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With nearly 5,000 pages and 20 megabytes of text, this 12 volume set contains concise comments and sermon outlines, perfect for preaching, teaching, or just another perspective on a passage for any lay person.
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As with many commentaries of this nature, the New Testament contains substantially more comments than the Old Testament. This is not the famouse Pulpit Commentary. This is a different commentary. Not every verse includes a comment.
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01 Chapter 1 

Verse 1
THE HEBREW WISDOM
‘The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel.’

Proverbs 1:1
The Book of the Proverbs of Solomon is a collection, under the guidance of inspiration, of the short sayings of wise and pious men which up to that time had been more or less current, with many of course of his own intermixed.

I. We see the estimate they formed of human nature, its weakness and corruption.—How full the Book of Proverbs is of the folly of mankind!

II. Again, what a vast collection of sayings we have in this book relating to human life, to human duty: the fear of God, charity to man, modesty, humility, forbearance, industry, self-denial!—The Proverbs show Divine justice already partially commenced and exhibited in this life; and the Gospel carries out this view, and completes it in the world of futurity.

—Canon Mozley.

Illustration
‘The Book of Proverbs is a study for a lifetime. In it the poetical form of the proverb is conspicuous. That is, comparison and similitude are used very largely in the didactic purpose of the author or compiler—for we cannot refer all the proverbs of this book to Solomon, as Agur and Lemuel are distinctly mentioned as authors of some of them, and the “men of Hezekiah” may have mingled others with those of Solomon, making only selections from Solomon’s “three thousand.” In this book every department of life is addressed, and all the moral virtues are set forth, while the vices of men are treated with severity. So also the infelicities of life are depicted, and the wisdom which comes from the fear of the Lord is constantly contrasted with the folly to which men are prone, and which leads to ruin. The pictures given in these brief sayings would abide in the mind when mere didactic disquisitions would be forgotten. And here is one of the most valuable features of the proverb. They can be readily stored in the memory, and prove to be a supply of practical wisdom, usable at any emergency. They are not only condensed wisdom, but are therefore portable wisdom, standing one in good part when he has no time to look up authorities or to reason out a subject. Moreover, they are acceptable to the common mind.’

Verse 10
‘YIELD NOT TO TEMPTATION’
‘My son, if sinners entice thee, consent thou not.’

Proverbs 1:10
There are two chief sources of temptation which Solomon indicates in these chapters, and which, when we have stripped off the figure or the accidental circumstances of age and time, are not less applicable to our days than to his.

I. The first is sensuality, figured and summed up in that repeated picture of ‘the strange woman which flattereth with her tongue, which forsaketh the guide of her youth, and forgetteth the covenant of her God.’

II. The other is that of evil companionship.—You may see in chapter 2 the two distinguished very clearly and put as the two things from which wisdom, discretion, understanding, should preserve you.

—Dean Wickham.

Illustration
‘The danger is, “If sinners entice thee.” There are enticers and enticements, the fowler and his snare. (1) The enticers of youth may be divided into two great classes: the internal and the external. The sinners that entice from within are the man’s own thoughts and desires; the sinners that entice from without are fellow-men who, having gone astray themselves are busy leading others after them. (2) Among the enticements we may name: (a) the theatre; (b) the customs of society encouraging the use of intoxicating drinks.

The defence prescribed is, “Consent thou not.” It is a blunt, peremptory command. Your method of defence must be different from the adversary’s mode of attack. His strength lies in making gradual approaches, yours in a resistance sudden, resolute, total.’

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-5
WISDOM’S COUNSELS
‘My son, if thou wilt receive my words, and hide my commandments with thee; so that thou incline thine ear unto wisdom, and apply thine heart to understanding; … then shalt thou understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God.’

Proverbs 2:1-5
This is only one passage out of many in which wisdom is connected with religion, in which it is asserted that a religious fear of God is the first step in true wisdom, and that he who would know God aright must love wisdom, and humbly and vigorously seek after her.

I. Even taking the lowest view of things, that it is only a selfish view, looking only to what is to be gained, making it only a matter of profit and loss, the religious man is the wise man.

II. Religion is wisdom, and ungodliness folly, because the religious man is concerned with far grander and more exalted things than any other man.—The principal attribute of a wise, discerning man is to be able to see things as they really are.

III. Wisdom is spoken of as a thing that must be laboured for; it is not to be sought merely for amusement, but the search is to be the very business of man’s life; there is no point more clearly laid down, none more insisted on, than the necessity of exertion in the pursuit of wisdom.

—Bishop Harvey Goodwin.

Illustration
‘How much I miss and forfeit for lack of diligent energy and zeal!

There is my study of the Scriptures. Too often I allow my thinking and reflective powers to lie dormant when I am in the company of God’s Holy Book. But nowhere is there such room for patient, steadfast, persevering scrutiny. Nowhere are there such enriching rewards waiting to crown thought and study. My clearest, highest, most vigorous moments ought to be devoted to the angels’ task of looking into the marvels and mysteries of redemption.’

03 Chapter 3 
Verse 6
THE GRACE OF HUMILITY
‘In all thy ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct thy paths.’

Proverbs 3:6
A characteristic of the Old Testament Scriptures, which results from the genius of the Hebrew language, is specially observable in the Book of Proverbs. Instead of the copious, versatile, precise, and in so many respects unrivalled, instrument which the Greek wields when expressing his thought, the Hebrew writer has at command a language possessing by comparison only a few and simple words. But of these, many are words of the widest range and applicability.

I. Not long since the question was discussed, whether a virtue can ever die.—Certainly particular relative excellences do characterise particular races, epochs, stages of social progress. They appear; they shine forth; they wane and fall back into obscurity; they vanish outright. But if practical applications may vary, imperishable principles must live. The opinion which views intellectual submission as a dead virtue, could hardly ascribe any strong vitality to the grace of humility. If humility is dying out, this is because the idea of God has been impoverished or impaired in the thought of our day. Humility is but the sincere acknowledgment in thought, in language, in action, of the first and most commanding of all facts; it is the sincere acknowledgment of God.

II. Theoretically speaking, humility must of course be right.—But look, you say, to its practical effect. Does it interfere more or less with activity and success in life? Is it secretly hostile to the claims and efforts of vigorous and cultivated intellect? After all, what is humility? Humility is not a want of enterprise, a subtle resource of idleness. The force which is apparently forfeited by the destruction of self-reliance in the character is more than recovered when the soul rests in perfect trustfulness on the strong arm of God. The Christian’s humility is in reality the cause of his mental energy.

III. Humility is indispensable to the true life of the soul.

Canon Liddon.

Illustration
‘We should take God for the guide of our life. None of us can take care of ourselves. A young man said boastfully, “I am my own master.” “Do you know what a grave responsibility you have assumed?” asked a friend. No man is wise enough to undertake the direction of his own or any other person’s life. Young people need much advice—they should have an older friend, who knows life and can give them good counsel. Bad advice has wrecked many a destiny. Here we are told that we may have the Lord for our confidential friend, acknowledging Him in all our ways, and then receiving His direction at every point. We may trust His counsel, for He never advises any one wrongly.’

04 Chapter 4 
Verse 7
THE PRINCIPAL THING
‘Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding.’

Proverbs 4:7
I. There must be reality in our knowledge.—It must be the real knowledge of real things. We must be sure that we, in the first instance, take it in as accurately as possible. We must not bridge over to ourselves difficulties, whether little or great, or take a leap over them, leaving a part behind us that is not sound or solid.

II. There is no such thing as useless knowledge, and the knowledge of theory is a greater thing than the knowledge of practice.—To express it otherwise, the knowledge of principles is beyond, and greater than, and more important than, the doing of things however well without understanding them. However real may be the knowledge that you gain of any number of details, it is only by understanding principles that you can hope to make any use of details which shall advance or strengthen any single good cause.

