? "The sweetness of one's friend is the fruit of hearty counsel." Candid whole-hearted taking counsel together will have effects that are sweet. How deeply true in reference to communion with God, and true also where there is honest, hearty confidence among the saints of God.

"Thine own friend, and thy father's friend, forsake not; neither go into thy brother's house in the day of thy calamity: for better is a neighbor that is near than a brother far off."

True friendship does not change. Personal feelings will often ruin a friendship when such feelings are allowed to dominate. But let us not be guilty of forsaking a friend if he should leave, at least let us not cause a separation. How precious a character is constancy, fidelity, faithfulness! In this case, while a brother spoken of here is of course a natural relative, the "friend" speaks not of natural relationship, but of another relationship willingly assumed, and therefore applicable to spiritual fellowship. Shall we dare to forsake saints whose fellowship God has given us, just because of personal feelings, irritations, jealousies? - or merely because we desire easier circumstances or more congenial fellowship? But unwavering stability will require proper self-judgment and exercise of soul: it is not natural nor mechanical.

Moreover, if calamity should befall us, wisdom does not look for comfort from a mere natural relative, "a brother far off." we all know the tendency for families to draw apart, so that in time any proper understanding between brothers is lost. This painful fact is how strong a witness that merely natural relationships are not stable, nor lasting. "A neighbor that is near

" is better, - that is, of course, when one has the proper character of a neighbor. Compare Luke 10:36-37. Certainly this is intended to teach us the nearer relationship of those who are born of God, whose comfort, help, encouragement is on a basis of faith and of true understanding; just as the Lord Jesus acknowledged no relationship but that of "these which hear the Word of God, and do it" (Luke 8:21). Of course, if a brother is also a "brother in the Lord," this makes all the difference.

"My son,be wise, and make my heart glad, that I may answer him that reproacheth me."
The child of God surely hears a higher voice than that of his natural parent in this admonition; and if, naturally, the conduct of the child reflects upon the parent, who feels it according to its character, how evidently so for the child of God and his Father in Glory! John could say, "I have no greater joy than to hear that my children walk in the truth" (3 John 1:4). Paul urges Timothy, "Thou therefore my child, he strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus" (2 Timothy 2:1). If men dare to reproach God, as indeed they do, taking advantage of every failure of His children, to do so; how good if a wise, consistent walk on our part, is a clear answer to such charges!

"A prudent man foreseeth the evil, and hideth himself: but the simple pass on, and are punished."
The wisdom of true sanctification is apparent here; but it is the Word of God that is able to make wise (2 Timothy 3:16). It warns the sinner of impending judgment, and if he is wise he will take refuge in the blessed shelter of Divine grace, the atoning death of the Lord Jesus, the only shelter from the wrath of God against sin. And as to the dangers of the Christian path, the snares of Satan, threats against personal faith and godliness, cunning attacks upon the truth of the Church of God, the child of God ought not to be ignorant, but by acquaintance with Scripture should foresee the grave dangers that threaten him and take refuge in the truth provided of God.

"The simple" here are those unaware because ignorant, and punishment is the result of this ignorance. For it is our fault if we neglect the Word of God, which would enlighten us. Ignorance is no excuse when God has given us His Word, and we have ignored it. Have we no heart to listen when our God and Father speaks? If so, we can only expect to reap the results of not listening.

Now verses 13 to 16 form the fourth section, dealing with testing in a strange and contentious world.

"Take his garment that is surety for a stranger, and take a pledge of him for a strange woman."

If we are deceived by a stranger, we must be prepared to bear the responsibility for being deceived. If one is willing to be surety for a stranger, then we are told here that we ought to be sure that he bears the consequences if the stranger proves unreliable. He who gives a letter of commendation must be held fully responsible for it.

The garment speaks of the character or reputation of the individual, and hence in commending another I must be prepared to involve my own reputation in so doing. And lest it should be thought we should be more lenient where a woman, the weaker vessel, is concerned, we are just as strongly warned as to "a strange woman." She may be as false and deceitful as any man and first appearances are never to be trusted. This is certainly no less true in spiritual matters than in temporal affairs.

"He that blesseth his friend with a loud voice, rising early in the morning, it shall be counted a curse to him."

To rise early in the morning in order to spend time quietly in prayer and communion with God, is of deepest blessing; but to disturb others by loud, unbecoming flattery of a friend will bring a curse. If, in verse 13, we are not to be deceived by strangers, in verse 14 it is not the business of the Christian to advertise his friends.

"A continual dropping in a very rainy day and a contentious woman are alike."

This has been considered to be a dropping through a leaking roof, which is not uncommon in a land of flat roofs if rain should be unusually heavy. Only those who have experienced it know how irritating and wearying this can be. But such is the character of an argumentative woman. She is out of her place, not displaying the godly qualities of submission and of a meek and quiet spirit. This kind of contention is to have no place in the assembly of God: it is of the world. Timothy is strongly warned against allowing any such spirit among the saints of God.

"Whosoever will restrain her restraineth the wind, and his right hand encountereth oil" (New Trans.).

It is no small matter to restrain one who is contentious: mere human power is not sufficient for it, but if we make use of the power of God, He can surely restrain even the wind. This is good work which can be done only by the living presence of the Spirit of God. The right hand is the hand of power and the encountering of oil is the proving of the power of the Spirit of God (the oil) in a living way through these severe testings of the wilderness path. How much better is this, and how much more sound and real than the emotional excitement and entrancing experiences of ecstatic joy that many today avidly seek as though this were the filling of the Spirit of God! Let us not be deceived by this empty froth, but enjoy the sound, solid, blessed energy and liberty of the Spirit in practical living for God. When filled with the Spirit, Paul solemnly silenced the unholy contentions of Elymas the sorcerer (Acts 13:6-12); and Stephen, facing the contentious, angry Jewish council, bore most blessed witness to the glory of the Lord Jesus at the right hand of God (Acts 7:55-60).

The fifth section of our chapter is confined to verses 17 and 18, and speaks of recompenses, the reaping of what is sown.

"Iron sharpeneth iron; so a man sharpeneth the countenance of his friend." Fellowship will always have results. Just as an iron file sharpens an iron cutting edge, so the interchange of thoughts between friends will sharpen the other in a way that will show in his countenance. It is true in mere natural knowledge: the more it is exercised, the more it will bring results. Let it be so then among Christians in regard to the knowledge of God and the truth of His Word. True Christian fellowship in exchange of the truths we have learned from God will sharpen saints in keener, more sensitive joy in the Lord and usefulness in service to Him. If we desire results, we must practise what brings results.

"Whoso keepeth the fig tree shall eat the fruit thereof: so he that waiteth on his master shall be honored."
The fig tree speaks of the nation Israel; and a Jew whose love for the nation led him to seek the blessing of his nation, would himself be blessed through this. Just so, if the child of God today cares for the church, the body of Christ, and for its proper interests, he himself will reap proper spiritual benefit. This is good service to our Master, in reference to His interests, "waiting on the Master," and it cannot but result in honor for the servant. Seeking our own honor will on the other hand result in our dishonor.

Verses 19 to 22 form the sixth section, so necessary just at this point as a precautionary warning against any confidence in the labor of mere man; for while all true labor for the Lord brings results, yet confidence must be consistently in the Lord and not in man's achievements. The section then is a simple and candid exposure of man and his vanity.

"As in Water face answereth to face, so the heart of man to man."
Water will act as a mirror to reflect a man's face just as it is. The Word of God is likened to water (Ephesians 5:26) and in this I see the reflection of my own heart, answering to the heart of all mankind. The deceitful motives and ways of men as exposed in Scripture are but a true reflection of my own heart, and every heart of man.

"Hell and destruction are never full; so the eyes of man are never satisfied."

Elsewhere we are told, "the eye is not filled with seeing." Covetousness seems to be continually awakened by what the eye sees, and it requires stern self-judgment to restrain this natural impulse of our hearts. It is a disease of all mankind, and here likened to the insatiable devouring of mankind by sheol and destruction, - sheol being the state of the disembodied spirit after death. As death continually feeds on mankind, with never an intermission, laying the body low in destruction and dismissing the spirit into the realms of the unseen, with only mourning and depression, so man's eyes feed on all they can see, with never a satisfying, living, vital result. All is transient and vain. How transcendently above and beyond all this is the blessed revelation of God in the Person of His Son, concerning which the child of God can say with a full heart: "As for me, I shall behold Thy face in righteousness: I shall be satisfied when I awake with Thy likeness." But this is not the subject of the section we are considering.

"The fining pot is for silver, and the furnace for gold; so let a man be to the mouth that praiseth him" (New Trans.).

As silver and gold is tried by intense heat, so a man is tried by means of being praised by men's lips. Let him remember the two previous verses, and human praise will not puff him up. We shall not be deceived bymere flattery if we remember the simple honest fact of what we are. In silver being mentioned, is there not here the reminder of our being redeemed by the precious blood of Christ, a work for us infinitely precious; while gold symbolizes the glory of God, which, if it delights our hearts, will drive from us all desire for our own glory.

Verse 22 sums up the hopelessness of man's condition, if he chooses to remain a fool, ignorant of the grace of God, a stranger to new birth.

"Though thou shouldest bray a fool in a mortar among wheat with a pestle, yet will not his foolishness depart from him."

The mortar was a vessel in which wheat was pounded with a pestle, to remove the husks to make it edible. The true child of God is likened to wheat (Matthew 13:30; Matthew 13:38) and the wheat must be sifted, the Lord allowing even Satan to do this work sometimes (Luke 22:31). But if a fool is put in company with the saints of God, and pounded with the trials that ought to remove all dross, this will still not remove his folly from him. Environment and training will not decide an issue like this. 

"Ye must be born again." Only a real work of God in the soul will accomplish true and permanent results.

The seventh section is in every way a contrast to the sixth, for its subject is sufficiency and rest. Is it not simply because only the number one is added, - that is, God? His work accomplishes the complete change.

"Be thou diligent to know the state of thy flocks, and look well to thy herds."

Because mere man's work is vanity is no reason to be slothful in the Lord's work. Faith in the Living God and diligence go together, for in this there is no vanity: "your labor is not in vain in the Lord." Pastoral, shepherd care is implied in our verse, of course, and however feeble the day in which we live, the need of souls should draw out the unflagging labor and concern of our own hearts.

"For riches are not forever: and doth the crown endure to every generation?"
Time for labor in natural things is limited, and natural wisdom takes advantage of the present. How true, too, in the things of God! We have only the present to labor for the Lord, to acquire for Him what will please Him in the day of rewards. "Occupy till I come," He says, for then there will be no delaying of the account.

"The hay is removed, and the tender grass showeth itself, and herds of the mountains are gathered in" (New Trans.).

This too shows the evanescence of the present, that though our lives are but as a vapor, come and gone, as the grass and the hay, yet there is something gathered, and fruit that is brought forth for the Lord in this brief span of our lives here, will be of lasting value long after the history of our lives is past. "Your fruit shall remain" (John 15:16). Blessed indeed that the believer's life is not all vanity and vexation of spirit. God's work in his soul will bear much fruit.

