NAVS Discipleship materials

The Fear of the Lord – Wisdom
Aim – To help us to understand that wisdom is about making godly decisions amidst a world of so many difficulties and unanswered questions. To help us to appreciate that at the heart of godly wisdom is the fear of God and the application of the word of God to our daily lives.
Introduction – Scripture declares that God alone is wise and discerning, and that human wisdom is often unable or unwilling to understand His ways. Paul says that human wisdom is foolishness in God’s sight (1 Corinthians 3:19). Yet we are exhorted in the first nine chapters of Proverbs to seek this ‘priceless’ gift of wisdom (Proverbs 4:7,13). This wisdom is not the wisdom that the world seeks but godly wisdom. Wisdom is a gift that God is willing and ready to give us if only we will seek after it and ask Him for it. James says that if we lack wisdom then we should ask God and it will be given to us (James 1:5).
Who would we describe as wise and why is it that you would describe them in that way? How does the world define wisdom? How does the Bible characterise true wisdom? How is biblical wisdom different to what the world sees as wisdom? In what sense is the fear of the Lord the beginning of Wisdom? In what sense is receiving God’s word essential to gaining wisdom?

· We all know people who are very knowledgeable, but there is something very different about someone who is wise. Wisdom is not something that simply characterises the clever people of our world, but those who fear God and subsequently make godly decisions. Wisdom is something that encompasses both our thinking and our lifestyle. Paul exhorts the Ephesians to be wise in the way that they lived their lives (Ephesians 5:15-17) and he prays that the Colossians would be filled with the knowledge of God’s will through all spiritual wisdom (Colossians 1:9-10). Wisdom is a very practical quality relevant to us all and something that should effect all of the decisions we make day by day. Some Christians ooze wisdom in all that they say and do. We shall see that wisdom is closely connected to fearing God and to applying ourselves to His word.
· The Bible teaches us in a number of places that ‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ (Proverbs 1:7, 9:10, Psalm 111:10, Job 28:28). In order to receive wisdom we need to be humble and teachable. We must stand in awe of our God and acknowledge how small we are in comparison to Him. If we do not humble ourselves before God, (something we find incredibly hard to do because of our pride) we may never gain godly wisdom. Proverbs 11:2 supports this idea saying that wisdom comes with humility but disgrace comes with pride. 
· Wisdom is given to those who apply themselves to God’s word. In Psalm 119 the Psalmist says that God’s commands make him wiser than his enemies and give him more insight than his teachers. The Psalmist explains that this is because he meditates on God’s word! We urgently need to let God’s Word dwell richly in our hearts with all wisdom (Colossians 3:16). In 2 Timothy 3:15 Paul says “the Holy Scriptures are able to make us wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus”. To know godly wisdom we need to diligently apply ourselves to God’s Word. Leroy Eims describes God’s word as a ‘great treasure house of spiritual truth’ and exhorts us to dig deeply into scripture and apply it to our lives.
What can we learn from Packer’s illustrations about trains and driving? In what sense is wisdom to do with the way that we approach the things we face in life with the right perspective rather than trying to fathom out why things happen? How does the writer of the book of Ecclesiastes teach his readers the true nature of wisdom?

· Jim Packer uses a helpful illustration about trains in his book ‘Knowing God’ to explain a misconception about the nature of wisdom. He explains that if we watched a busy railway station from the end of a platform we could only gain a general idea of what is going on in the big picture. If however we visited the signal box we would be able to work out and understand exactly what is going on. We would then be able to understand the situation from the eyes of those who control the station. We would see why some trains are diverted and why another is temporarily parked. Some people think that this is an illustration of what God does when he gives us wisdom. They think that wisdom is an insight into the meaning and purpose of what is going on in our lives. They feel that if they are close to God then they will metaphorically be in the signal-box. 
· In order to illustrate what wisdom actually is, Packer uses a further illustration this time to do with driving a car. What matters in driving is the speed and appropriateness of our reactions to things around us rather than asking why the road should narrow or why a car is parked where it is. Driving is about trying to do the right thing in the situations that present themselves, not asking questions about the big picture. A good driver keeps their eyes on the road in order to see all that comes their way. To live wisely we need to be clear-sighted, realistic and looking at life as it is. 
· The writer of Ecclesiastes is trying to lead his reader into true wisdom. He explains that the real basis for wisdom is the acceptance that much of what happens in the world is inexplicable and that most of what goes on under the sun bears no obvious sign of a rational moral God ordering them at all. Life seems to aimlessly consist of endless cycles of nature (1:4-6) and life is characterised be fixed times and circumstances over which we have no control (3:1-3,11). The more we try to understand what is going on around us the more we are tempted to conclude that everything is ‘meaningless’ (3:11, 8:17, 11:5). When we look around us it does appear as though everything is ‘meaningless’ because God hides himself. The writer of Ecclesiastes is saying that true wisdom is found in facing the facts as they are and looking at life as it is. Why do we take it for granted that we will be able to understand what is going on around us straight away? Packer says “God in his wisdom, to make us and keep us humble and to teach us to walk by faith has hidden from us almost everything that we should like to know about the providential purposes which He is working out in our lives.” (Page 119). In Ecclesiastes 12:13 the writer says that wisdom is to fear God and to keep His commandments. We can be sure that God knows what he is doing, even if we cannot necessarily know was He is doing straight away. We should be able to trust Him and rejoice in Him even when we cannot discern the paths he has in store for us.
What is the fruit of wisdom? How does wisdom relate to our daily lives? What factors can be either helpful or unhelpful in our pursuit for wisdom? What can we be doing now to help us in our pursuit for wisdom?