III. The power to use knowledge must come from something outside the knowledge itself.—The mind may be stored with facts, and with true theories and with many a wise observation; but after all it is only by considering, reflecting, observing, that we can turn what we have already acquired to good account for ourselves or for others. Such wisdom is ‘above and beyond our studies.’ For it is beyond all that wisdom which is from above, which the Father gives to them that ask Him.

—Archbishop Benson.

Illustration
‘A story is told of a whale-ship stove-in on the South Seas. She was fast filling. The boats were lowered, provisioned, manned, began to pull off, when, suddenly, two men sprang overboard, swam hurriedly to the sinking ship, caught up a box, leaped over again to make for the waiting boat; but the ship sank, and they were carried down in the whirl of waters. But they re-emerge, still clinging to the box, and, at last, are drawn, exhausted, but with the precious box, aboard the waiting boat. The box held the compass, which in the hurry had been forgotten. The compass was their only possible guide to safety out of those lonely seas. Therefore, at all hazards, it must be had. So precious and inexorably necessary is the “instruction” to the keeping fast hold of which we are charged here. It is religion; it is the compass of the life. Without it life is but haphazard guessing and ultimate ruin. He can only steer straight, and for the port, who keeps with himself and follows the compass of loyalty to God, conscience, duty.’

05 Chapter 5 

Verse 6
LIFE’S LEVEL PATH
‘The level path of life … He maketh level all his paths.’

Proverbs 5:6; Proverbs 5:21 (R.V.).

I. It is a remarkable expression—‘the level path of life’; and there is great comfort in knowing that God is ever before us, levelling our pathway, taking insurmountable obstacles out of the way, so that our feet do not stumble.

II. It may be that you are facing a great mountain range of difficulty.—Before you obstacles, apparently insuperable, rear themselves like a giant wall to heaven. When you cross the Jordan there is also a Jericho, which appears to bar all further advance, and your heart fails. But you are bidden to believe that there is a level path right through those mighty barriers; a pass, as it is called. The walking there is easy and pleasant if only you will let yourself be led to it. God has made it, but you must find it. How we dread the thought of those steep cliffs! It seems as though we could never climb them; but if we would only look at the Lord instead of at the hills, if we would look above the hills to Jehovah, we should be able to rest in sure faith that He would show us the level path of life.

III. Your path is not level, but full of boulders, which have rolled down upon and choked it.—But may this not be partly due to your mistakes or sins, to your wilfulness and self-dependence? There are sorrows and trials in all lives, but these need not obstruct our progress. The text surely refers to those difficulties which threaten us with their arrest, putting barriers in our way. These would be levelled if we gave the direction of our lives more absolutely into God’s hands. When Peter reached the iron gate he found it open; when the women reached the sepulchre door they found the stone gone.

Illustration
‘The stability of a country depends wholly upon its home-life. So long as the homes are pure and God-fearing, it is impossible that its freedom or influence should be permanently obscured. Our strength is not in our arms, or ships, but in the purity of our manners, the elevation of the domestic ideal. Hence this book, which is the vade-mecum of a strong, sweet life, is so emphatic in denouncing impurity. Oh, that young men would lay this chapter to heart!’

Verse 21
LIFE’S LEVEL PATH
‘The level path of life … He maketh level all his paths.’

Proverbs 5:6; Proverbs 5:21 (R.V.).

I. It is a remarkable expression—‘the level path of life’; and there is great comfort in knowing that God is ever before us, levelling our pathway, taking insurmountable obstacles out of the way, so that our feet do not stumble.

II. It may be that you are facing a great mountain range of difficulty.—Before you obstacles, apparently insuperable, rear themselves like a giant wall to heaven. When you cross the Jordan there is also a Jericho, which appears to bar all further advance, and your heart fails. But you are bidden to believe that there is a level path right through those mighty barriers; a pass, as it is called. The walking there is easy and pleasant if only you will let yourself be led to it. God has made it, but you must find it. How we dread the thought of those steep cliffs! It seems as though we could never climb them; but if we would only look at the Lord instead of at the hills, if we would look above the hills to Jehovah, we should be able to rest in sure faith that He would show us the level path of life.

III. Your path is not level, but full of boulders, which have rolled down upon and choked it.—But may this not be partly due to your mistakes or sins, to your wilfulness and self-dependence? There are sorrows and trials in all lives, but these need not obstruct our progress. The text surely refers to those difficulties which threaten us with their arrest, putting barriers in our way. These would be levelled if we gave the direction of our lives more absolutely into God’s hands. When Peter reached the iron gate he found it open; when the women reached the sepulchre door they found the stone gone.

Illustration
‘The stability of a country depends wholly upon its home-life. So long as the homes are pure and God-fearing, it is impossible that its freedom or influence should be permanently obscured. Our strength is not in our arms, or ships, but in the purity of our manners, the elevation of the domestic ideal. Hence this book, which is the vade-mecum of a strong, sweet life, is so emphatic in denouncing impurity. Oh, that young men would lay this chapter to heart!’

06 Chapter 6 

Verse 2
A CHAPTER OF WARNINGS
‘Snared.’

Proverbs 6:2
Wisdom directs us not only what to do but what to avoid. The hidden rocks upon which we may strike are all marked. Obedience to the Word of God, whole-hearted and continuous, is our only safety. If we stray, it is not for want of clear direction, but of care in following it.

I. Suretyship (1–5).—All suretyship is not forbidden; such, for example, as that of Reuben and Judah for Benjamin (Genesis 42:37; Genesis 43:9); and still more, that of Jesus for His people. He became answerable for our liabilities, with the full intention of having to meet them for us. Without this suretyship we should be in despair. But the warning is against rash engagements involving responsibilities which cannot honestly be met.

II. Indolence (6–11).—A wise man will readily receive instruction even from ants. Their industry and providence powerfully reprove the indolent man. ‘Guides’ are parents, teachers, ministers, the Bible. God is the constant ‘Overseer.’ ‘Thou God seest me.’ And He is the ‘Ruler’ and Judge before Whom our account must be given.

III. Mischievous wickedness (12–19).—The poverty of the sluggard comes because of his slothfulness, that of the ‘naughty person’ because of his unwearied activity in evil. All the members of his body—mouth, eyes, feet, fingers—are used as ‘instruments of unrighteousness,’ because the ‘heart’ is wrong. With a slight addition all these features reappear in the description of the seven ‘abominations.’ ‘The sower of discord’ is put in strange company. The God of Peace hates strife and division.

Illustration
‘How important to heed the warning of the next paragraph—against sloth! The secret of life is to leave no moment unemployed. Every hour should receive some seeds that will fruit in harvests by and by. We cannot continue doing the same thing, but we may turn from it to others. Happy the man who has several interests in his life, so that, when one set of faculties is wearied, he may turn the nervous energy into other channels. Recreation should be a means to an end, driving the red blood through heart and lung, that it may presently return oxygenated to the brain.’

07 Chapter 7 

Verse 6-7
SIMPLETONS ATTRACT SEDUCERS
‘At the window of my house I looked through my casement, and beheld among the simple ones, I discerned among the youths, a young man void of understanding.’

Proverbs 7:6-7
From Solomon’s observation we learn:—

I. The special perils of great cities.

II. The evil of late hours.

III. The danger of foolish company.

IV. No man’s understanding can be called thoroughly sound till it has been brought under the power of the truth as it is in Jesus.