"The lambs are for thy clothing, and the goats are the price of a field."

Care for souls, young and tender as they may be, will work for our own benefit, as the wool of the lambs is clothing for the shepherd, and as the price of goats sufficient to buy property. There is of course here the reminder of sacrifice, the lamb a type of the Lord Jesus in His quiet submission in death for us, the real means of clothing us in the eyes of God. The goat speaks of Him in substitution for us, a propitiation "for the whole world," that is, "the field," which has been purchased by His death. Compare Matthew 13:44; 1 John 2:2. Not that the world is redeemed, but redemption is available for it, and all who receive the Lord Jesus receive the eternal benefits of this great work.

"And there is goats' milk enough for the food of thy household, and sustenance for thy maidens" (New Trans.).

The goats' milk of course speaks of the sufficient nourishment, as a result of the sacrifice, for the individual, for his household, and for other dependents, - serving maidens. For faith cannot but consider the welfare of others: and here the calm confidence of faith and the devoted energy of faith are beautifully combined. It is a scene of tranquil prosperity and rest.

28 Chapter 28 

Verses 1-28
IF we HAVE SEEN in chapter 27 the blessing of God and refuge in the sanctuary, chapter 28, a fourth section. brings our feet abruptly back to the wilderness path, where walk and ways must be tested by the crucible of trial. These tests are particularly stern, the more so because of the widespread departure from the revelation of God in Hezekiah's days. which we have seen to be so similar to "the last days" of the history of the church on earth.

"The wicked flee when no man pursueth: but the righteous are hold as a lion."
A bad conscience of course breeds cowardice. and fleeing is to be expected on the part of a wicked man. It does not follow that all fear is the result of a bad conscience: nevertheless a believer should learn to never give in to fear: faith gives courage to stand as boldly as a lion. Why should we even resemble a wicked man by acting in the timidity of fear? "God hath not given us the spirit of fear. but of power. and of love, and of a sound mind" (2 Timothy 1:7). When tempted to hide in the temple. Nehemiah firmly replied. "Should such a man as I flee?... I will not go in" (Nehemiah 6:11).

"For the transgression of a land many are the princes thereof: but by a man of understanding and knowledge the state thereof shall be prolonged."
When evil is able to gain the upper hand in any nation, among the people themselves, there will he many princes, with no true authority properly maintained: they may rise and fall rapidly and many will be clamoring for the highest places. Conscience will not make them flee, as in verse 1, because evil has become popular. On the other hand, one man of understanding and knowledge, maintaining authority, is able to prolong the peace and welfare of a nation - if the nation will submit to his authority. This will be pre-eminently true when the Lord Jesus reigns: but meanwhile there are tests in all these varying conditions among nations. The Christian is to discern all these principles and to know how to act in whatever condition prevails: he is not here to change world conditions, nor national conditions: but neither is he to he ignorant of them.

"A poor man that oppresseth the poor is like a sweeping rain which leaveth no food."
A poor man who had learned through his adversity, if placed in any authority could be as a refreshing rain, producing food: but if not having learned to bow to the will of God he is likely to take most unseemly advantage of his position to exalt himself and cruelly oppress those for whom he should have special sympathy. Like rain driven by a fierce wind this will devastate rather than produce. The antichrist will have this revolting character (Psalms 55:12-14) just as Saul raised to the throne persecuted David.

"They that forsake the late praise the wicked: but such as keep the law contend with them."
Let the spirit of disobedience to God once take possession of a man and he will eventually commend the most wicked doers. Do our hearts not tremble then at the thought of treating carelessly even the least of God's commandments? This is no justification of a hard, legal spirit; but an insistence that God has a right to my utter obedience. Moreover, the obedient child of God will have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them" (Ephesians 5:11).

"Evil men understand not judgment: but they that seek the Lord understand all things."
The solid, sober principles of governmental judgment are a foreign language to an evil man, because he has no intention of bowing to God's judgment. A spirit of disobedience will not humbly accept the consequences of wrong doing; but one who seeks to avoid such judgment, will by this means only in the end increase its severity. "But he that is spiritual judgeth (or discerneth) all things" (1 Corinthians 2:15). Having the mind of Christ by virtue of the indwelling Spirit of God, the believer may understand the significance of every matter of moral importance, for the Spirit of God produces true self-judgment and dependence upon the Living God.

"Better is the poor that walketh in his uprightness than he that is perverse in his ways, though he be rich."
So simple and elementary an observation needs no explanation, but it does need serious attention, for these things are too easily forgotten when the lure of riches exerts its baneful influence upon the mind. Ten thousand times rather be poor than to resort to crooked ways to gain wealth.

"Whoso keepth the law is a wise son: but he that is a companion of riotous men shameth his father."
If this is so in natural relationships, how much more so spiritually! An obedient child of God is wise; but if disobedient, and engaging in wrong companionships, the shame of this will reflect upon his Father in Heaven.

"He that by usury and unjust gain increaseth his substance, he shall gather it for him that will pity the poor."
The ways of God are equal, when man's ways are not. Man may use his wits to take dishonest advantage of another - legal as it may be, - whether in lending money at a high interest, or other means not thoroughly honorable; but in the end he will lose it, whether before or at death. Then another may use it in compassion toward the poor. At least God will pity the poor, and greed will have its just recompense.

"He that turneth away his ear from hearing the law, even his prayer shall be abomination."
If a child coolly refuses to be subject to his parent, yet asks for everything he wants, is this not so brazen an attitude that his parent would refuse his demands? In God's sight such prayer is "abomination" that is it has the character of idolatry.

'If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me" (Psalms 66:18).

"Whoso causeth the righteous to go astray in an evil way, he shall fall himself into his own pit: but the upright shall have good things in possession."
Evil does not stand still: if one harbors it, as in verse 9, he is likely to go further, and treacherously influence others who are not so inclined until drawn by subtle words. But the tempter here is criminally guilty, and God will bring his evil upon his own head. See how Absalom craftily influenced the men of Israel against his own father, then led them in rebellion. His end was swift and dreadful (2 Samuel 15:1-37; 2 Samuel 16:1-23; 2 Samuel 17:1-29; 2 Samuel 18:1-33). Such men, using others as tools for their own gain, eventually end with nothing in their possession; while the upright "have good things" as a permanent possession. Luke 16:12 provides an excellent comment along this line. "If ye have not been faithful in that which is another man's, who shall give you that which is your own?" Only true faithfulness in the use of our present means (God's property) will result in our being entrusted with what is permanently our own.

"A rich man is wise in his own eyes, but the poor that hath understanding searcheth him out" (New Trans.).
It is one of the strange follies of man to consider that his wealth is attributable to his own superiority to others; or that his wealth makes him superior to others; while, if he were wise, he would only be humbled in appreciation of the grace of God that had so prospered him. Few indeed there are who evidence this latter attitude; but if one is wise in his own eyes, a poor man of understanding is able to so speak to his conscience as to deeply unsettle his self - confidence. May God give to us such wisdom as this. How perfectly we see this in our Lord's dealings with the Pharisees, who trusted in themselves and despised other men. See Luke 16:14-31.

"When the righteous triumph, there is great glory: but when the wicked rise, men conceal themselves" (New Trans.).
In any sphere of government this is true: where righteous men are in power, there is peace, joy, and no fear: but if the wicked rise, fear and apprehension permeates the entire atmosphere.

"He that covereth his sins shall not prosper: but who-so confesseth and forsaketh them shall have mercy."
This is an unalterable, Divine principle, applicable in the first place to the salvation of the soul, and just as applicable to the conduct of a believer. If a sinner deceitfully covers up his guilt, he can expect no mercy from God, no prospering, but eternal judgment. If he honestly confesses his sins, having faith in the blessed Son of God, then mercy forgives him, and for eternity. On the other hand, if one is a true believer, but walks in disobedience to God, seeking to cover up his wrongdoing, God will not allow him to prosper in his Christian path: he will suffer. But if he honestly confesses his wrongs to his God and Father, then he will prove the sweetness of God's mercy as his present experience.

"Happy is the man that feareth alway: but he that hardeneth his heart shall fall into mischief." When there has been true confession, this sobers the soul to watch seriously against the many snares that evil sets. This is godly fear,-not terror, but a sensible guarding of oneself from further danger. If this is habitual with us, we shall be happy. But a callous, proud attitude of indifference to spiritual danger will lead to disaster. This will always follow the deceitful covering of our own sins. for the pride that resists confession will harden more and more. Let its beware of it.

"As a roaring lion and a ranging bear; so is a wicked ruler over the poor people."
If this hardened character is seen in a ruler. how dreadful the results will be! Not only is God dishonored and his own conscience badly abused, but he is as a destroying beast toward the poor: at their expense he and his rich friends will seek their gain.

"The prince that wanteth understanding is also a great oppressor: but he that hateth covetousness shall prolong his days."
In tracing the sequence here, it is clear that a want of understanding stems from the stubbornness that refuses to confess sin before God. This attitude in anyone who holds any place of authority will make him "a great oppressor." For evil will not stand still, but if indulged, will go onward to greater lengths.

"A man that doeth violence to the blood of any person shall flee to the pit; let no man stay him." 
Oppression too often ends in murder. The steps we have seen here are displayed in all their naked horror in the history of man's callous treatment of the Lord Jesus, and culminating in violence to his blood. This cool, calculated blood-guiltiness will find no forgiveness. On the other hand, for those who in ignorance "knew not what they did," there was definite possibility of forgiveness, as Saul of Tarsus surely experienced. But only the pit awaits those, whose character being formed by hatred of God, have committed themselves to absolute rejection of the blessed Son of God. It is the spirit of the willful man-slayer: "let no man stay him." His case is utterly with-out hope.

"Whoso walketh uprightly shall be delivered: but he that is perverse in his ways shall fall at once."
He whose heart is upright will walk uprightly; and he need have no fear whatever of the dangers that threaten the perverter, who ought to be prepared to expect dire results from his abuse of the kindness of God.

"He that tilleth his land shall have plenty of bread: but he that followeth after vain persons shall have poverty enough."
Honest work will follow an upright walk, and God has decreed that this is the true means of prospering. But if one chooses lazy, vain companions, he is choosing poverty. How true is this spiritually! Laxity, self-indulgence, wrong companions will cause spiritual decay, stagnation, poverty.

"A faithful man shall abound with blessings: but he that maketh haste to be rich shall not be innocent."
The first was true of Abraham, whose faith depended on God, and in calm, faithful continuance, he gradually increased. abounding with blessings. Lot on the other hand, hasted to be rich, his eyes fascinated with the well watered plain of Jordan, and drawn by the glitter of Sodom. He lost all his possessions, his end pathetically dismal. What recollections must have pierced his soul with grief as he ended his days!

"To hare respect of persons is not good: for for a piece of bread that man will transgress."
The man who shows favoritism to any person is not to be trusted: he will transgress for any trifling thing. How important to do nothing by partiality, but to be thoroughly fair and honorable in every matter of judgment.

Or, if we take a little different viewpoint of the verse, it is not good to have respect of persons because the flesh cannot be trusted: a man will transgress for the smallest reason: let us therefore give no man a place of dignity such as really belongs to the Lord alone.

