Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #7

‘‘The Battle for Your Ballot’’

Proverbs 7-9

You vote counts in this election.


Sure, you’ve heard that one before. As Election Day nears, radio and television ads try to convince you to get out and exercise your civic duty by casting your ballot for elected officials. Yet, year after year, voter turnout hovers between 20% (in a non-presidential election year) to 40% (when the chief executive is elected). Why? For many, they feel that their votes don’t count anyway—particularly in this state, where it seems that even if everyone who lived south of I-80 voted the same way, they would still be outnumbered by the city of Chicago! 


But the election of which I speak is not being held in November, nor does the ballot bear the names of local, state, or national leaders. No, this is a different kind of election, one in which every vote really does matter, and the stakes are monumental.


This is an election that will shape your life on earth and your eternal destiny. This is not a democratic vote where the majority rules. Unlike the times when your vote doesn’t seem to matter because you are outnumbered, you alone are casting this ballot. The choice is yours, and everything rides on that decision.


With apologies to my Calvinist friends, the Bible clearly teaches that we have a choice to make with eternal consequences. Notice the word these three verses share in common:

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live. [Deuteronomy 30:19]
But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord. [Joshua 24:15]

Choose my instruction instead of silver, knowledge rather than choice gold. [Proverbs 8:10]

Did you catch the word? “Choose.” In each text there are two alternatives, and the people are challenged to make a choice between them. Perhaps none of these passages is more direct than the first one, in which Moses sets before the people two choices: life and death, blessings and curses. Not always do our political elections pit such stark alternatives against one another, but in this case there could not be more opposite choices.


The third verse mentioned comes from our text this morning. We are actually going to consider chapters 7-9 from the book of Proverbs, as Solomon artistically portrays the choice of life or death by introducing us to two women who are vying for our vote—indeed, for our lives.

The Candidates


With just a bit of creative license, let’s meet the candidates in this race.


The first candidate I am calling Wilma Wisdom. She should be a familiar face by now, as we have read about her in previous chapters of Proverbs, calling out to anyone who would listen. As I picture Wilma Wisdom, the word that comes to my mind is “proper.” She dresses properly, she handles herself with dignity and grace, and would never act inappropriately. Her campaign’s theme song might be, “Do The Right Thing.”


Her opponent I am calling Fanny Folly. (Now, before you starting throwing hymnals at me, notice that Solomon himself uses the name “Folly” in Proverbs 9:13!) If Wilma Wisdom brings to mind the word “proper,” then Fanny Folly brings to mind the word “popular.” Her manner, as we will see, could be described as “crude, rude, and socially unacceptable,” except that she seems to be a real hit with the crowds. The theme song for her campaign might be, “If It Feels Good, Do It.”

The Campaigns


In our elections each party comes up with a platform for their candidates to run on. Not much attention is given any more to the construction of the party platforms in the national conventions, but these “planks” become the recurring themes as the candidates campaign for votes. In this election the two candidates have very different platforms for their campaigns. Wilma Wisdom’s campaign can be seen in Proverbs 8:1-11, 

Does not wisdom call out? Does not understanding raise her voice? On the heights along the way, where the paths meet, she takes her stand; beside the gates leading into the city, at the entrances, she cries aloud: “To you, O men, I call out; I raise my voice to all mankind. You who are simple, gain prudence; you who are foolish, gain understanding. Listen, for I have worthy things to say; I open my lips to speak what is right. My mouth speaks what is true, for my lips detest wickedness. All the words of my mouth are just; none of them is crooked or perverse. To the discerning all of them are right; they are faultless to those who have knowledge. Choose my instruction instead of silver, knowledge rather than choice gold, for wisdom is more precious than rubies, and nothing you desire can compare with her.

I would summarize Wisdom’s campaign as the three R’s (and I don’t mean reading, ‘riting, and ‘rithmetic, either!) The first plank of her platform is responsibility. Notice that she says in verse five, “You who are simple, gain prudence; you who are foolish, gain understanding.” She recognizes that not everyone has what it takes to be successful in life, but that’s no excuse to continue in that state. She pleads with her audience to take responsibility for themselves and learn. At the beginning of chapter seven Wisdom states in verses 1-3, 

My son, keep my words and store up my commands within you. Keep my commands and you will live; guard my teachings as the apple of your eye. Bind them on your fingers; write them on the tablet of your heart.