Illustration
‘It was “in the twilight, in the evening, in the black and dark night” that Solomon witnessed those scenes from his palace window that almost brought a blush to his cheek. As darkness settles down upon the city, vice creeps forth from her lurking-place, and foul vermin in human form crawl the streets. All the demons of the pit hold high carnival. Now is the time for unlawful pleasures and mad convivialities and lascivious revelry. Young men, beware of late hours. Leave that latch key at home; you do not need it. That best of friends, the Lord Jesus Christ, offers you His supporting hand.’

08 Chapter 8 

Verse 14
STRONG SON OF GOD!
‘I am understanding; I have strength.’

Proverbs 8:14
Consider (1) the self-assertion of Christ; (2) the bearing of that self-assertion on certain difficulties of our day.

I. The self-assertion of Christ is exhibited in three ways:—(1) Christ claims a boundless power of satisfying human wants. (2) Christ claims for Himself the most transcendent ideals. (3) Christ claims the possession of absolute truth by the very form and mode as well as by the substance of His teaching.

II. Consider the bearing of this on the difficulty which seems to be felt with distressing poignancy by many just at present.—I mean the tone of much of the record in the Old Testament. (1) The Old Testament is a progressive system. (2) The Old Testament contains the pathology and diagnosis of sin. (3) After all, it is chiefly to the thought of the text that we turn for confirmation. The great self-assertion of the ‘Amen’ is our stay. We take the book as it is from the hand of Him Who says, ‘I am understanding.’

—Archbishop Alexander.

Illustration
‘There, in that Divine Man, in His gentle love, in His deep and weighty words, in His power to give them that find Him life, we have the highest embodiment of the wisdom of God, which was before all worlds, and yet stoops to each lowly and obedient heart. It is not enough then for us to seek knowledge and get understanding apart from Jesus, but to seek Him diligently and early, as we are bidden in Proverbs 8:17, sure that when we win Him, we shall possess all the wealth of truth and knowledge that we require for this life and the next. He is the Truth and the Life. Truth apart from Him neither nourishes nor inspires. But all truth, as it is in Jesus, is the food of souls.’

09 Chapter 9 

Verse 10
WISDOM’S BEGINNING IS GOD’S FEAR
‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’

Proverbs 9:10
I. Nothing can prosper long that runs its head against any of the great walls of the universe.—Life is known by its manifestations; no one has ever seen it. There is an eternal march of judgment, which they who choose can see. And calm, and clear, and pitiless on every side, amidst the noise of ignorant self-will, the clash of blinded passion, and wisdom blinder still, the voiceless warning strikes upon the world; and the great prison walls close in on those who will have it so.

II. It may be said: ‘These are but words; what proof is there of this invisible, everlasting wall of doom, and of the unseen executioners, God’s secret police, that arrest the guilty and the careless, self-indulgent fools?’—Take any form of vice you like, give it power, give it wealth, and then—wait a few years and see what comes of it. Watch the curse day by day, and hour by hour, walking by the victim’s side; watch him dragged from bad to worse; stand in his dreary home when the last scene comes—and doubt no more of God’s great prison walls on earth.

III. But it is equally true that the great laws of life act for good to those who follow them.—‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’

—Rev. E. Thring.

Illustration
‘“The Christian’s Rose,” said Martin Luther, “is not a Red Rose, but a White—whiter than snow; his joys are not the gaieties of this lower earth, but the blessedness of the world of spirits. Another voice rings in my ear—that of Folly, of Madam Bubble. It has enchantment in its dulcet tones. It promises me enjoyment more immediate, more manifest, more reckless and riotous, than Wisdom’s calmer delights. But I shall make shipwreck of myself, if Duessa entice me and Una go unheeded. The simple it is who is attracted like the moth to the flame. ‘He knoweth not that the shades are there; that her guests are in the depths of Sheol.’ So let me prefer the White Rose to the Red.”’

10 Chapter 10 

Verse 27
LONG LIFE AND PROMISED BLESSING
‘The fear of the Lord prolongeth days: but the years of the wicked shall be shortened.’

Proverbs 10:27
All men love life: there is not one who really desires death. We doubt much if there be one who would be pleased if we were to say to him or her, ‘I hope you may die soon: I hope you may not live to see another new year.’

We believe that this strong instinctive love of life, though it may be perverted and abused, has yet its use; and, rightly directed, finds its meaning and its place in the Gospel system.

I. Long life is distinctly promised in Scripture as a blessing to God’s people.—‘Let thine heart keep My commandments; for length of days, and long life, and peace shall they add to thee,’ etc. And we find it granted, as a special favour, to Hezekiah: fifteen years being added to his days in answer to his prayers. On the other hand, we find shortness of life denounced as a punishment: ‘Bloody and deceitful men shall not live out half their days.’ Long life is spoken of as a blessing in the New Testament. St. Paul reminds the Christians to whom he wrote of the promise of long life attached to the fifth commandment; and speaks of the recovery of Epaphroditus as an instance of the mercy of God. So long life is a lawful subject of desire and of prayer.

II. How and why long life is a blessing.—An important truth is this, that God rewards the good works of his people. God does not give salvation as a reward for the works even of His children; but having saved them freely and fully by His Son, and having by His Holy Spirit enabled them to do good works, He does reward His work in them as if it were solely theirs: ‘Your Father will reward you openly.’ They all enter heaven, but their places there are to be decided by their works on earth. Then it is most certain that time is a most important element in the calculation. A long life to spend in working is a blessing.

If ‘the fear of the Lord prolongeth days,’ how is it that we see so often young saints departing and old sinners remaining? We believe that if we could take the average of life we should find it to be in favour of the godly. The other cases are exceptions—cases in which, for some wise reason, God has seen fit to supersede His general law, which accords long life to those who fear Him.

III. What practical bearing has this truth upon our lives?—The Christian may lawfully desire long life, not from the fear of death, nor even from love to those he leaves behind, but as a means of gaining honour in His Master’s service, as a longer time for working and suffering for Christ.

IV. ‘The years of the wicked shall be shortened.’—The tendency of vice is to shorten men’s days. Life is a talent given to be rightly used, and if abused it is taken away from the possessor. While earthly death is a judgment upon the ungodly, it is not so awful a judgment as a prolonged sinful life. If the aged saint be a glorious sight, so the aged sinner must be the most awful sight on earth.

—Archbishop Magee.

11 Chapter 11 

Verse 13
TALEBEARING
‘A talebearer revealeth secrets: but he that is of a faithful spirit concealeth the matter.’

Proverbs 11:13
I. A talebearer.—One celebrated nation of antiquity used to express this man’s character by a very significant figure. They called a talebearer a ‘seedpicker.’ There are men in the world who live by going about here and there, from house to house, through a town large or small, and gathering together all the little stories which can be told about the neighbours who are dwelling securely by them, and ignorant of the calumnies by which they are assailed.

II. A talebearer revealeth secrets.—Many motives go to make up a talebearer. (1) Perhaps he is a witty man. (2) Or he may be a man in whose own conscience there is a sore place. And it is a relief to him to hope that others are not so much better than himself. (3) There are others who cannot bear superiors. Their only comfort is in a general disbelief of virtue.

III. ‘He that is of a faithful spirit concealeth the matter.’—He does not say what matter. But we may understand it to include two things: that which has been entrusted to him in the secrecy of confidence, and that which has become known to him to another’s disparagement.

—Dean Vaughan.

Illustration
‘It is hardly possible for a talebearer not to get into the habit of talking more about the faults of others than about their excellences. Most novelists feel that if there is no wickedness in their book it is almost sure to be dull; and most talebearers find that there is something much more effective in a story about the weaknesses, mistakes, or follies of others than in a story about their wisdom and virtue. You may speak of the good deeds of your friends incessantly, and never earn the name. The very word “talebearer” has come to mean one who tells tales to other people’s discredit; and we have not a word in the language which denotes one who habitually speaks of other men’s excellences.’