"He that hasteth to be rich hath an evil eye, and considereth not that poverty shall come upon him."
An evil eye is the opposite of a single eye (Matthew 6:22-23), which indicates simple, straight-forward honesty. But a man grasping after riches is devious and crooked in his ways, and his eye will betray him. He is not thoroughly honest and careful in his dealings. But neither does he seriously consider that he is defeating his own ends. Grasping eagerly for riches, he is inviting poverty! Let the believer take this to heart.

"He that rebuketh a man afterwards shall find more favor than he that flattereth with his tongue."
It may not he easy for us to rebuke wrong in a kind, gentle, faithful way; and we cannot expect that it will be taken kindly at first, but the long-range results will be valuable. On the other hand, one who flatters a wrong doer may be considered very kind and considerate at first, but his friendship will not long be desired, for he cannot be trusted. Yet let us always carefully distinguish between mere criticism and true faithfulness.

"Whoso robbeth his father or his mother, and saith: It is no transgression: the same is the companion of a destroyer."
In this section the evil effects of self-centeredness are laid bare - perversity, vain companionship, hasting to be rich, favoritism toward some, flattery; and now a shameful mistreatment of parents. How grossly ungrateful that a young man should rob those who have cared and provided for him from his youth, - and his own flesh and blood. He is a companion of a destroyer, for this is the very principle of destruction, the destruction of proper solid relationship, the destruction of the very blessings upon which for years he has been dependent. And yet his moral sense is so warped that he considers it not transgression: he excuses himself for this wickedness because of his relationship to his parents. They are not likely to press legal charges against him. This attitude is warned against by Paul in writing to servants: "They that have believing masters, let them not despise them because they are brethren, but rather do them service, because they are faithful and beloved, partakers of the benefit" (1 Timothy 6:2).

"He that is of a proud heart stirreth up strife: but he that putteth his trust in the Lord shall be made fat."
Man's self-importance is like a wild beast that cannot be restrained from its destroying effects: it will stir up resentment and contention, which among the people of God is disastrous. Putting one's trust in the Lord is the opposite of pride of heart, for confidence in God means no confidence in the flesh. The result is being "made fat", a term implying spiritual prosperity.

"He that trusteth in his own heart is a fool: but whoso walketh wisely, he shall be delivered."
If in the previous verse the damage done by the proud heart is stressed, this goes further in designating the man's character as a fool. Solemn denunciation! Yet it is the Word of God that so speaks. A man's own heart is manifestly utterly untrustworthy, and that man who trusts it is worse than ignorant. A wise walk is put in contrast to this, for this will deliver from the snares and pitfalls into which the ignorant easily fall.

"He that giveth unto the poor shall not lack: but he that hideth his eyes shall have many a curse."
A liberal spirit is only a normal product of faith: the Lord cares for the poor, and faith in Him will show the same attitude. Moreover, the Lord will see that the giver is not impoverished by his kindness: he shall not lack. But a cold, selfish spirit that looks the other way when real need presents itself, will reap its proper reward in "many a curse."

"When the wicked rise, men hide themselves: but when they perish, the righteous increase."
History itself is sufficient comment on these matters, and the believer has but to consider them also in connection with spiritual associations.

29 Chapter 29 

Verses 1-27
This FIFTH SECTION now has similarities to the fourth, but carries us further, for if the fourth stresses mainly the testing of ways and walk. This dwells more upon results, that is the recompenses of a true Divine government. What is sown will also be reaped, and this is to be a most sobering consideration as regards our entire conduct.

The first verse vividly declares this principle:

"He that being often reproved hardeneth his neck, shall suddenly be destroyed, and that without remedy."
Great as is the patience of God and His warnings and reproofs many, yet the more often He has reproved the more awful and swift will be the judgment. Because man appears to get away with rebellion once or twice he dares to more harden his heart against reproofs. His sudden destruction without remedy - no hope of appeal or of restoration - is an awesome answer to such arrogance.

"When the righteous are in authority the people rejoice: but when the wicked heareth rule, the people mourn.''
Proper authority though firm and decided is cause for peace and rejoicing among the people: but authority in the hands of one whose motives are evil and selfish will spread sorrow and distress everywhere. How the world has suffered from this! But only when he who is absolutely righteous takes authority into His own hands will real peace and joy be established on earth. This is a normal result of good government; though it is very possible also for an abnormal state to exist, such as at the end of the thousand years of the peaceful reign of the Son of Man, when only wicked pride and hatred of God lead men in rebellion against Him whose reign has been in every way faithful and beneficient.

"Whoso loveth wisdom rejoiceth his father: but he that keepeth company with harlots spendeth his substance."
The desire to rejoice a father's heart should itself be a strong incentive to lose wisdom: and how much more so in the ease of a child of God, whose love of wisdom rejoices the heart of his God and Father. In contrast to this is the selfish unfaithfulness toward God that chooses evil companionships wrong associations and thereby squanders his substance - all of that by which he might be serving God profitably. Whether it be natural things, natural abilities, or spiritual benefits we must, as stewards, give account of the use we have made of them.

The king by judgment established the land: but he receiveth gifts overthroweth it." This judgment is of course a just administration. The only basis for solid prosperity in any government. Bribery and corruption is the opposite of this. A ruler receiving such gifts will be false and unjust in his rule, and the land itself be overthrown. Is the child of God not unspeakably thankful for a Ruler whose justice is absolutely perfect?

"A man that flattereth his neighbor spreadeth a net for his feet.''
This of course is the same principle as bribery. Let the believer take care to avoid such ensnaring nets. Accepting flattery is accepting falsehood, for flattery is actually deceit: it is not even honestly meant, nor is it sober, real fact. Satan is extremely adroit in such methods.

"In the transgression of an evil man there is a snare: but the righteous doth sing and rejoice."
A man's transgression will result in snaring his own feet: he may think himself immune, but he will be caught, just as Haman was hanged on the gallows he spitefully erected for Mordecai. But the righteous, with tranquil conscience, need fear no snares of this kind: they sing and rejoice.

"The righteous considereth the cause of the poor: but the wicked regardeth not to know it.''
If one does not want to know it, he can likely persuade himself he is ignorant of it, but the righteous desire to know, and they consider the cause of the poor. Not that this means indiscriminate giving of money or of goods, but rather help wisely given, and in proper time.

'"Scornful men bring a city into a snare: but wise men turn away wrath.'"
The New Translation renders this, "Scornful men set the city in a flame." This attitude is that of haughty contempt for the Word of God and warnings of danger. Isaiah 28:14 speaks of "scornful men, that rule this people which is in Jerusalem." It is distinctly prophetic of the time of the end, when the King of the North threatens the nation. But their brazen self-confidence, and confidence in "the beast," the revived Roman Empire, will set their own city in a flame: they will be trodden down (vs. 18). If wise men were rulers, they should know how to "turn away wrath," rather than invite it.

"If a wise man contendeth with a foolish man, whether he rage or laugh, there is no rest.''
There can be no satisfactory conclusion in a case like this: the wisest, clearest arguments are likely only to enrage a foolish man, or to invite him to derisive laughter. For this reason it is wise to "go from the presence of a foolish man, when thou perceivest not in him the lips of knowledge." "Foolish and unlearned questions" we are to avoid (2 Timothy 2:23).

"The bloodthirsty hate the upright: but the Just seek his soul."
This has been true since the days of Cain, "who was of that wicked one, and slew his brother. And wherefore slew he him? Because his own works were evil, and his brother's righteous." This hateful spirit manifests the man; for "the just" care for men's souls. If one should claim to be a Christian, and yet show hatred toward believers, it is the same haughty attitude as Cain's, when he defiantly answered God, "Am I my brother's keeper?" of course, the reason for this is that the honorable practise of a believer irritates the conscience of the man who chooses evil.

A fool uttereth all his mind: but a wise man keepeth it in till afterwards.''
A fool will pour out all that he knows, or thinks he knows, without regard to the need or condition of those to whom he speaks; and without considering the damage he might cause. He may even pride himself on being "frank and outspoken," while actually crude and ill-mannered. A wise man, on the other hand, will he careful to weigh well what he speaks, taking time to consider the implications that might easily be attached to his words. Not that he will in any way be deceitful, but he will consider the condition and the need of those to whom he speaks.

"lf a ruler hearken to lies, all his servants are wicked.''
How serious the responsibility of a ruler to ascertain without doubt the truth or falsehood of a matter. If he listens to lies, he encourages the falsehood of his servants: all his servants will be wicked. Though David was generally careful in such matters, yet even he failed sadly in his listening to Ziba's slander of Mephibosheth, a true-hearted servant of David (2 Samuel 16:1-4; 2 Samuel 19:24-30). Nor did David afterward properly judge the matter as he ought to have.

"The needy and the oppressor meet together; the Lord lighteneth the eyes of them both.''
Whether to the poor, or to the oppressor, it is the Lord who gives light and understanding. When they meet together therefore, is it possible that the oppressor's conscience is dormant when the Lord has lightened his eyes? Can he think that the poor is so unenlightened that he does not discern that he is oppressed? Oh no! The Lord gives them both light to discern the situation. Let them look one another in the eye, and see whose conscience writhes.

"The king that faithfully judgeth the poor, his throne shall be established forever.''
In a full, absolute sense this will be true only of the reign of the Lord Jesus Christ. Here is a King perfectly faithful and true in His adjudging matters for the poor of the land. Men may today loudly acclaim their anti-poverty campaigns, while the poor are still discriminated against and oppressed. It is only a shallow veneer. How the earth groans for a King who will reign in righteousness and fully plead the cause of the needy. His throne alone will be established in perpetuity. All others have failed, though some have been blessed in measure for the measure of faithfulness on the part of the particular king.

"The rod and reproof give wisdom: but a child left to himself bringeth his mother to shame.''
If one is not wise, he will not learn wisdom by mere education: the rod and reproof are imperative needs. They may not be taken kindly at the time, for they are intended to hurt. A child needs this, as does also a child of God when disobedient. God may use providential means to chasten and scourge us and we know it is for good. If a child is left to himself, his ignorance will lead him badly astray, so that the shame of it will come upon his mother's shoulders. The child of God may well thank his Father that He does not leave us to ourselves, but "scourgeth every son whom He receiveth" (Hebrews 12:1-29).

"When the wicked are multiplied, transgression increaseth: but the righteous shall see their fall."
Such is the state of things as the end of a dispensation nears. The wicked multiply, and evil is more bold, developing at an alarming rate. Here is the law of cause and effect: but the wicked seldom stop to consider that such an effect in turn becomes cause of another effect: "the righteous shall see their fall." For wickedness builds feverishly higher and higher a tower badly out of balance, which, when it reaches a certain point, must fall.

But verse 17 is a lovely contrast to this,

"Correct thy son, and he shall give thee rest; yea, he shall give delight unto thy soul."
The child must be corrected in order to be preserved from increased transgression. Moreover, this will cause rest to the faithful parent, and more than this, a real solid delight. Observe in all this chapter the value of proper, careful government.