A second emphasis for Wisdom is respectability. In Proverbs 8:12 we read, “I, Wisdom, dwell together with prudence; I possess knowledge and discretion.” Two verses later she states, “Counsel and sound judgment are mine; I have understanding and power.” Proverbs 9:1-5 continues, 

Wisdom has built her house; she has hewn out its seven pillars. She has prepared her meat and mixed her wine; she has also set her table. She has sent out her maids, and she calls from the highest point of the city. “Let all who are simple come in here!” she says to those who lack judgment. “Come, eat my food and drink the wine I have mixed.”


She does everything in a proper, respectable manner (which is quite the contrast to her opponent, as we will soon see). There are no shortcuts or shadiness with Wisdom; everything she says and does is above board—honorable and respectable.


The third aspect of Wisdom’s campaign is righteousness. Wisdom says in Proverbs 8:20, “I walk in the way of righteousness, along the paths of justice.” In Proverbs 9:10 we read some familiar words: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.” This phrase “the fear of the Lord” is a repeated emphasis in Proverbs, meaning that we take God seriously and view things from His eternal perspective. But it also means something else, as Proverbs 8:13 points out: “To fear the Lord is to hate evil; I hate pride and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse speech.” When we take God’s holiness seriously, we cannot tolerate evil in our lives. There is no room for compromise, no excuse for worldliness, no allowance for self-centeredness or sin. Wisdom says, in essence, “If you vote for me, I’m gonna clean house!”


Wilma Wisdom’s campaign, then, runs on the principles of responsibility, respectability, and righteousness. Fanny Folly’s campaign also has three R’s as planks for her platform, but there the similarity with Wisdom’s ends.

Folly’s first emphasis is revelry. To her, every day is a party. Proverbs 7:9 shows that “at twilight, as the day was fading, as the dark of night set in,” is when Fanny Folly makes her move. Often the Bible uses the images of darkness and night in a moral sense as well as physical, to depict the darkness of sin and those things done in the darkness to keep them hidden from public view. Paul writes in Ephesians 5:11-12, “Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them. For it is shameful even to mention what the disobedient do in secret.” Why do you think that so many nightclubs, dance halls, and party venues are always kept dark? It is so that others can’t see what you’re doing? Maybe they can’t, but God does.

A second principle of Folly is recklessness. Proverbs 7:10-13 describes her as,

Then out came a woman to meet him, dressed like a prostitute and with crafty intent. (She is loud and defiant, her feet never stay at home; now in the street, now in the squares, at every corner she lurks.) She took hold of him and kissed him and with a brazen face…

Just one look betrays her recklessness; dressed like a prostitute, loud and defiant, with a brazen face. She is not about to be told what to do; she does what she wants!

Proverbs 9:13-17 continues this depiction,

The woman Folly is loud; she is undisciplined and without knowledge. She sits at the door of her house, on a seat at the highest point of the city, calling out to those who pass by, who go straight on their way. “Let all who are simple come in here!” she says to those who lack judgment. “Stolen water is sweet; food eaten in secret is delicious!”


For a moment she sounds just like Wilma Wisdom: “Let all who are simple come in here!” is attributed to both women in 9:4 and 9:16. But whereas Wisdom has worked hard to establish her home, cook her food, and set her table with integrity, Folly brags about “stolen water” and “food eaten in secret.”


Nowadays Folly says, “Go ahead…take the drugs, drink up the booze, have carefree sex with whoever you feel like at the moment! You only go around once, so go for all the gusto you can!” No thought is given about the consequences—short term or long term. Party hard, drive fast, live free…and don’t stop even for a moment to think about where you might end up.


The third plank in Folly’s platform is rebellion. Proverbs 7:13-21 record,

She took hold of him and kissed him and with a brazen face she said: “I have fellowship offerings at home; today I fulfilled my vows. So I came out to meet you; I looked for you and have found you! I have covered my bed with colored linens from Egypt. I have perfumed my bed with myrrh, aloes and cinnamon. Come, let’s drink deep of love till morning; let’s enjoy ourselves with love! My husband is not at home; he has gone on a long journey. He took his purse filled with money and will not be home till full moon.” With persuasive words she led him astray; she seduced him with her smooth talk.