Verse 24
GAINING BY LOSING
‘There is that scattereth, and yet increaseth.’

Proverbs 11:24
I. This scattering is a conception borrowed from the husbandman.—From out his barns he takes the precious seed and scatters it broadcast. The child of the city might wonder at his prodigality, little weening that each of the scattered seeds may live in a hundred more and perpetuate itself for successive autumns.

II. We are bidden to measure our life by its losses rather than by its gains; by the blood poured out rather than by its storage in the arteries of life; by our sacrifices rather than its self-preservation; by its gifts rather than its accumulations. He is the richest man in the esteem of the world who has gotten most; he is the richest in the esteem of heaven who has given most.

III. And it is so ordered that as we give we get.—If we miserly hoard the grain, it is eaten by weevils; if we cast it away it returns to us multiplied. Stagnant water is covered with scum, flowing water is fresh and living. He who gives his five barley loaves and two small fishes into the hands of Jesus sees the people fed and gets twelve baskets over. Tell out all you know, and you will have enough for another meal, and yet another. Set no limit to your gifts of money, time, energy; in the act of giving the whole that you have expended will return to you, and more also. Freely ye have received, freely give. There is no limit to your supplies in Jesus.

Illustration
‘Where you get, be sure to give. Remember the golden rule in Proverbs 11:24; as you scatter you will increase. Be liberal to water others, and you shall be watered yourself. Give your barley loaves and fish, and you shall gather twelve basketfuls. Never be drawn into the “rings” of salt or corn or ice, lest you incur the curse of the people. Above all, do not trust in your riches, then will you flourish as a green branch, heavy with foliage and fruit.’

12 Chapter 12 

Verse 27
DEFECTIVE ENERGY
‘The slothful man roasteth not that which he took in hunting.’

Proverbs 12:27
I. The lazy man goes hunting.—Some are full of the most bustling activity. An old mathematical professor was wont to define work as ‘steadily overcoming resistance occurring along a fixed line.’ An intermittent, changing activity manifestly fails to answer the requirements of this definition.

II. The slothful man catches game when he does go hunting.—Not only does he act, but he does things. But his slothfulness i made manifest in this: though he be effective, he is not efficient for

III. He is too lazy to cook what he does catch.—The excitement of the chase is over, he is weary with dragging home his game, so the gun goes into one corner and the game into another, while the man proceeds—with a celerity which would be praiseworthy were it rightly applied—to forget all about it. He waits for the next excitement. His activity has procured no benefits to himself or any one else. There be many people who lose their labour through a disinclination to put the finishing touch to their work. Under excitement they secure certain results, which, if gathered up and made permanent, would be of immense value. But then they get weary, indifferent. They let things slide—to use an expression of the populace. All they have done gradually undoes itself. For lack of but one stone—the keystone—the arch falls. This is the application. When you commence a thing, cease not until you have gathered up the results of your labour in some form of practical and present benefit to your fellow-men.

Illustration
‘Sloth is one of the worst evils of life. Those two lines of Watts’s, “Satan finds some mischief still For idle hands to do,” are applicable to those of older growth.

‘Sloth, by bringing on disease, shortens life. Like rust, it consumes faster than wear or tear. What a hard task it would be thought if the Church insisted upon its members giving one-tenth of their time to work!’

‘The sluggard desires to be very religious, looks for reward, hopes for heaven, but only desires. Is this rational? Apply the same to your worldly affairs in the race for wealth, chase for honours, etc. You laugh with scorn.’

‘Alas! that the religion of so many should consist of desires. They would fain see God’s kingdom extended, they would like to hear of children being converted, brought into the Church; but never do they put out their hand to help.’

13 Chapter 13 

Verse 21
NEMESIS
‘Evil pursueth sinners: but to the righteous good shall be repayed.’

Proverbs 13:21
I. The expectation of concealment, and therefore of impunity, encourages the great mass of men in the sins which they commit.

II. There is something very peculiar in the expression, ‘evil pursueth the sinner.’—You cannot think of evil pursuing, and then finding out, a man without thinking of that man as apparently armed against detection: for there is something in the expression which indicates search on the part of the sin, and therefore concealment on the part of the sinner.

III. We believe it to be equally true that sins wrought after conversion are not suffered to pass unpunished, however they may be pardoned through the propitiation of Christ.
Canon Melvill.

14 Chapter 14 

Verse 12
THINGS ARE NOT WHAT THEY SEEM
‘There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death.’

Proverbs 14:12
I. There are ways that lead to death.—Each of us has come into contact with beings whom excesses have led to a premature end; others still occupy a place in the world, but their ruined health, their weakened faculties, show that, to use the words of St. Paul, ‘they are dead while living.’ The death in question here is the condition of a creature who has willingly separated itself from God.

II. Many a way that leads to perdition may seem to us to be right.—(1) In the order of things temporal it is evident that sincerity in ignorance or error has never saved any one from the often terrible end of a life not led under the direct influence of religion. (2) Take the case of those who, believing from the heart and living in the main as in God’s sight, are yet notoriously and confessedly wanting in some important requisite of the Gospel. These ways seem right unto those who are following them. (3) Errors of doctrine. There is nothing in life for which we are so solemnly accountable, as the formation of our belief.

Dean Alford.

Illustration
‘The self-deception of many men in regard to their courses, imagined to be heathful, but in reality leading to eternal ruin. As Melanchthon says, “the admonition relates to the mistiness and weakness of man’s judgment, and his many and great errors in counsel, for it is manifest that men often err in judging and in their deliberations. Now they are deceived either by their own imaginations, or by the example of others, or by habit, etc., and being deceived, they rush on all the more fascinated by the devil, as is written of Judas in John 13:27.”’
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Verse 1
THE POWER OF A SOFT ANSWER
‘A soft answer turneth away wrath.’

Proverbs 15:1
I. It is a very hard thing to live though a month without being unkind or angry.—Calm and sweet tempers are rare; and perhaps we may say, without disparaging their value or their beauty, that it is not to these to which we naturally look for the most conspicuous services in the cause of God. Their province is to heal, to calm, to sweeten life; but perhaps it is in more fiery—yes, and more turbulent natures, that we must expect the initiative in works of good.

II. ‘A soft answer turneth away wrath.’—Some provocation is presupposed; some one has, or fancies he has, a grievance. Such grievances must arise in our common life. In this sense, ‘it must be that offences come.’ What an opening there is here for our putting in practice Solomon’s wise and truly Christian proverb: ‘A soft answer turneth away wrath.’

III. If there be such happiness in a soft answer, how is it that it is so hard to give it?—There is one great obstacle to which all others may be reduced—the obstacle of pride. When harsh words are addressed to us which we feel to be unmerited, we cannot bring ourselves to forgo the delight of a successful retort, still less can we bear to admit that any part of the wrong is of our doing. Pride disguises itself very cunningly, so that even a high-minded Christian is misled by its craft.

IV. Remember the blessing pronounced on the peacemakers.—No man ever repented the endeavour to rekindle ‘quietness, peace, and love’ among friends who ought never to have been parted.

—Rev. Dr. H. M. Butler.

Illustration
‘This is the chapter of passionate temper; it speaks of the grievous word that stirs up anger (Proverbs 15:1), of the perverseness that breaks the spirit (Proverbs 15:4), of the contention stirred up by wrath (Proverbs 15:18). However peaceful a family or community may be, it is remarkable how soon a conflagration will break out if a man of a quarrelsome and contentious spirit is introduced. The passionate man is often led to say and do things which, in his sober mind, he bitterly regrets. Let us keep clear of people of passionate dispositions, and give them a wide berth, asking the Lord to give us meek and quiet spirits, which act strongly and decisively on occasions when wrong is being perpetrated, but without the heat of selfish passion.’