"Where there is no vision the people cast off restraint; but happy is he that keepeth the law."
Vision here is that perception that sees beyond the realm of mere natural observation, a spiritual insight that is the only real preservative of honor and order. "He that is spiritual discerneth all things" (1 Corinthians 2:1-16), even things that are merely temporal. If this character is lacking then the people will "cast off restraint." How forcible a comment on this is our present-day revulsion against the blessed truth of God! Apostasy has brought with it a reckless abandon that scorns every warning of the judgment of God. Yet nevertheless, in the face of it, there is yet blessing for the individual whose heart bows to the truth of God. In Israel, he who still kept the law, was actually happier than those who cast off restraint.

"A servant will not be corrected by words: for though he understand, he will not answer.''
The Septuagint translation renders this "a stubborn servant," which would of course seem more clear. But it is a painful thing for a master to get no response to his words of correction. Let the servant of God take heed, and thankfully receive the correction a wise Master sees necessary to give; and answer Him with true submission of heart.

"Seest thou a man that is hasty in his words? There is more hope of a fool than of him"
Scripture regards a fool as one who leaves God and eternity out of his reckoning. We may ask, Can there be anything worse? Yes, at least there is still a very real possibility of such a man's conversion. But a man who habitually speaks his mind without consideration is virtually a hopeless case. He is so self-opinionated that he thinks he need never take time to consider anything. It is evident that such an attitude will effectually hinder any change in the man. What he hears he will hastily condemn if it does not suit his own selfish thoughts.

"He that delicately bringeth up his servant from a child shall have him become his son at the length."
Faithful, true dealing with a servant will normally produce a response of faithfulness. This is beautifully illustrated in God's own dealings with mankind, as Galatians 4:1-7 bears witness. In the Old Testament, believers are looked at as young children under tutors and governors, differing in no way from servants. But in the New Testament, by virtue of the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, every believer is seen to have received the adoption of sons, no longer in the place of mere servants, but given a place of trust and dignity. What wisdom and faithfulness there is in all God's ways with us, to accomplish such results! The contrast to verse 20 is evident: God is not hasty, but patient, faithful, considerate; and this bears fruit.

"An angry man stirreth up strife, and a furious man aboundeth in transgression.''
Again, cause and effect are seen here. But this contrasts with the previous verse. Anger against a servant would not produce the effects of verse 21. One may have even clear thoughts as to right and wrong, but his strong anger against wrong will not correct the wrong: it will rather stir up strife and cause worse friction than the evil a man condemns. If one has formed a character of this kind, the harm he will do is incalculable. In fact his fury against what he considers wrong will cause him to "abound in transgression": his wrongs will be more than those he denounces.

"A man's pride shall bring him low: but honor shall uphold the humble in spirit.''
Thus pride causes the opposite effect to that which man intends by it. He wants to exalt himself, but actually brings himself low. How many since Eve have been deceived by Satan with this same sugared yet poisonous bait, "Ye shall be as God." But on the other hand, the humble in spirit, who seek no place of distinction, no honor in the world, are yet upheld by such honor as God in grace puts upon them. They honor God: He honors them. This is beautifully seen in such men as Joseph and Daniel, while the opposite is seen in such as Absalom and Haman, and how many more!

"Whoso shareth with a thief hateth his own soul: he heareth the adjuration, and declareth not" (New Trans.).
The evils we have previously seen (hasty words, bad temper, pride) may easily lead to bad companionships, indeed they are almost bound to do so, if not judged. Though one is not himself a thief, his consorting with a thief will certainly brand him: he is showing hatred for his own soul, for he callously makes his own soul suffer, by such folly. He is in a position where he knows the guilt of the other man: he hears the adjuration, but he declares not. This refers to Leviticus 5:1 : "If anyone sin, and hear the voice of adjuration, and he is a witness whether he hath seen or known (it), if he do not give information, then he shall bear his iniquity." If he knows and does not declare the guilt of the thief, then he may expect the same judgment as the thief. The principle is evident in any kind of wrong association, of course: let the believer guard against implicating himself in any questionable companionship.

"The fear of man bringeth a snare: but whoso putteth his trust in the Lord shall be safe."
The connection with the previous verse is obvious. One who is partner with a thief would fear to expose the thief. If I put myself under obligation to man, in that measure will the fear of man influence me; and I am ensnared by my own fear. But how dreadful a thing that through fear of offending a mere man, I may find myself in the position of positively offending God! The only safety from such snares is a dependent, genuine trust in the Lord. This means no confidence in the flesh, for it is choosing the Lord as the soul's confidence rather than anything or anyone else.

"Many seek the ruler's face; but a man's right judgment is from Jehovah" (New Trans.).
The reason for many seeking the ruler's face is evident: their object is generally selfish, that is, to influence the ruler on their own behalf. Do we seek God's face for this reason? Many do this, not realizing that God is no respecter of persons: He will act in absolute truth and justice in every case. In the day of accounts there will be no favoritism. Let this deeply influence our own character now, so that in realizing that a man's right judgment is from the Lord, we may be sure to judge ourselves honestly, with a just balance.

"An unjust man is an abomination to the just: and he that is upright in the way is abomination to the wicked."
The world may speak of "tolerance," as though man ought to tolerate everything, yet it is impossible: the most strenuous advocate of "tolerance" will himself be intolerant of at least some things. It should be evident there can be no concord between a just and an unjust man: there is actually "a great gulf" between the two; and Divine government will rightly "fix" this gulf unless, before death, the unjust turn in repentance to the Lord.

But this verse, coming as it does at the end of this fifth section, dealing with God's government and man's reaping as he sows, would seem to imply the solemn truth of Revelation 22:11, "He that is unjust, let him he unjust still: and he which is filthy, let him be filthy still; and he that is righteous, let him he righteous still: and he that is holy, let him be holy still." It is an eternally fixed state, with no hope of concord ever existing between the first two and the latter two: the "great gulf" is "fixed."

30 Chapter 30 

Verses 1-33
In THE FIVE CHAPTERS now completed are proverbs of Solomon copied out by Hezekiah's servants. The last two chapters show a distinct change in character, both being called "prophecies," and written by two different writers. The number five is plainly characteristic of the book of Proverbs, being the number of man's responsibility and of the government of God; and hence chapter 29, the fifth section of this series, has emphasized this over-ruling government and its results in such a way that it should secure the utter subjection of every reader.

But even the book of Proverbs must not end here. If the book is largely moralizing, it has much greater ends than this; and these last chapters are necessary to bring a satisfying completeness from the instruction of the book, - seven as we know being the number of perfection, completeness, rest. They are certainly proverbial in character, yet being prophecies, they are a communication of the mind of God, first as regards His exposing and overcoming all the workings of evil (ch.30); and secondly in the fulness of grace given of His hand to produce abundant blessing and fruitfulness in the subject heart (ch. 31 ).

It cannot but be observed how wonderfully full and satisfying is the conclusion of this book in contrast to that of Ecclesiastes. For as regards proper numerical order, Proverbs is the fifth and last of the poetic books while Ecclesiastes is the fourth.

But it is amazing to consider that in a book written by the wisest of men a book of highest wisdom, this one chapter should be inserted, written by another man, a man unknown. who confesses himself more brutish and ignorant than any man! Is this not intended to teach us, after the clearest possible declaration of principles of moral wisdom, that in reality this wisdom is beyond the ability man can find in himself to follow it? Even Solomon himself badly failed in keeping his own advice. And the honest confession of man's ignorance of God is the only basis upon which he can expect God to give him the wisdom he lacks. Consequently this very confession of ignorance is wisdom, and Agur in some respects shows more wisdom than Solomon in this chapter. Being a sixth section of this series, it is a plain manifestation of what man is, his frailty, his ignorance, his sinfulness; while God's victory is beautifully implied in the latter part of the chapter.

"The words of Agur, the son of Jakeh, even the prophecy: the man .spoke unto Ithiel, even unto Ithiel and Ural."

Whoever Agur may he, he refers to himself only as "the man." and his description of himself is humbling. Yet his name means "gathered," and he is the son of Jakeh. which means "he shall be cleared." If the chapter is the very exposure of man in his vanity. yet do these names not imply that God's grace can clear the guilty. and gather those whose disorder has scattered them? Moreover the prophecy is spoken to Ithiel, which means, "With me is God," and to Ucal, meaning "I shall be enabled." Thus, where man is manifested in his helpÂ​lessness, the promise of blessing is present, in the living God.

"Surely I am more brutish than any man, and have not the understanding of a man. I neither learned wisdom, nor have the knowledge of the holy."

We must not in any way think of this as put-on humility. There can be no doubt the man means it when he so speaks. When he considers things that are holy, things that are high, and outside the realm of human observation, he is profoundly impressed with his own ignorance, and feels deeply that his intelligence is not that of normal manhood. We must not suppose that Agur was by any means an imbecile according to the standards of ordinary society, but that in relation to spiritual understanding, he was brought to declare the same sentiments as Asaph in Psalms 73:22. "So foolish was I, and ignorant: I was as a beast before Thee." Sad to say, this is really the condition of mankind generally, but few realize it; and he who does realize it feels it so intensely personally that he appears in his own eyes more ignorant than all others. It is a similar principle when Paul speaks of himself as the chief of sinners. Indeed, this is the very real evidence of the working of the Spirit of God in a man's soul to show him in what darkness he has been.

He speaks of not having learned wisdom. Thus human education had not given him wisdom in Divine things. Nor did he have the knowledge of the holy: this was not either a matter of human intuition. Yet, in what follows, the wisdom of Agur's words is most remarkable. But it is higher than human: it is a revelation from God, who uses this instrument in declaring things most valuable in regard to the blessing of souls. Indeed, in all cases, such instruments are those He can most effectively use.

"Who hath ascended up into heaven, or descended? Who hath gathered the wind in his fists? Who hath bound the waters in a garment? Who hath established all the ends of the earth? What is His Name, and what is His San's Name, if thou canst tell?"

Is this verse not intended to show the complete ignorance of man apart from a revelation from God? It is indisputable that the heavens are there - above us, - and they have drawn the interest of man from time immemorial; but who has ascended there to fathom its mysteries? or who has descended to reveal its mysteries? While man's excursion to the moon shows his thirst for this knowledge, yet he knows he has barely touched the fringes of space: to ascend to heaven is how different a matter! There is a realm of things transcendently beyond him, and he knows it.

But coming lower than space, who controls the invisible wind in fists of awesome strength? Certainly man does not. Or who binds the water within bounds, water which by its very nature is unbound, unstable, the seas the very symbol of unrestrained lawlessness? Or who has given the solid earth its stability? In these three, all that is observable around us is comprehended, atmospheric, liquid, or solid. What real control does man have over these? Yet who can deny they are controlled? Let atheism, or science, or philosophy tell us, what is the name of this great Controller, and what is His Son's Name? But human investigation is impossible here: intellect, intuition, education must confess in this their hopeless inability to supply an answer.

How wonderful then is the suitability of verse 5 at this point,

"Every word of God is pure: He is a shield Unto them that put their trust in Him."