Folly knows full well that what she is doing is wrong. She is married, but her husband is away, so she seduces the young man to come to her house and spend the night. She doesn’t care. Don’t bother her with some outdated morality; she’s gonna do what she wants!


Paul describes our society all too well in Romans 1:28-32,

Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them. 

 
Fanny Folly campaigns on a platform of revelry, recklessness, and rebellion. She puts the “party” in political party!

The Consequences 


Every political campaign is filled with promises, most of which are soon forgotten after the victorious candidate takes office. (By then they’re too busy running for re-election and making new promises!) In this election, though, there are promises given by both sides, and they will certainly come true. These are the consequences of the choice each of us will make between these two candidates.


Wilma Wisdom promises a life marked by three things: discipline, discernment, and destiny. Proverbs 9:7-9 speaks of the discipline Wisdom offers:

Whoever corrects a mocker invites insult; whoever rebukes a wicked man incurs abuse. Do not rebuke a mocker or he will hate you; rebuke a wise man and he will love you. Instruct a wise man and he will be wiser still; teach a righteous man and he will add to his learning.


Those who walk in wisdom are not perfect, but when they do stumble, they learn from it and become ever wiser. A truly wise person never stops learning, but humbly gains all he or she can, realizing that they never know all there is to know.


Wisdom also offers discernment that will keep us from making terrible mistakes. When we listen to the words of wisdom, “they will keep you from the adulteress, from the wayward wife with her seductive words” (Proverbs 7:5). While it is true that we learn some lessons the hard way, wisdom can provide us the discernment to keep us from those painful mistakes in the first place!


Wisdom thirdly promises a delightful destiny for those who choose her, stating in Proverbs 8:35, “For whoever finds me finds life and receives favor from the Lord.” Proverbs 9:11 adds, “For through me your days will be many, and years will be added to your life.” This does not guarantee a long life on earth—we can all think of godly men and women whose lives were cut short in one way or another—but there is the promise of eternal life in Heaven for all those who choose the life that Jesus offers.


Fanny Folly, on the other hand, can only promise depravity, delusion, and death to those who vote for her. Romans 1 graphically describes the depravity of sin as it snowballs more and more. Jesus said in John 8:34, “everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” We may not be comfortable or familiar with the concept of slavery, so let’s use another word: addiction. How does addiction work? With alcohol, you may start slowly, with a few drinks, but that leads to a few more, or harder drinks, and before you know it, you’re hooked. Or with drugs: a milder drug is exciting at first, but soon it wears off, so you go to the next stronger drug, until that gets old, then another, and another, and soon you can’t stop. The same can be said with pornography, gambling, overeating, and other sins.


Folly also leads to the delusion that you are firmly in control of your own life, and that everything is fine. You become like those described in 2 Thessalonians 2:11 who are under “a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie.” You simply don’t have a clue that your life is a wreck and you have lost control.


Finally, the path of Folly leads to death. Proverbs 7:26-27 says, “Many are the victims she has brought down; her slain are a mighty throng. Her house is a highway to the grave, leading down to the chambers of death.” Perhaps we should change Fanny Folly’s campaign song to AC/DC’s hit, “Highway to Hell” based on that verse!

The Choice


All of this brings us to the choice we will make. Notice I used the words “will make,” for there is no getting around this decision. We cannot simply abstain from casting a ballot; even the option not to choose is itself a choice. By nature we find ourselves in the kingdom of darkness, so not to choose is to stay put where we are.

And so I repeat the words of Moses, 

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live.
And from Joshua,    

But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.
If this were a democratic election, the result would be a landslide…for Fanny Folly. Jesus warned that many would take the broad road toward death, while only a few would take the narrow road toward life. As we look around us in the world, the vast majority of people we know are casting their vote with Fanny Folly, buying into her campaign promises of “fun” and “freedom,” even though we know that, in reality, they will be entangled in a web of depravity, delusion, and ultimately death. That’s what makes the pull of the world—peer pressure, if you will—so strong. The sheer numbers stack up against those who cast their vote for Wilma Wisdom.


The difference in this election from the popular votes in our democracy, though, is that every vote does indeed count. You may vote for a candidate in an election, but if more people vote for the opponent, your vote (in essence) did not matter.  All of their promises are moot since they will not have the opportunity to enact them.


Remember, though, your vote counts in this election.

Whichever candidate you choose will run (or ruin) your life!