16 Chapter 16 

Verse 2
PRINCIPLES TURN THE SCALE
‘All the ways of a man are clean in his own eyes; but the Lord weigheth the spirits.’

Proverbs 16:2
Whether it be from the condition in which man is placed in this world, closely surrounded on all sides by what is visible and tangible, or because our understandings have been darkened in consequence of the fall, it is certain that we experience the greatest difficulty in forming any notion of things spiritual. The finite intellect sinks exhausted by the vain endeavour to picture to itself the infinite. Who can ‘by searching find out God’?

I. Now the natural consequence of this aversion and incapacity of our nature for spiritual ideas is a strong tendency to materialism in religion.
II. There is a class of errors resulting from this principle, against which we have all need to be on our guard.—I mean false views of the nature of God’s law and of the principle upon which His sentence is awarded.

III. What is the sin of which a spirit can be guilty against God?—Clearly it cannot be any of these gross transgressions of the letter of the law, which are commonly called sins. To commit these it must be joined to a body. It must be a sin in that faculty which is exclusively spiritual; that is, in the will. The very lightest transgression proves, as clearly as the very greatest, the innate lawlessness of the perverted and therefore sinful will.

IV. It is true that you have to pass a spiritual ordeal, searching and terrible as the consuming fire of a sevenfold-heated furnace.—But you may pass through it unscathed if in the midst of it the Son of Man be your companion.

—Archbishop Magee.

Illustration
‘Just take these two thoughts, that the same actions which we sometimes test, in our very defective and loaded balances, have also to go into the infallible scales, and that the actions go with their interpretation in their motive. “God weighs the spirits.” He reads what we do by His knowledge of what we are. We reveal to one another what we are by what we do, and, as is a commonplace, none of us can penetrate, except very superficially and often inaccurately, to the motives that actuate. But the motive is three-fourths of the action. God does not go from without, as it were, inwards; from our actions to estimate our characters; but He starts with the character and the motive—the habitual character and the occasional motive—and by these He reads the deed. He ponders, penetrates to the heart of the thing, and weighs the spirits.’

17 Chapter 17 

Verse 15
‘ARCADES AMBO’
‘He that justifieth the wicked, and he that condemneth the just, even they both are abomination to the Lord.’

Proverbs 17:15
These words may serve to show us that our estimate of other men is a matter of very solemn responsibility in God’s sight.

I. I will first insist on the general duty of conscientiousness in forming all our estimates of other men.

II. ‘He that justifieth the wicked is an abomination to the Lord.’—Unprincipled life, wherever found, ought to be protested against by the servants of God.

III. ‘He that condemneth the just.’—Here undoubtedly our fault is much more common, much more recklessly committed. We are always more prone to condemn than to justify. Notice a few ways in which we may, with God’s help, guard against this prevailing tendency of our day. (1) Look ever at the life, which is palpable, rather than at the motive of the creed, which is usually mere matter of surmise. (2) Avoid, and refuse to use, and protest against the use of, all party names. (3) Form your opinions of others, not at the prompting of the world, but as under the eye of God.

—Dean Alford.
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Verse 10
GOD’S KEEP
‘The name of the Lord is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe.’

Proverbs 18:10
Our Visitation Service seems to meet, or at least to suggest to us how to meet, a sick man’s want in the short sentences which follow the Lord’s Prayer and are summed up in the prayer which follows them: ‘O Lord! look down from heaven, behold, visit, and relieve this Thy servant. Look upon him with the eyes of Thy mercy, give him comfort and sure confidence in Thee, defend him from the danger of the enemy, and keep him in perpetual peace and safety; through Jesus Christ our Lord.’

The central thought of these sentences is in the image before us from the book of Proverbs. ‘The name of the Lord is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe.’ This is a striking picture of one who, feeling his inability to keep himself safe, and not knowing how many foes he has around him, flies to a place of well-known strength, and resting there is confident that he is secure.

St. Peter uses the same image when he speaks of God’s elect as ‘kept by the power of God through faith unto salvation.’ A keep is the stronghold of an ancient castle, and to be kept by the power of God is to be taken care of by Him in the stronghold of His might Who is almighty to save.

There are many other beautiful passages in which God enhances this thought and assures us of the strength of His salvation.

There is a time, many a time, in the Christian’s course for the vigorous action of all his powers; there is a time also, and the prostration of sickness is that time, for the quiet, still repose of his soul on the wisdom and the love and the almightiness of God. He cannot keep himself, but he can let himself be kept by His Father Who is in heaven.

‘Ah!’ you may say, ‘but sickness is a time of natural depression. The nerves are unstrung. I feel, I cannot tell why, I feel low and miserable and restless, and hardly able to think at all of God and His comforts.’ ‘When I am weak,’ writes St. Paul, ‘then am I strong,’ because then he threw himself absolutely on the strength of God. Wounded, wearied, and distressed as the fugitive might be, yet in the castle keep he would be safe, and convinced of his safety, though he but lay still.

Saddened too, wearied and distressed as you are, yet in the stronghold of the Almighty and in the home of love you poor penitents are where no ill can come, and whence no power is able to drag you.

True it is that the time of your weakness is the time when, as the Service for the Sick suggests, the face of the enemy may be especially set against you; and it may be his temptation which, availing itself of your weakness, assaults and depresses you. But remember you are within the walls of salvation, he is without.

Abide in Christ, and you are equally safe from the lion that is going about to devour. You may hear his roar without, you may see his power upon those outside, you may know how much he desires to have you; but this need not disturb your peace, it may even increase it, as you cling the closer to your Saviour, and are more and more assured that ‘where He is nigh no ill can come.’

‘O God! Who art the author of peace and lover of concord, in knowledge of Whom standeth our eternal life, Whose service is perfect freedom; defend us Thy humble servants in all assaults of our enemies; that we, surely trusting in Thy defence, may not fear the power of any adversaries; through the might of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.’

—Canon Francis Morse.

19 Chapter 19 

Verse 21
MAN PURPOSES, GOD DISPOSES
‘There are many devices in a man’s heart; nevertheless the counsel of the Lord, that shall stand.’

Proverbs 19:21
The text plainly implies a great disconformity—a want of coalescence between the designs of man and God; an estranged spirit of design on the part of man. And the case actually is so in the world. Many of the designs in men’s hearts are formed independently of God; many in contrariety to Him.

I. Independently of Him.—In what proportion of men’s internal devisings may we conjecture that there is any real acknowledgment of God? One in ten? One in twenty? In beginning to entertain the design, there is no question made, Will this be approved by Him? The whole devising and prosecution are in a spirit just as if there were no such thing as Providence to aid or defeat.

II. But even this is not the worst: man’s heart entertains many devices in contrariety to God.—It can cherish ‘devices’ which must sometimes involve a rebellious emotion of displeasure, almost resentment, that there is a Sovereign Lord, Whose counsel shall stand.

III. The counsel of the Lord is sometimes not to prevent the design taking effect in the first instance.—He shows that He can let men bring their iniquitous purposes into effect, and then seize that very effect—reverse its principle of agency and make it produce immense unintended good.

IV. How important is it that all the designs of the heart should, in principle, be conformed to the spirit of God’s unalterable counsel; that in all our projects we should be conscientiously and solicitously aiming at a general conformity to His will.

20 Chapter 20 

Verse 17
HARD FARE
‘Bread of deceit is sweet to a man; but afterwards his mouth shall he filled with gravel.’