Revelation is the only answer. In order to be known, the Creator must reveal Himself. Simple, honest reasoning should lead anyone to this conclusion. His Word is this revelation, and it is of course absolutely pure in every part of it. It is not a mixture, but preserved totally free from adulteration. Only they who trust it are shielded from falsehood. Faith, not intellect therefore, is the principle that receives this revelation. Unbelief is really stupidity here, for any honest consideration must come to the conclusion that if a revelation of God is made, the only possible right attitude on man's part is to believe it. And the God who reveals Himself is the Shield of all who put their trust in Him. How simple, and how wonderful.

"Add thou not unto His words, lest He reprove thee, and thou he found a liar."

Any revelation of God. Since it is a revelation, must be precisely and absolutely accurate as He gives it. No thought of man must be allowed to intrude in the slightest degree, or it could not be a revelation of God. If man attempts this, as many have dared to do, he is exposing himself to the solemn rebuke of God, and will be exposed as a liar. Dreadful condemnation! These first six verses then show God as Sovereign.

"Two things have I required of Thee; deny me them not before I die: Remove far from me vanity and lies: give me neither poverty nor riches: feed me with food convenient for me: Lest I be full, and deny) Thee, and say, Who is the Lord? or lest I be poor, and steal, and take the Name of my God in vain."
The dependent spirit of a creature of God is seen in its simplicity here. Conscience is in true exercise, and a discerning distrust of the flesh. First, vanity is the very realm in which the entire world moves. Living only for the present, man has no substance that he can really grasp as his own: the objects of his labor and desire are but beautifully adorned bubbles, empty and ready to burst. It is simply "the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life"; and devoid of all substantial, eternal reality. "Lies" are added in connection with this, for these too have far too strong influence in all of society, and only a true dependence upon God in prayer will preserve the child of God from either vanity or lies. Let us echo such a prayer as this from earnest lips, that such things should be far removed from us.

But he prays also that God would supply him with necessities, but allow him neither poverty nor riches. Agur has spoken of his ignorance, but certainly this prayer is far wiser than what generally characterizes men. He knows the serious dangers of wealth, wherein men too often trust, and in doing so, show little regard for the God who has blessed them. Even Solomon, with all his wisdom, proved to be unequal to the trust committed to him in the way of riches and honor. He used it to allow his own heart to he led astray.

On the other hand, poverty too is not good. This has no doubt been occasioned by sin, and many nations of the world today suffer because they have chosen a path of self-will rather than bowing to the Lord Jesus Christ. The answer here again is a true, real faith that trusts the Living God. And this is expressed in this beautiful and honest prayer. The danger of stealing and taking God's Name in vain he recognizes, and will not trust himself, but his trust is in God. If men steal to satisfy their hunger they often use God's Name as justifying this, but this is false, an outrage against that Name. We may easily understand a man's feelings in his stealing in such a case; but honest prayer to God would result in a righteous answer, however hopeless the condition seemed to be. Can we not be absolutely certain that a prayer like this will be definitely answered? It is manifestly a prayer of faith.

"Accuse not a servant to his master, lest he curse thee, and thou be found a liar."

The previous verses have evidenced the true character of a servant. Yet, even when faithful, a servant may be criticized severely by others, and this is specially so in the case of a servant of God. Romans 14:4 solemnly warns us, "Who art thou that judgest another man's servant? to his own master he standeth or falleth. Yea, God is able to make him stand." It is the master to whom the servant must answer, and any unbecoming interference in this case may actually merit the curse of the master, with the real guilt found to be in the accuser. How sobering a reminder for us, if we should be at all given to a critical attitude.

This irresponsibility is seen to be further developed in the following verses.

"There is a generation that curseth their father, and doth not bless their mother."
All society knows that this generation is today rather formidable in its size, yet the horror of it is little considered. A brazen, critical spirit will not stop short of contempt even for parents.

"There is a generation that are pure in their own eyes, and yet is not washed from their filthiness."

Side by side with the harsh denunciation of others including parents, goes this haughty self-justification, a proud hypocrisy that trusts self and yet is transparently filthy and untrustworthy.

"There is a generation, O how lofty are their eyes! and their eyelids are lifted up."

This goes further than simply self-righteousness, for it is not only the case of those considering themselves pure when they are not, but rather of those who proudly consider themselves superior to everyone else. All man-devised religions have this character and produce such effects in their deluded followers. It is merely the worship of self in the final analysis.

"There is a generation, whose teeth are as 'swords', and their jaw teeth as knives, to devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men." Thus the heart of the ungodly is clearly and unmistakably manifested. Pride is not content to be merely proud, but will express itself in cruelty toward those who cannot defend themselves, and by this means asserts its superiority, attempting to force others to bow in servile fear. This section then, from verse 10 to 14, is the third, manifesting the heart of man as in the light of God's presence.

The fourth section now continues to the end of verse 23, showing man's ways proving his weakness and failure.

"The leech hath two daughters: Give, give. There are three things never satisfied four which, say not, 'It is enough: Sheol, and the barren womb; the earth which is not filled with water, and the fire which saith not, It is enough" (New Trans.).

Is there not here the implied lesson that man by nature resembles a leech, a parasite, always ready to draw from a supply not really his own? So Israel in the wilderness, having been shown wonderful grace from God, only responded with continual dissatisfaction and murmuring. "Give, give" was her language, with little spirit of thankfulness.

But if this is man's character, he ought to be interested in considering seriously the four things that never say "It is enough." "Sheol" is the unseen state of the soul and spirit when death separates them from the body. Relentlessly, without respite, this dreaded king of terrors takes its victims one by one. Let man therefore be stopped in his tracks of material self-seeking, to consider that he too may very soon be claimed by death and the unseen.

Next is "the barren womb." Like Hannah, any wife who has a mother's heart cries out with a longing that can be satisfied only with the birth of a child. The spiritual lesson here is of utmost value. Our hearts are so constituted that if we do not hear true fruit for God we shall not enjoy true satisfaction. And fruit is borne only through the heart submissive to the operation of the Spirit of God. This is another important consideration.

Next, "the earth that is not filled with water." A dry land thirsts for water, and seems never to be filled. Man's soul too is so constituted as to thirst, and only the living water of the Word of God can meet such thirst. The believer is therefore likened to "the earth which drinketh in the rain that cometh oft upon it," and "receiveth blessing from God" (Hebrews 6:7). But without this there can be no satisfaction.

Finally, "and the fire that saith not, It is enough." The devouring fire will rage so long as it can find an object to fasten upon. For instance, lack of rain will leave the forests tinder dry, and the awesome, relentless fire, when once it begins, will have pity upon nothing. Similarly, let man refuse the precious water of God's Word, and become like a dry and withered tree, how can he escape the fire of the judgment of God? Awful are the words describing the eternal torment of hell, "where the worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched" (Mark 9:44). It is time now to seek true satisfaction, not to wait until all hope of it is impossible.

"The eye that mocketh at his father, and despiseth to obey his mother, the ravens of the valley shall pick it out, and the young eagles shall eat it."

The eve is that by which true knowledge is discerned, but it may be used in contempt of its Maker and of the authority committed by its Maker to parents: this is gross abuse. If fire speaks of the direct judgment of God, the ravens and eagles speak rather of God's judgment providentially carried out by unclean agents. How dreadful to be thus reduced to a state of painful blindness and the misery of spiritual destitution! It is a judicial blindness which man, through haughty self-will, brings on himself, though it may be accomplished by means of others who are as unclean and ravenous as ravens and eagles.

"There be three things which are too wonderful for me, yea, four which I know not: The way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way of a man with a maid."

All of these have in common the fact that there is no set pattern: their maneuvers are unpredictable. Is not all of this a reflection of the way of mankind in his being tested in his little time here? "The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked: who can know it?"

The realms of the air, the land, and the sea are again observed here, before "the way of a man" is spoken of. The first sphere, mysterious and wonderful, provides no visible support for the eagle, yet it soars high into the heavens, dives and climbs, spirals and floats in a manner that awakens the wonder of every interested observer. Yet all the while the eagle may be watching for a victim, upon which he falls with sudden swiftness from the sky. What a picture of the judgment of God, ready to fall upon the world, by whatever means it may please Him. Let man consider!

The rock on the other hand is solid, a type of Christ as the eternal God, the stable Rock of Ages. The serpent of course makes no impression on the rock, yet there its sinuous, twisting, unobjective, unreasoning character is displayed. What is all Satan's activity in comparison to the blessed Rock of Ages? Does it not cause us to marvel when we consider the cunning, crooked ways of the evil one in malice against the Lord Jesus, and yet with no real. sensible objective? How tragic too that multitudes of mankind follow the same tortuous course, as though lost in a hopeless maze, at the very time that salvation in Christ is near them if they would only receive Him.

But the sea is the very picture of instability, a type of the nations in a state of constant unrest and turmoil. A ship may surmount the waves, though greatly affected by them. Of course he is thinking of a small sailing ship, tossed in every direction, hardly seen to be making progress toward a definite end. In Matthew 14:1-36, the ship is the picture of the hope of Israel, tossed with the waves of Gentile opposition (v. 24); and similarly in Mark 4:37. All seems hopeless until the Lord Jesus takes control, - walking on the sea in the first case, and on entering the ship causing the wind to cease, bringing them safely to land: and in the other case speaking to the sea, "Peace, be still." Do we not also today marvel at Israel's pre-carious state of being tossed and threatened by the angry nations, yet still surmounting the waves, upheld as though by an invisible hand? Yet only the coming of the Lord Jesus will quieten the waves, and bring Israel's ship to shore.

But more than this, even "the way of a man with a maid" is beyond Agur's knowledge. Psychologists may attempt to explain the motives and reasoning behind men's actions, but at best these are only guesses: true wisdom will acknowledge that here is something beyond its ability to explain. Indeed, man does not know his own heart sufficiently to honestly explain the reasons for his actions. Only God knows accurately the thoughts, motives, reasonings of man that give occasion to his strange ways. Where a man's heart is involved, it is useless to expect that cool, calculating wisdom will dictate his actions, and he will be no more able to explain than is a child who is asked why he has done a senseless thing. The attempt to analyze motives will never lead to a proper conclusion: how much better to leave these things as matters of wonder, not to be explained by human wisdom. Since we cannot be trusted even to rightly interpret our own motives, how much less can we be trusted in reference to motives of others!

But underlying this also is the more amazing marvel of the love of Christ for His bride, the church. Can we by human reason understand His marvelous ways of love and grace, in giving Himself for so unworthy an object, in nourishing and cherishing her in tenderest concern, sanctifying and cleansing her, with the washing of water by the Word, with a view to presenting her to Himself:' ( Ephesians 5:25-29 ). We shall never fathom all that is involved in this: but it will engage our wondering adoration for eternity. The verse following is in sad contrast to this, and contemplates the falsehood of an unfaithful wife.

"Such is the way of an adulterous woman; she eateth, and wipeth her mouth, and saith, I have done no wickÂ​edness."