· We have already seen that wisdom is about choosing the best means to the best end and about making godly decisions. The Bible makes it abundantly clear that the fruit of wisdom is born out in the lives that we lead (Ephesians 5:15-17). Rather than simply something that remains in our heads, wisdom is something that touches the very whole of us and something that results in right action (James 3:13-17). James says that wisdom should be displayed by our good lives and by good deeds done in humility. The effect of this gift of wisdom is to make us more humble, more godly, more obedient in doing God’s will and less troubled about the things going on in the world around us. The fruit of wisdom is Christlikeness, being pure, peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere (James 3:17). 
· In Colossians 4 Paul says we should be wise in the way we act towards outsiders. In this passage Paul is talking about the way that we react towards those who are not Christians, but surely wisdom effects the way that we treat all people. 

· Wisdom leads us to consider our ways and to think through the way that we live (Proverbs 14:8). We also need to ensure that we are influenced by godly wisdom and not by the wisdom of the world. Furthermore as we are told in Proverbs 13:20, the people with whom we spend our time, can be a crucial determining factor in whether or not we will grow in wisdom. We can learn about how to be wise from the wise people around us. We must appreciate that wisdom is a gift from God that He has promised to give us if we ask Him (Proverbs 2:1-6). As we have seen, the pursuit of wisdom is closely tied to having a right view of God and applying His word to our lives. 
Conclusion – Wisdom has practical implications for the way that we think and act through all that we face in this life. Packer concludes “the wisdom God give is not a sharing of God’s knowledge but a disposition to confess that he is wise and to live for Him in the light His word though thick and thin.” God longs to give us wisdom that will draw us to Him and find expression in a life of faithfulness. We need a right view of what wisdom is really about. Our search for wisdom should be in seeking after Christlikeness. For Christlikeness lies at the heart of godly wisdom!
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Proverbs 4:7,13 “Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get understanding … Hold on to instruction, do not let it go; guard it well, for it is your life.”

James 1:5 “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God … and it will be given to him.” 

Proverbs 9:10 “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”

Psalm 111:10 “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; all who follow his precepts have good understanding.”

Proverbs 1:7 “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline.”

Job 28:28 “The fear of the Lord--that is wisdom, and to shun evil is understanding.”

Proverbs 11:2 “When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom.”

Psalm 119:97-100 “Your commands make me wiser than my enemies, for they are ever with me. I have more insight than all my teachers, for I meditate on your statutes. I have more understanding than the elders, for I obey your precepts.”

Colossians 3:16 “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom.”

2 Timothy 3:15 “… and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.”

Ecclesiastes 1:4-6 “Generations come and generations go, but the earth remains forever. The sun rises and the sun sets, and hurries back to where it rises. The wind blows to the south and turns to the north; round and round it goes, ever returning on its course.”

Ecclesiastes 3:1-3,11 “There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot, a time to kill and a time to heal, a time to tear down and a time to build … He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.”

Ecclesiastes 8:17 “... then I saw all that God has done. No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all his efforts to search it out, man cannot discover its meaning. Even if a wise man claims he knows, he cannot really comprehend it.”

Ecclesiastes 11:5 “As you do not know the path of the wind, or how the body is formed in a mother's womb, so you cannot understand the work of God, the Maker of all things.”

Ecclesiastes 12:13 “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.”

James 3:13-17 “Who is wise and understanding among you? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. But if you harbour bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such ‘wisdom’ does not come down from heaven but is earthly, unspiritual, of the devil. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice. But the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.”

Ephesians 5:15-17 “Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is.”

Colossians 4:5 “Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity.”

Proverbs 2:1-6 “My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, turning your ear to wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, and if you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. For the LORD gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.”

1 Corinthians 3:18-19 “Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a ‘fool’ so that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God’s sight.”

“The Word of God is like a great treasure house of spiritual truth. The door is fastened by a number of locks that guard its precious truths from the half-hearted and from those who are merely curious but have no real spiritual hunger or intent to apply its words to their hearts” (From Leroy Eims, Wisdom from above, 1978).
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