Proverbs 20:17
There are instances in which a very little practice in evil will make real wickedness seem to one harmless, to another necessary, to another almost satisfactory. This is what the wise prince meant by saying the bread of deceit was sweet. ‘Yes, it is,’ says Solomon—and afterwards? How may we be certain of the afterwards of deceit? How may we be certain that it will infinitely outweigh the present sweetness?

I. All things that are done by God’s creatures are subject to God’s judgment.—If God approves of a thing, the things that follow from it are sure to be good and happy things. If He condemns it they are sure to be good in one sense, but they are absolutely sure to be destructive of that which is causing evil, and they would not be good unless they were so destructive and baneful and withering to what is evil.

II. The deceiver is especially a person who, by his own act and deed, resolutely and on purpose appeals from this life to the next.—He says, ‘I will not be judged here. I will not now bear the consequences of what I have done.’ Who can aid him? How can his best lover and friend protect him? Is it wonderful that Solomon and St. John alike, in speaking of the deceiver, say that his time comes afterwards?
—Archbishop Benson.
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Verse 1
DOMINUS DIRIGIT COR
‘The King’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, as the rivers of water: He turneth it whithersoever He will.’

Proverbs 21:1
The analogy which Solomon saw between the king’s heart and a river of water is true and fertile.

I. Although a king is specified in the parable, the likeness holds good for mankind.—In respect to the secret impulses which impart direction and force to a life, every man is kingly. A certain self-contained lordliness belongs to man as such, apart altogether from the position he may happen to hold among his fellows. Although his action externally is always liable to be checked by superior power, every man is a king in the castle of his own heart. There, though under law to God, he is free from the inspection and control of his brother. Moreover, when God’s hand is put forth it turns the hearts of sovereigns and subjects with equal ease. It is not more difficult for the law of gravity to hold the ocean in its bed than to keep the corolla of a snowdrop pointing to the ground. In like manner it is as easy for God’s hand to control the life of kings as the life of common men. There is not an easy and a difficult among the tasks which the Omniscient and Omnipotent undertakes and performs.

II. In this world man is clearly king; and his heart is like a river in the secret springs of its power.—As the ultimate sources of a river are minute, manifold, hidden, such also are the germs of thought that spring in a human heart and constitute the volume of a human life. The chambers where thoughts and purposes have their birth are as deep and inscrutable as the caverns of the earth where the primal elements of rivers rise. In either case it is only when the volume bursts forth and flows along the surface that it becomes known. One step further here the analogy may be safely traced: as these springs that issue from the ground are caused by drops that fall from the sky, so the emotions that swell in a human breast and break forth in the body of a human life are in the last resort subject to influences on high that distil in secret like the dews of night. More secret and trackless than a bird in the air or a ship on the sea is the germinal emotion that quivers in the king’s heart, and thence sends out the various energies which constitute the life-course of the king.

III. The king’s heart is as the rivers of water, inasmuch as many springs rising in different, and even in opposite quarters, meet and constitute the life.—From east and west the Black and White Niles meet to form a single larger stream, which thenceforth flows in one compact volume toward the sea; thus the distinct and even contradictory emotions that spring in a man’s heart go all into the volume of his history. Benevolence and self-interest, although they flow from opposite quarters, meet and unite their forces in a single course of action. Ah! even useful lives would give little glory to the living men if all the secret motives which animate them were dissected and displayed, but greater honour on this very account redounds to the Supreme Ruler of the world, who so controls and combines these conflicting materials that they all conspire to accomplish His plan. He can make the wrath of man to praise Himself!

22 Chapter 22 

Verse 2
THE MAKER OF HIGH AND LOW
‘The rich and poor meet together: the Lord is the Maker of them all.’

Proverbs 22:2
I. ‘The Lord is the Maker of them all.’—The God who creates light and darkness has created the happy and the wretched; there is no escape from this, if we believe in God at all. He cannot have created the human race and then have left it alone to rush into a social chaos and confusion of itself. Meantime we believe that the hand of God is upon all them for good that seek Him; though He gives grief, yet will He have compassion, according to the multitude of His mercies.

II. Read by the light of the Gospel, the text puts on another meaning.—The rich and poor are brethren. The feelings and interests which they have in common are far more weighty than those outward circumstances that divide them. In the pages of the New Testament we read a recognition of the rights of the poor. Rich and poor are equal when they stand at the foot of the Redeemer’s Cross craving pardon for their sins; seeking His righteousness to cover their uncleanness. They are equal when they come before God to worship. They are equal when both shall stand before the judgment-seat of the Lord to give an account of all things done in the body.

—Archbishop Thomson.

Illustration
‘In the presence of God distinctions between rich and poor vanish. The true wealth lies in humility and the fear of God. Poor Lazarus may lie at the door of Dives, but in the morning of heaven the poor rule over the rich. Wealth is specially blessed when it is connected with the bountiful eye and prodigal hand.’
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Verse 17
LIFE IS FOR GOD
‘Let not thine heart envy sinners: but be thou in the fear of the Lord all the day long.’

Proverbs 23:17
I. Holy Scripture is full of warnings against this fatal form of envy, for indeed in this form came the first temptation to our mother Eve.
II. God’s Holy Spirit, thus proclaiming the mischief, in His love proclaims also the remedy.—The way not to let one’s ‘heart envy sinners’ is to ‘be in fear of the Lord all the day long.’

III. We are almost sure to begin to wish ourselves like the wicked if we willingly abide in their company.—Therefore doth the wise man especially caution us that if we would not be ‘envious towards evil men,’ we must not ‘desire to be with them.’ Remember the end of these men, then you will leave off envying them, and you will begin to pity them and pray for them.

—Rev. J. Keble.

Illustration
‘We must not think that the ground of these prohibitions is an unreasoning caprice. They are founded in the love of God. It is because He loves us so much that He puts us on our guard against things which are really detrimental, and which we should be the first to forgo, if we loved ourselves with as real and deep a love as His. God knows that yielding to the imperious dictates of passion ruins the moral life, the peace of the heart, the strength and energy of the soul, and He warns us against them for our own sake. Oh! do not look on God as delighting in depriving you of things you like for arbitrary reasons, but for the deepest reasons, the cogency of which you would be the first to acknowledge if you knew all.’

24 Chapter 24 

Verses 30-32
THE FIELD OF THE SLUGGARD
‘I went by the field of the slothful, and by the vineyard of the man void of understanding; and, Io, it was all grown over with thorns, and nettles had covered the face thereof,’ etc.

Proverbs 24:30-32
I. The scene shows that if we will not have flowers and fruits, we shall certainly have thorns and nettles.
II. The scene shows that the sluggard and the fool cannot hide the results of their neglect.

III. The scene shows how possible it is to be right in some particulars and to be grievously wrong in others.—The legal right of the slothful man to the possession of the field might be undisputed. It is not enough to possess; we must increase.

IV. The scene shows that even the worst abuses may be turned to good account.—Keep your eyes open, and you will read moral lessons everywhere. (1) You will see that the finest possessions may be wasted: property, talent, inflence, opportunity. (2) You will see that wickedness always moves in the direction of destruction.

Illustration
‘You see the progress of damage was very slow—a little bit of foul ground, a little bit of diminution of juice and sap in the vines, a little bit of loosening about the walls; but here is the mischief: each little bit added to that was gradually running up a wholesale bulk of arrears. Nevertheless, I think the man might have taken warning. But, do you know, there was a process of dilapidation going on in his character? That is the mischief. You cannot scamp your outside work without ruining your own character. This was what was happening as he indulged in indolence, as he permitted that weed of love and ease, as he suffered that noxious nettle of dislike of hard work, to spring here and there—this hour, that half-hour, and so on. You see it was little bit by little bit. He did not feel a sudden degradation take place in his disposition, in his nature.’