A corrupt nature is so corrupt that it is insensible to its corruption. It will satisfy its own lusts ("eat"), wipe away the evidences of it, and justify itself. Indeed, man can go to the grossest excesses of evil, and still insist there is nothing really wrong in what he does. And yet only an honest confession of his guilt would make him a candidate for the forgiving grace of God. But Israel has been an unfaithful wife, and the false church is of course glaringly guilty of this corruption.

"For three things the earth is disquieted, and for four which it cannot bear: For a servant when he reigneth: and a fool when he is filled with meat: For an odious woman when she is married: and an handmaid that is heir to her mistress."

If in verses 15 to 17 we have seen no satisfaction, and in verses 18 to 20, no explanation, in these verses is the evident lesson of no rest. What a picture of the world do these three portray! But in the last of the three, the four features mentioned have in common the fact that proper order is upset, and all is thrown out of balance. If so, rest is impossible.

The rule of a servant will generally be intolerable: he is likely to be puffed up with pride that glories in his authority, with a resulting misrule and oppression. But to apply this in the fullest proper sense, all men are actually servants: to God alone belongs the place of reigning. Every king of Judah and of Israel has proven the inability of man to reign properly: all were failures in the end. They could not bring rest to their nation. And the earth has been continually disquieted through all the reigns of men. Only the reign of the Lord Jesus Christ will answer this state of unrest and agitation.

But if first we have seen the rule of the wrong person, next is the prosperity of the wrong person. To see the wicked prosper was a painful distress to the Psalmist (Psalms 73:3-9). Yet it is common. The fool, leaving God out of his reckoning, is a base materialist, and when satiated with all he wants (filled with meat), he is characterized by pride, violence, corruption, wickedness, oppression, and brazen speaking against God (Psalms 73:6-9 ). Here is another cause for endless disquietude in the world. But faith looks further on, and with Asaph says, "Until I went into the sanctuary of God; then understood I their end" (Psalms 73:17). When such men are reduced to utter desolation and eternal poverty, those who hunger and thirst after righteousness shall be eternally "filled." But meanwhile we know that disorder possesses the world.

Thirdly, is the case of a wrong person united in relationship to another. Marriage is sacred, a bond of which God is the author. "An odious woman," one whose character is revolting and untrustworthy, only adds brazen hypocrisy to her many sins in being married. In every way she is a contrast to the "virtuous woman" of chapter 31:10. But here again is a too prevalent condition in the world today, that of corruption of the holy relationships established by God.

The fourth case is that of the wrong person receiving honor. The handmaid here is one who disposes her mistress, as the Hebrew word for "heir" implies. Using subtle feminine charm she may be able to supplant her mistress in the affections of her husband. Thus her position is used for treachery. This is the most revolting of all these evils and yet who will correct it? In Christendom too a mere servant for hire, a professed law-keeper. will attempt to steal the place of the soul who stands solely upon the pure grace of God. But only those who stand in this relationship of pure grace before God are "heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ." Gehazi is an example of the treachery of a hired servant, who knows nothing of grace (2 Kings 5:20-27). But their number is all too great. These three verses then are a faithful summary of the reasons for the world's unrest. And they are common things, which no legislation or education can change, for they spring from the natural sinful condition of man's heart.

The fifth section of the chapter (vvs. 24-28) is a much brighter picture, for, following as it does the subject of man's ways in weakness and failure, it speaks of the exercise of the soul as under responsibility. In this case there will he progress, for it will bring God into the scene, - God with man enabling him for his responsibilities. Each of the four cases in this section illustrates that in spite of creature limitation, there is blessing to be found. As it is God Himself who communicates to the ants, conies, locusts, and spiders (or lizards) such fine instincts as they express, and is Himself their preserver, so this is intended as direct teaching to the same end in relation to man.

"There be four things that are little upon the earth, but they are exceeding wise: the ants are a people not strong, yet they prepare their meat in the summer; The conies are but a feeble folk, yet make they their houses in the rocks; The locusts have no king, yet go they forth all of them by bands; The spider taketh hold with her hands, and is in king's palaces."

The ant's weakness is not made an excuse for laxity. Diligently they labor to prepare food for winter. Let us, too, have wisdom in our brief span of life on earth, to prepare for eternity. It is the fool who ignores this, while amassing "much goods" "for many years," - years on earth which he may not see at all (Luke 12:16-21). The ant rightly lives only for earth, and prepares for the only future she will have: man's preparation only for earth is folly, for his earthly future is nothing compared to the eternity he must face. But the ant is intended to teach wisdom in diligence, and to reprove laziness. "Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways and be wise" (Proverbs 6:6).

The cony of verse 26 is evidently rightly the hyrax, a small, defenseless animal of the marmot type, not of the rabbit family, and not fitted to burrow, but dependent upon the holes and clefts of the rock for its protection. If its condition is extremely feeble, yet its position is strong. How apt a picture of the sinner saved by the grace of God. Weak as water himself, yet "in Christ" he has an impregnable position: "that Rock was Christ" (1 Corinthians 10:4). The weakness of the little creature does not discourage him, but drives him to the safety of a strong refuge. So that if the ant teaches preparation, the cony as clearly teaches preservation or security.

But the locusts are marvelous in the fact of their spontaneous unity and order. What a lesson for the church of God! They require no king, no great intellectual leader, who is an expert organizer; yet the order of their camp is more precise, more thoroughly unified than the world's most carefully organized army. It is God who has given them this wise instinct. Alone, the little locust is virtually helpless: in bands they are practically invincible. How earnestly the responsibility of such unity and order is pressed upon the church of God in the New Testament epistles! Christ, the Head of the body, the church, is in Glory today, the only Head. But if He is not seen, is He any less capable of directing His saints in godly unity? It is all saints who are exhorted to "walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye are called, with all lowliness and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another in love: endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace" (Ephesians 4:1-3)

The power for unity is the unseen Spirit of God. The exercise of honest faith in every member of the body of Christ will result in an order beautiful as it is real. But the locust surely rebukes the shame of our many sad divisions, as well as rebuking the painful unbelief of man's organization, the introduction into the church of human authority, clergy, church boards, denominational distinctions, which ruins all unity, rather than securing it. Let us notice too that verse 26 speaks of taking refuge in the rock, while verse 27 is rather the "going forth," carrying the battle into the enemies' country. Defense is surely necessary but we must learn to have proper offensive character also, and true unity is a wonderful strength for this.

Translators agree that the spider of verse 28 is actually the lizard, a small creature called the gekko, quite common in Israel. It seems to have a peculiar preference for luxurious buildings, and its feet are equipped with cup-like toes that produce an adhesive substance by which they can cling in any position to the smoothest surfaces, and are not easily dislodged. How precious a lesson of the hold dependence of faith that is satisfied with nothing less than dwelling in the house of the Lord, taking hold of the proper privileges and blessings that rightly belong by grace to the redeemed child of God. As Joshua was told, "Every place that the sole of your foot shall tread upon, that have I given unto you" (Joshua 1:3), so the child of God is encouraged to possess those possessions that the grace of God has provided for him. His true place is as "raised up together and seated together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus" (Ephesians 2:6), and this is where his proper blessings are also: "blessed... with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ" (Ephesians 1:3). Let us then, like the lizard, take hold in the King's palace and take hold of every blessing He provides.

Verse 29 now introduces the sixth (and last) section of the chapter. If man will not learn through the exercise of God's governmental dealings, taking to heart the wisdom taught even by the smallest creatures, still God will triumph. And this sixth section indicates that God will curb and overcome the restless will of man. How good to know this! How good for our own souls that it is so!

"There are three things that have a stately step, and four are comely in going: The lion, mighty among beasts, which turneth not away for any; a (horse) girt in the loins; or the he goat; and a king, against whom none can rise up" (New Trans.).

These are all in contrast to the feeble creatures we have just considered; and they tell us of power, speed, ability, and authority that is greater than that of man in the flesh. But how beautifully and perfectly do we see all these characteristics in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Great Overcomer. He is "the Lion of the tribe of Judah," strong beyond all others, Whose blessed moral courage is so displayed in His going straight on to the cross, not turning away for any, whether scribes, Pharisees, Pilate, Herod, or Satan: He could meet them all, and overcome them in death itself.

The second animal here is not actually named in the original, but perhaps refers to any animal "girt in the loins" that is having loins built for speed, evidently. The Lord Jesus too "girded himself," the more effectively and promptly to serve. And in Revelation He is girt for the solemn service of judgment. Who can compare with Him in the promptitude and swiftness of His judgment of evil, and overcoming of man's will? His coming will be as the lightning.

"An he goat also" would remind us of the graceful ease of His surmounting every obstacle, as the he goat leaps from crag to crag, and conquers the highest places above the level of man's abode. God leaves nothing that is not put under His feet (Hebrews 2:8). Here is ability above and beyond mere mankind, but in One Who is yet Himself true Man, the Man from Heaven.

The dignity of perfect authority is last of all taught us in the king against whom none can rise up. There have been some in whom this character has been comparatively outstanding in history, yet only in our Lord will it be perfectly displayed in the Day of His glory soon to come. Not that mere force accomplishes this, but the power of love, of moral dignity, of faithfulness and truth, together with the infinite greatness of His Person. "Of the increase of His government and peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of David, and upon his kingdom, to order it, and to establish it with judgment and with justice from henceforth even forever" (Isaiah 9:7).

In view of this assured victory of God over all mankind, how appropriate are the last two verses, to press the truth home to our own souls.

"If thou hast done foolishly in lifting up thyself, or if thou hast thought evil, lay thine hand upon thy mouth. Surely the churning of milk bringeth forth butter, and the wringing of the nose bringeth forth blood: so the forcing of wrath bringeth forth strife."

Two things are here solemnly exposed as causes of incalculable damage, - self exaltation and thoughts of evil toward God. A lion may lift up himself, (Numbers 23:24), because of his very strength, but if mere man would foolishly aspire to the place of God, he will be put down. How much better to judge ourselves now, lay our hand upon our mouth, and let God alone be great. Or if our thoughts have dared to question His wisdom. His righteousness, His ways, let it judge our thoughts now, and stop any rebellious word from passing our lips.

For the forcing of man's will is certain to bring results of a certain kind. The churning of milk results in butter, a much preferable end than that of the last two cases. Milk is a familiar symbol of the Word of God (1 Peter 2:2), and if our time is spent in mulling over what we find there, we shall be blessed with the rich butter, the concentrated fatness and prosperity of spiritual blessing. This kind of exercise is profitable. But the wringing of the nose is damaging, with no object of good: it will produce blood. And thus too the forcing of wrath can have no good object and will achieve no good end. It allows no peace or rest, but stirs up strife. Let man therefore judge his own will as evil, and bow to the wise and holy and perfect will of God.

31 Chapter 31 

Verses 1-31
In THE FINAL CHAPTER of the book has also a peculiar character, King Lemuel is the writer, but not the author, for he simply quotes the words of his mother. Actually, no king of Israel or Judah is known by this name, and it would seem most likely that Lemuel is a name given Solomon by his mother. If this is so, then it bears lovely witness to the godly character of Bathsheba, whose experience of shame with David no doubt wrought to produce a serious self-judgment and resulting sober concern for her child. This too would be consistent with the character of these last seven chapters of Proverbs, which we have been considering, for God's provision for man in times of failure and ruin is the predominant subject. How beautifully therefore the grace of God shines out, especially in this concluding seventh chapter, with its picture of quiet rest and satisfaction. Indeed, Solomon's own failure to properly heed the instruction of his mother here given, serves to accentuate the greatness of that grace.

But also, it bears witness to the fact that this prophecy looks much beyond Solomon, to a King in whom these characteristics of faithfulness and truth are seen in perfection of beauty. The first part of the chapter - to verse 9 - shows His throne established in righteousness (blessed anticipation indeed), while the second - from verse 10 to the end - adds the lovely picture of His Bride, "An help meet for Him," in whom He finds deep and precious delight. How unspeakably sweet to the true heart in times when a ruined church testimony grieves the soul, to look beyond the ruin to contemplate the absolute certainty of God's counsels concerning Christ and the church, His Bride!

The mother of the king would here speak of Israel elect by grace in contrast to the bondwoman, as Sara the free woman was the mother of Isaac, the child of promise, a lovely type of the Lord Jesus Christ. He was not the fruit of Israel's boasted lawkeeping, but the precious Fruit of the grace of God operating in the little remnant of Israel elect by the pure grace of God. Compare Galatians 4:22-31. How sweetly this evidence of grace and its results are seen in the lowly character and words of Mary the mother of the Lord (Luke 1:46-55).

"What, my son? and what, the son of my womb? and what, the son of my vows?"

The language here is quite in contrast to that of arbitrary commandments: legality is given no place. But it is an earnest appeal to the heart and conscience of her son, a practical pressing upon him to answer decidedly for himself. She appeals to him on the ground of her giving birth to him, and also on the ground of her vows, which no doubt were those of devoting her son to God, as his name Lemuel ("unto God") implies. a reminder of Hannah's vowing that Samuel would be given to God all the days of his life. Certainly only in Christ we see the perfection of such devotion, the perfect carrying out of the godly instructions we find here; but they are intended for both the exercise of Solomon and of all the children of God today, who are "made unto our God kings and priests," and whose character therefore is to be patterned after that of Him who is "Lord of lords and King of kings."

"Give not thy strength unto women, nor thy ways to that which destroyeth kings."

The tragedy of Solomon's disregard for this first of his mother's instructions is a painful comment on the impotence of the greatest human wisdom. It was Solomon's many wives who turned away his heart from obedience to God (1 Kings 11:3). Nor have more recent philosophers been men of exemplary moral lives. Greece, with all its culture and philosophy, destroyed itself through idolatry and moral corruption. Did Solomon not know better than to serve idols? Certainly, but his knowledge was not sufficient to preserve him. If he had learned to distrust himself, as did Agur, he might have known how to depend in communion upon the Lord, Who Himself is the Preserver of men. Many saints of God in the Old Testament were sadly guilty of polygamy, and some have dared to justify this merely on the ground that these men were believers. But this evil was first introduced by Lamech, of the line of Cain (Genesis 4:23), a gross despising of the words of God: "Therefore shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave unto his wife" (Genesis 2:24). It is true enough that God did not enforce this upon men, but the Lord Jesus reaffirmed it as that which was true "from the beginning of the creation" (Mark 10:2-9), and it is Christianity alone which has brought back some measure of true submission to this holy principle of God. Faithful devotion to one wife is beautifully seen in the love of Christ for the church (Ephesians 5:25-29), and this is the sacred standard for the child of God as regards the sanctity of the marriage bond. Violation of this is the thing that "destroyeth kings."

"It is not for kings, o Lemuel, it is not for kings to drink wine; not for princes strong drink: lest they drink, and forget the law, and pervert the judgment of any of the afflicted. Give strong drink to him that is ready to perish, and wine unto those that be of heavy hearts. Let him drink, and forget his poverty, and remember his misery no more."

Whatever others may be at liberty to do, there are certain positions that demand a different standard of conduct. For instance, an airline pilot or a rail engineer cannot be allowed to indulge in strong drink for obvious reasons. A king too is in a place of trust, responsible for the welfare of many subjects, and it is imperative that he maintain at all times sobriety of judgment that is wise and fair. If others indulge in wine and strong drink, this is not for him.

Did Solomon not know this without having to learn it by experience? Yet here again he ignored his mother's advice, as Ecclesiastes 2:3 tells us, only to learn by painful experience that his mother was right. In Christ alone we see the perfection of sober, undeviating wisdom and faithfulness in judgment. For wine speaks of anything that merely exhilarates or stimulates for the time. Man may be intoxicated by pleasures, as Solomon was for a time, or by personal pride, by money-making, or any of those multitude of things that influence the desires of the flesh. These may so affect the thoughts that proper, sober judgment is for the time impaired. Let us remember these things too in being exhorted, "Be not drunk with wine wherein is excess; but be filled with the Spirit" (Ephesians 5:18). The believer, is here to represent the Christ whose royal dignity is perfection itself: let us follow Him in some true measure. The world will certainly show the opposite character: all the greater therefore is the responsibility of the Christian to bear a true witness.

Yet strong drink is to be given to those ready to perish, and wine to those heavy of heart. Is there not here the implied truth of the Gospel of grace? A lost, hopelessly miserable soul needs the reviving, resuscitating joy of the knowledge of forgiveness, the "pouring in" of the oil of the Holy Spirit, and of the wine of a new-found joy in trusting to the precious blood of Christ. This initial, effervescent joy of a newborn soul is most precious in its place; but this should lead to a sober, faithful, devoted character of solid dependability. Wine is not to be the diet of the soul after conversion, but the milk and solid food of the Word of God.

"Open thy mouth for the dumb in the cause of all such as are appointed to destruction. Open thy mouth, judge righteously, and plead the cause of the poor and needy."

This is the last of the three basic characteristics of the true King. The glory and wealth of Solomon's kingdom was such that it ought to have been a simple matter for him to follow this sound advice of his mother. Yet, do we find it so? In fact, nothing is said positively as to his so doing; while his son Rehohoam later acknowledged to Israel, "My father did lade you with a heavy yoke;... my father chastised you with whips" (1 Kings 12:11). The taxes he laid upon the poor evidently reached the point of oppression. How tragically sad a comment on the fact of man according to flesh being exalted in authority! It may be that Solomon began well, and paid some attention to his mother's instruction, but in the end he violated all of it! How the earth groans for the coming of the King of kings and Lord of lords, He whose reign will be perfect equity, kindness, compassion, judging righteously, pleading the cause of the poor, delivering those appointed to destruction, so that the whole earth will break forth into singing! It is surely this we are to take as the implication in these first nine verses of chapter 31: there is a King of whom all these things are true.

The latter part of the chapter is a grand completion of the prophecy, presenting as it does a wife suitable for the King, her character answering beautifully to His own. This is in thorough contrast to what we have seen of the vanity of man in the flesh, his failure and untrustworthiness; for it is the lovely fruit of the grace of God, responded to by faith: she is God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works (Ephesians 2:10), and to be presented to the Lord Jesus without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but holy and without blemish (Ephesians 5:27). How it adds to the greatness of His own glory to contemplate the wonder of His work in transforming a loveless, lifeless, sinful people into a company united in devoted affection and obedience to Himself! It is said that we shall be "to the praise of the glory of His grace," and also "to the praise of His glory" (Ephesians 1:6; Ephesians 1:12).

The completeness of satisfaction involved in this is further enhanced by the fact that this section is an acrostic, using the entire Hebrew alphabet, each verse beginning with a letter of the alphabet, in proper order. It may be helpful to indicate this in quoting the text.

10.(Aleph) "Who can find a virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies."

11. (Beth) "The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, so that he shall have no need (or lack) of spoil."

12.( Gimel ) "She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life."

Does the question of verse 10 not imply that a virtuous woman is not to be found everywhere, just as another question is raised in chapter 20:6, "A faithful man who can find?" Virtue does not only refer to moral purity, it is evident, but to all the characteristics of faithfulness, diligence, dependability that the chapter outlines. How refreshing to see in any good measure these qualities in a woman. But it is impossible apart from the grace of God having wrought in her heart. No material price can possibly give a recompense for her. The precious red ruby, or many of them together have no comparison to her worth. But are we not given a veiled hint here that her value is only measured by the precious blood of Christ, the price of her redemption? It is He Himself who has placed this value upon her: His heart safely trusts in her: He will have no lack of spoil, that is, no lack of gain through her. Not only will she refrain from harmful things, but "she will do Him good," as the good servant who reports to his master, "Lord, thy pound hath gained ten pounds." She is too busily occupied with good to allow time for even worthless things, let alone evil things. And this continues "all the days of her life:" there is no growing weary of diligent devotion.

13.(Daleth) "She seeketh wool, and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands"

14.(He) "She is like the merchants' ships; she bringeth her food from afar."

15.(Vau) "She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household, and a portion to her maidens."

Her clothing is not ready made nor even the fabric, for of course it was common in the east for women to both weave the fabric and make the clothes for her family. Wool is for warmth, the product of the sheep, the sacrificial animal. This would speak of the "work and labor of love," warm and affectionate, which Hebrews 6:10 tells us God will not forget. Flax is the material for weaving "fine linen," and the garment in this case cool in comparison to the wool. Revelation 19:8 interprets this for us, "the fine linen is the righteousnesses of saints." If in the case of the wool, the hands perform a work and labor of love, the linen tells rather of works of righteousness, the result of a living faith. How good to see these two lovely characteristics in balance! Her working "willingly" too is in lovely contrast to any spirit of legality.

The symbolism of verse 14 is excellent also: as the merchants' ships bring food from long distances, so she draws her provision from beyond the realm of observation. The spiritual significance of this is of course the important matter: the believer's provision of food for the soul is not found in his local circumstances, for the world around him is a wilderness: it is from the very presence of God we must draw that which our souls require day by day. Prayer, dependence, meditation, are the means by which we may do this.

Moreover, her faithful use of it is seen in verse 15. When the soul has learned from God, being filled with purest good, does it not delight in sharing with others, and practising self-denial in order to do so? Early in the morning, the people came to the temple to hear the Lord Jesus in the days just before His death: how precious that readiness to give the Word of God to souls in need. For He spent the nights in the mount of Olives: for the sake of others He would not spare himself (Luke 21:37-38). Thus too the virtuous woman will rise before the night has passed, because of her concern for her household and her maidens. Her maidens are of course servants, yet she also will serve them when occasion may arise for it. Has not the Lord of Glory Himself in grace come among us as "He that serveth"?