25 Chapter 25 

Verse 25
THE REFRESHMENT OF GOOD NEWS
‘As cold waters to a thirsty soul, so is good news from a far country.’

Proverbs 25:25
I. Heaven is the ‘far country’ to us poor children of the earth to-day.—(1) It is a far country possibly as measured by distance. (2) It is a far country more especially from the fact that it is far away beyond our comprehension. (3) Heaven is a far country because we are by nature so disqualified from inhabiting it. The distance is measured by the unfitness of the case.

II. From this far country good news has come.—(1) We delight to hear from a far country when it contains those who are near and dear to us. (2) News from a far country is profoundly interesting and acceptable if it be a country in which we intend to live by and by. You are all intending to emigrate to heaven. Surely, then, news of this far country, brought to you from the far country direct, should be to you as cold waters to a thirsty soul.

26 Chapter 26 

Verse 13
LAZINESS AND COWARDICE
‘The slothful man saith, There is a lion in the way; a lion is in the streets.’

Proverbs 26:13
I. There is a lion in the way!—In what way? I answer, In the way of life, of every life. Life, if it is to be a true life, is not an easy thing. The men who live for nobler objects than those of shameful selfishness, like St. Paul, will have to fight with wild beasts at Ephesus or elsewhere.

II. ‘There is a lion in the way.’—Yes, and not one, but many lions: (1) the lion of the world’s opposition and hatred; (2) the lion of our own fleshly nature, of our own physical and mental passions; (3) our ‘adversary the devil.’

III. These lions—the world, the flesh, and the devil—for all their seeming strength and ferocity and the passion in their throats, prove but cowardly beasts after all. But the slothful man not only says, ‘There is a lion in the way,’ but adds, ‘I shall be slain in the streets,’ and then in a reproachful and injured tone, ‘You well know that many have been so slain.’ Yes, it is quite true; they have been so slain; but to them, as to their Lord, through death and after death, if not in life, have come the glory and the victory.

—Dean Farrar.

Illustration
‘The sluggard is ever imagining difficulties. He sees lions where there is none (22:13). His only real difficulty is his own indolence. He would rather starve than put forth any exertion. Yet he is full of self-conceit. Wiser than seven men, the number of perfection.’
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Verse 17
IDEAS GROW BY INTERCOURSE
‘Iron sharpeneth iron; so a man sharpeneth the countenance of his friend.’

Proverbs 27:17
I. The character of true friendship.—It should be simple, manly, unreserved, not weak, or fond, or extravagant, nor yet exacting more than human nature can fairly give. It should be easy, too, and cheerful, careful of little things, having also a sort of dignity which is based on mutual respect. Perhaps the greatest element of friendship is faithfulness.

II. Like the other goods of life, friendship is commonly mixed and imperfect, and liable to be interrupted by changing circumstances or the tempers of men.—The memory of a friendship is, like the memory of the dead, not likely to be spoken of or aspersed.

III. Christian friendship is another aspect of the ideal, though in some respects different.—For the spirit of a man’s life may be more or less consciously Christian. That which others regard as the service of man he may recognise to be the service of God; that which others do out of compassion for their fellow-creatures he may also do from the love of Christ. And so of friendship; that also may be more immediately based on religious motives, and may flow out of a religious principle. ‘They walked together to the house of God’; that is, if I may venture a paraphrase of the words, they served God together in doing good to His creatures. Human friendships constantly require to be purified and raised from earth to heaven.

IV. Some among us have known what it is to lose a friend.—Death is a gracious teacher. The thought of a departed friend or child, instead of sinking us in sorrow, may be a guiding light to us, like the thought of Christ to His disciples, bringing many things to our remembrance of which we were ignorant; and if we have hope in God for ourselves, we have hope also for them. We believe that they rest in Him, and that no evil shall touch them.

Rev. Dr. B. Jowett.

Illustration
‘Oh, the sweetness of a man’s friend! it is as ointment and perfume to the heart. Let us be careful not to forsake a friend, especially if he be an old friend of many years’ standing. At the same time, we shall probably keep our friends longest if we remember the warning of Proverbs 27:14. Mutual intercourse between friend and friend tends to the sharpening of each, and so we say: Choose your friends wisely, cling to them tenaciously, make much of them, be true to them, and through them learn the friendship of God.’
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Verse 14
FEAR AND ITS ANTIDOTE
‘Happy is the man that feareth alway.’ ‘Perfect love casteth out fear.’

Proverbs 28:14 (with 1 John 4:18).

Fear has a place in the Gospel, may we but find it. The object of fear may be either a thing or a person.

I. We fear a thing which, being possible, is also undesirable or dreadful.—We do not fear that which is impossible; we do not fear that which is pleasant or neutral. Our Prayer Book, commenting in the Catechism upon the Lord’s Prayer, bids us call three things evil, not pain, not sickness, not loss, not bereavement, not even natural death, but just these only: (1) sin and wickedness; (2) our ghostly enemy; (3) everlasting death. These three things then are the proper objects of Gospel fear.

II. The fear of God as a Person, even the dread of God as a Person, is essentially of a high order.—To feel that there is One above me, a living Being, to Whom I am accountable, if it be but as my Judge, to Whom I am something, if it be but as a malefactor and a victim—there is something elevating in the very conception. But this, if it stop here, is the religion of nature, of fallen nature, of the thing made and corrupted crouching beneath the hand of its maker. This mere dread, though it is a higher thing than indifference, is no part of the Gospel. From this kind of fear the convinced man, if he yields himself to Christ’s teaching, will pass on into a higher.

—Dean Vaughan.
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Verse 7-8
THE PRAYER OF AGUR
‘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.’

Proverbs 30:7-8
The manner and the matter of this prayer are alike full of instruction.

I. The manner.—(1) Agur’s prayer was definite, precise, specific, plain, and simple. He knew what he wanted, and he asked for that. So he went and spread these two things before the Lord. Is there not a lesson for us here? People speak of ‘saying their prayers,’ ‘saying grace.’ It is still considered a decent thing among professing Christians to say their prayers night and morning, and to say grace before meals. But when a man repeats a form of prayer without really desiring anything from the Lord, that is not prayer.

It is not only the men of the world who sin against God in this matter. How often do all of us draw near to God with our bodies, and honour Him with our lips, when our hearts are far from Him! We do not come to God because we feel our need of the blessings He has to bestow, but because the time has come round for our devotions, and we must occupy the time somehow, though it should be with well-worn phrases, become so familiar that they cease to have any meaning for us as we use them.

(2) Another thing to be noticed about Agur’s prayer is that he is in downright earnest. This Agur is a bold beggar. He says he requires these things, and he therefore comes to God for them. He appears rather peremptory about it. We suspect and dislike an importunate beggar. God loves such a one.

Agur had his reasons for this importunity of his. He was soon to die, and therefore he asked that his petitions should be granted without delay. ‘Deny me them not—before I die.’ The time is short, I cannot afford to wait.

(3) Observe, again, that Agur prayed first for spiritual blessing. He asks that vanity and lies be removed from him before he speaks of his daily food. That is the due order. It is in harmony with the model prayer which Christ taught His disciples: ‘Hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done’—before asking, ‘Give us this day our daily bread.’

II. The matter.—Let us now look at the petitions themselves. They are said to be two. At first sight they appear to be more than two. A little consideration will remove this difficulty.

The petition for temporal blessings is soon found to be one. Agur says he does not want poverty, he does not want riches, but he does want food convenient for him; that is the one thing he requires there.