16. (Zain) "She considereth a field, and buyeth it: with the fruit of her hands she planteth a vineyard"

The word for "buyeth" here is actually "acquireth." She is busily engaged in seeking gain for her husband, not only that he might have the property, but that she might make good use of the property. Again, the spiritual meaning predominates in this. In New Testament language, "the field is the world" (Matthew 13:38), and the Lord Jesus has, in the sacrifice of Himself, "sold all that He had" to buy the field (Matthew 13:44). Therefore, the believer, united as by a marriage bond to the Lord, has very real title to this vast possession: "all things are yours; whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas, or the world. or life or death, or things present or things to come: all are yours: and ye are Christ's and Christ is God's" (1 Corinthians 3:21-23). How important to insist that we are not the world's, but the world is ours. It is therefore merely to be as a servant for our use: we are not to be entangled by it but to use it insofar as it will serve the interests of our Lord. Practically speaking, we may not, as the viruous woman, have considered the world from this viewpoint, and thus not have "acquired" it in the sense of having it under our feet for the sake of the gain of our Lord. But "this is the victory that overcometh the world, even our faith" (1 John 5:4).

Also, in the field she plants a vineyard, with the fruit of her hands. Paul speaks of this in connection with the work of the Lord, establishing the assembly in testimony to His grace: "Who planteth a vineyard, and eateth not the fruit thereof?" This labor of planting in the world, a blessed witness of Him who "is not of this world," is another lovely characteristic of the true church of God. This is indeed a proper use of the world, and will bear fruit for eternity for the sake of our adorable Lord and Master.

17. (Cheth) "She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengtheneth her arms."

We have before mentioned the Lord's girding Himself to serve the disciples. In the girding of the loins the loose flowing garments are drawn up and securely fastened to allow unimpeded progress or labor. Thus 1 Peter 1:13 exhorts us, "Gird up the loins of your mind, be sober." Our minds should be under proper control, no loose ends allowed to hinder our spiritual progress. This honest self-discipline of our minds is true spiritual strength; and thus too our arms will be strengthened for work. It is the precious principle of going "from strength to strength" ( Psalms 84:7).

18.(Teth ) "She perceiceth that her merchandise is good: her candle goeth not out by night."

Experience in dealing with Divine things will deepen the soul's conviction that this is true good. Is this not clearly declared for us in Philippians 1:9-10 : "And this I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and in all judgment; that ye may approve things that are more excellent." This perception of what is good will so occupy us with good that evil will have no place; and the candle of testimony will burn brightly all through the night of our brief sojourn on earth. But if souls choose the world's goods just because they "see no harm in them," then it is evident they have not perceived the "good" that so permeates all the things of God, and their candle will grow dim proportionately.

19.(Yod.) "She layeth her hands to the spindle, and her hands hold the distaff."

20.(Caph.) "She stretcheth out her hand to the poor; yea, she reacheth forth her hands to the needy."

These two verses show her hands properly and diligently occupied, first at home, and secondly, for the sake of others outside. With no spinning wheel, her labor was more thoroughly manual, as she used the long spindle with one hand and the distaff with the other, taking long hours to spin only small amounts. Yet how much better is this than the boredom of having everything manufactured by machine and selfishly piling up clothes that are unnecessary. Is it not a pointed question to us today that, since we possess more, do we not have more to give away? For this virtuous woman stretches out her hand to others also; and as though one hand is not enough, the other hand follows willingly, her whole heart expressed in her liberality. Why do we not more joyfully follow her example? It may be remarked that her hands are spoken of seven times in the chapter, a beautiful indication that her works are found perfect before God. (Contrast Revelation 3:2).

21.(Lamed) "She is not afraid of the snow for her household: for all her household are clothed with scarlet."

The advent of winter is symbolical of the cold desolation of the judgment of God, the snow adding its voice of white, spotless purity, which man in his guilt is rightly afraid to face. But she fears not, for her household is clothed with scarlet. How lovely a picture of the blessed covering of the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. Scarlet is the warm, attracting color, and is the dye taken from a worm-like insect, with which the scarlet fabrics of the tabernacle were dyed. This very insect is that referred to in the words of the Lord Jesus in Psalms 22:6, "I am a worm, and no man," in view of His sufferings for sin on Calvary. Blessed covering indeed for every child of God! - a covering that removes all fear, because it removes all guilt.

22. (Mem.) "She maketh herself coverings of tapestry: her clothing is silk (or byssus) and purple."

It is good that we be reminded that much of our time is rightly spent in covering ourselves; for this is significant of the fact that personally we are not acceptable to God; but when self is covered by that which speaks to God of His own beloved Son and of His great work, then the heart of God cannot but find deepest pleasure in us. Let us note again however that verse 21 has shown the first covering to be that of redemption: this must come before the fine linen and purple, or the putting on of the two last would be mere hypocrisy, as in the case of the rich man of Luke 16:19 "clothed in purple and fine linen." Byssus is so fine a linen as to resemble silk, and is beautifully significant of the righteousnesses of saints, as we have seen, and would remind us that believers are "holy priests," characterized by priestly purity, and privileged to enter the presence of God (1 Peter 2:5). Purple is the royal color, speaking of the dignity of kings given to the children of God. Thus, as "royal priests" we are to "show forth the praises of Him who has called us out of darkness into his marvelous light" (1 Peter 2:9). This is a testimony of noble dignity before the world. Not that believers are entitled yet to reign as kings: we are not; but true kingly dignity is to be seen in our moral character, as those who represent a king who is not of this world. and is at this time rejected.

23. (Nun ) "Her husband is known in the gates, when he sitteth among the elders of the land."

If in one respect this looks on to the blessing of the millennium, when the Lord Jesus will sit as Judge in the gate, known of all, and administering in perfect justice, yet also at the present time we who are of faith are privileged to know Him in His faithful administration in connection with the church of God: thus in a spiritual way we anticipate those blessings that in a public way will be known in the millennium.

24. (Samech) "She maketh fine linen, and selleth it; and delivereth girdles unto the merchant."

It may seem amazing that this industrious soul, after so fully caring for her own household, and for the poor, would still have time and energy to produce fine linen for the market. What an example indeed! Does this not teach us that not only ought we to consider the Lord's interests in our immediate contacts; but to have a missionary spirit, concerned for others too whom we may never meet on earth? How precious a reflection of the gracious heart of our Master!

25. (Ain) "Strength and dignity are her clothing, and she laugheth at the coming day" (New Trans.).

Is there not the salutary reminder here that a believer's strength is not in himself? Nor in fact is true dignity a virtue of the flesh: these are "her clothing," and certainly typical of Christ, as the apostle could joyfully claim, "I can do all things through Christ. Who strengtheneth me" (Philippians 4:13). And again, "Of Him are ye in Christ Jesus, Who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification and redemption" (1 Corinthians 1:30), a dignity certainly infinitely above the highest attainments of the flesh. It is because of this that "she laugheth at the coming day," that is, the future holds for her no fear whatever: she "may have boldness in the day of judgment, for as He is, so are we in this world" (1 John 4:17).

26. (Pe) "She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness."

We have already seen that this precious soul is a worker, not a talker; yet there is lovely moral balance here, for she knows how to give "a word in season": when she does open her mouth, it is that words of wisdom may be spoken. This compares with 1 Peter 4:11 : "If any man speak, let him speak as the oracles of God." If we obeyed this instruction, how much evil and vanity would be avoided, and how much good accomplished! "The law of kindness" in her tongue is no doubt a designed contrast to "the law of commandments contained in ordinances" ( Ephesians 2:15). Legality has utterly no place in her character: her words of grace are consistent with her gracious actions: if this is called a "law," this simply indicates that it is her settled principle of conduct. It is far from looseness and indulgence of evil, but firm in kind consideration of the needs of others.

27. (Tsaddi) "She looketh well to the way of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness."

It is the household in which the character of the inmates is fully seen; and doubtless we are intended to apply this to "the household of faith." In the church as the house of God we look for order, government, proper discipline, and here again is a sphere we must not be guilty of ignoring. But along with this "she eateth not the bread of idleness": it will take our whole energy of faith to maintain both a true Gospel witness, and proper care for the house of God: we shall have no idle time, just as a mother who must continually watch as to the ways and tendencies of her children if she is to preserve them in faith and love, from snares of sin and disobedience.

28.(Koph) "Her children arise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her."

If discipline and proper care seem irksome to a child, so that rebellion may smoulder for a time, yet when the Spirit of God works in the soul to give the knowledge of salvation and spiritual light, the children later will look back with true thankfulness for that same discipline, and when it is accompanied by tenderness, love, and diligent faithfulness, the children will not eventually fail in commendation of their mother. May this be truly so in every sphere in which we are called upon to bear an influence in preserving godly Christian character. If in the assembly of God this honorable, loving concern for order and true discipline is practised, it may not always be taken kindly at first, but in the end souls will recognize the value of it, and so express themselves. But more important is the fact that "her husband also ... praiseth her." Is the church not above all things responsible to please her Master? His commendation is how infinitely precious. Do we not deeply desire to hear Him say "Well done"?

29. (Resh.) "Many daughters have done virtuously, but thou excellest them all."

If in verse 10 she is called "a virtuous woman," yet this verse clearly shows that it is a prophecy intended to be specific: "thou excellest them all." How precious is the delight that our blessed Lord finds in His Bride! No doubt it could be applied to the earthly bride Israel, in connection with earthly circumstances, but in a higher way to His bride, the church; and this surely draws our hearts out with deepest desire to respond fittingly to such affection and commendation on His part.

30.(Schin) "Favor is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised."

31.(Tau.) "Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her own works praise her in the gates."
How fitting that a book characterized by the fear of the Lord should end in this way. However others may seek to obtain favor by pleasant manners or beautiful appearance, the eyes of the Lord look deeper than this, and see the heart made known in consistent daily conduct and devotion. He will not be deceived, nor will the vanity of fair appearances make any impression upon His heart of absolute truth and purity. Is there not here also the clearest significance of the judgment seat of Christ? "She shall be praised." Not only will others eventually recognize her value, but far above all else, God will express His own approbation. "Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the Lord come: and then shall every man (or each) have praise of God" (1 Corinthians 4:5). How deeply thankful then will each saint be who has honestly sought, with single heart, the pleasure of the Lord. We know that nothing will escape His eyes, nothing be forgotten that has been the fruit of faith working by love. And what child of God now would not yearn with desire for the joy of hearing those precious words from the Lord's lips, "Well done. thou good and faithful servant"?

But not only is she praised: she is also given the fruit of her own hands. Just as the servants who gained by trading with their Master's pounds were allowed to keep what they had gained, so the goodness of God abundantly rewards those who have labored truly for Him ( Luke 19:24-26). We shall find that what we have gained for Him has really been for ourselves also.

And finally, there will be public recognition of those works in the Day to come. Is this not implied in the Bride's being clothed in fine linen, pure and white, which is the righteousnesses of saints? We cannot now be allowed to be clothed in our own righteousnesses, for in our present state this would be mere self-righteousness, not purified from the imperfections and soiling of our own hands; but in that Day our robes will have been washed, our motives purified by the complete judgment of the flesh in every feature of it. But "in the gates," the very place of public administration, God will see that the righteousnesses of saints are displayed for the recognition of the whole creation. For this will all be "to the praise of His glory," whose grace has so marvelously wrought in precious souls; and His Name will thus be exalted for eternity.

How complete, and satisfying, is the conclusion of this book, in contrast to Ecclesiastes; - at least as precious as it is possible in the Old Testament. But it is food for our souls, intended to be well digested, to permeate our entire life and character, till we see His face.