Then with regard to the first branch of the prayer, in whatever sense we take it, its unity will appear on reflection. If we suppose that it refers to personal vanity, that is inseparable from lying. The vain man cannot speak without lying. His theme is himself, and his own glory, prowess, wisdom, or goodness; and how can man who is a worm glorify himself in the language of truth?

But it is probably more correct to take the words in the sense in which they are used by Solomon in the Ecclesiastes, and by others of the sacred writers; and then we shall see that vanity and lies are regarded as identical. ‘Surely,’ says the Psalmist, ‘mean men are vanity, and great men are a lie’; where vanity and lies are used as synonymous terms. The meaning there evidently is, that neither mean men nor great men are to be trusted. If we put our trust in them, we shall be deceived, we shall find them liars. This does not necessarily imply that these men deliberately tell lies for our ensnaring, but that great men and mean men, even should they desire to befriend us, cannot be trusted. God, and God alone, is a sure refuge and portion for us.

Oh that we had the wisdom to accept the experience of the wisest of men as sufficient for us! Nobody could have tried the experiment of securing happiness upon earth under more favourable conditions than Solomon. Let us not be so arrogant as to imagine that we can succeed where he so disastrously failed.

‘Give me neither poverty nor riches.’ There is not much difficulty in praying the first part of this prayer. We can all appreciate the discomforts of poverty.

Agur did not greatly concern himself about the painfulness to flesh and blood which poverty brings with it. What he feared was that poverty should tempt him to the breaking of God’s law,—‘Lest I be poor, and steal.’

‘Give me not riches.’ It is not so easy to pray this prayer. We are all willing to admit, in a general way, that riches are dangerous; and yet, for our own part, we think they would not be dangerous for us. At any rate, most of us are quite willing to take the risk.

31 Chapter 31 

Verse 28
THE REWARD OF THE RIGHTEOUS WOMAN
‘Her children arise up, and call her blessed: her husband also, and he praiseth her.’

Proverbs 31:28
I. She has the praise of her husband.—The husband is secondary in the picture, but we are told something about him. He is known as were Job and Boaz in the gates of his city. An elder and a judge, he sits there to be consulted in the simple way in which justice was administered in those primitive times. He praiseth her; not waiting till she is absent, as did Thomas Carlyle, to say pleasant things which found no counterpart in his words to his wife when they were together; nor putting off the discovery of her virtue until she was dead, and making up for a lifetime of neglect by a costly monument and an extravagant epitaph.

II. She has her children’s blessing.—Her children rise up and call her blessed. To them she has been a true mother. She does not affect the fear of a large family which is the shame of some countries. It is the absence of pious mothers which makes the abundance of godless sons and daughters. And on the other hand the chances are that where there is true religion at home the children will one by one become converted. Our prisons and penitentiaries and reformatories are the fruits of homes which are no homes. The drift towards the jail starts sometimes from the very cradle.

III. She has the honour of her neighbours.—Let her own works praise her in the gates. ‘The great Greek historian said that woman’s highest praise consisted in not being mentioned at all. That is not the teaching of Revelation. Woman’s highest praise is when the seeds sown in silence have grown into flowers of love liness and fruit that is sweet to the taste, and the whole community is forced to yield to her the honour which is her due, exalting, with heartfelt admiration and with deep gratitude to God, the wife, the mother, the ministrant to the poor.’

IV. And as the summing up of the whole she reaps the harvest of her life.—Praise her according to the fruit of her hands. Her life is her best monument; her family her fittest memorial.

‘So closes the book of Proverbs. In the first chapter we found father and mother advising a listening son; now we find a woman drawn in full length with a skill of heaven and the feeling of love. Such a woman is the mother of the world. The Bible recognises the beauty, the dignity, and the worth of women beyond all other books.’ This portrait in its rich colours, vivid lines, and harmonious completeness, has never been excelled. Here we have

A woman mixed of such fine elements

That were all virtue and religion dead

She’d make them newly, being what she was.

Matthew Henry quaintly concludes, ‘Thus is shut up this looking-glass for ladies, which they are desired to open and dress themselves by it; and if they do so, their adorning will be found to praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ.’

Illustrations
(1) ‘It is assumed by most commentators that the poem which closes the Book of Proverbs forms a part of the pious counsel given by the Lady of Massa to her son. Possibly it may. The style of matron delineated is such as a princess might be in those primitive times, and may have been intended to guide Lemuel in his marriage choice. It is an alphabetical song, each of the twenty-two verses of the original beginning with a letter of the alphabet in its usual order. In this form some of the most beautiful and elaborate of the Hebrew poems are written: several of David’s Psalms, particularly the 119th, where eight consecutive verses begin with the same letter. Stuart says, with more than ordinary enthusiasm, “It is a song which is at the same time both beautiful and noble. The picture is certainly very attractive, and shows the hand of a skilful artist. It is a striking specimen of the simplex munditiis.”’

(2) ‘“The Age of Home-spun” was the happy title of one of Horace Bushnell’s wisest addresses. It was a good age to celebrate. Benjamin Franklin records that he had once been clothed from head to foot in woollen and linen of his wife’s manufacture, and, says he, “I never was prouder of my dress in my life.” Our word spinster commemorates the historical fact that the bride, before leaving her father’s house, spun her own linen. The model wife in our lesson is afraid neither of weather nor of want. The snow does not make her shiver, and she has no fears as she looks on, for she shall rejoice in time to come. Probably the word scarlet should be translated with double garment; but the idea that red is a warm colour is a very old superstition, and holds still.’

Verse 30-31
THE BEAUTY THAT NEVER FADES
‘Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised. Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her own works praise her in the gates.’

Proverbs 31:30-31
I. Interpretation.—‘Grace’ and ‘beauty’ will not win lasting praise; therefore they will disappoint. But a God-fearing woman, ‘she shall be praised’; her character in God’s eyes and man’s shall be her lasting grace, her unfading beauty. She is worthy of the praise she has earned by the work of her own hands. ‘Let her own works celebrate her.’ (To be praised ‘in the gates,’ or in the places of public concourse, is equivalent to becoming noted or celebrated.)

II. Illustration.—The unsatisfactory character of mere beauty of face or of form is illustrated by the cases, of Rachel, unhappy in spite of it; of Naomi, who lost it through bitter affliction; of Vashti, whom it exposed to insult. But Sarah is praised in Holy Scripture for her faith and obedience (Hebrews 11:11; 1 Peter 3:6); the garments wrought by Dorcas for the poor, and the tears shed over her dead body, were her best encomium; the pious fulfilment of maternal duties was the commendation of Lois and Eunice, which has made their names household words unto this day.

III. Application.—The ‘counsels’ of this book end, as they began, with ‘the fear of the Lord.’ This is the condition of all womanly as well as manly excellence. The character of the ‘excellent woman’ or wife has been beautifully described. She has been held up as a pattern of conjugal virtue. Her industry, benevolence, forethought, discretion, kindness, government of her household—these and other admirable points have been exhibited by way of pattern. Then is disclosed the key to such rare excellence. True religion has led up to it. For religion does not slacken, but rather quickens attention to the common duties of life. Genuine faith gives birth to obedience. The holier the woman, the better the wife, the mother, the mistress of a household. Thus, Christianity would commend itself to the world. Beauty of form and feature is not essential to its praise. For these are but fleeting, and, unless combined with sterling good qualities, ere long disappoint or even create disgust. No, it is only beauty of character, the loveliness of practical piety as seen in the details of every-day life, which compels universal admiration at last. This, too, shall have ‘praise of God,’ of Him Whose whole teaching throughout this book has been of righteousness as the fruit of faith. Where holy women lead the way, let men follow. Each have their respective work to do. According as that is done shall they enter in (or not) through the gates into the city.

—Rev. C. R. Pearson.

