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“Friends Are Friends Forever”

selected Proverbs
As you look back over your past, what are the most important decisions you have made? What choices have had the most lasting impact on your life? Certainly the decisions regarding your mate, your career, and even where you live would rank high on such a list. But I would suggest another for your consideration: your friends.
The Bible reflects the importance of friendship in our lives, as the words friends, friendly, and friendship appear over a hundred times in the Scriptures.
 Examples of friendship—negative as well as positive—occur in both Old and New Testaments. In our study of the book of Proverbs we have come to some practical insights on this vital subject.
The Ingredients of Friendship


We initially encounter the ingredients of friendship in the pages of Proverbs. The first of these is affection. There must be genuine love between two people for a friendship to exist. One of the better-known verses on this subject is Proverbs 17:17, “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.” This is no “fair-weather friend,” but a true friend that loves at all times. 

How is this done? Proverbs 10:12 states, “Hatred stirs up dissension, but love covers over all wrongs.” Warren Wiersbe comments on this verse, “Love doesn’t condone sin or encourage sinners to try to hide their sins from the Lord (Prov. 28:13; 1 John 1:9), but love doesn’t tell the sin to others.”
 Restoration is the goal of the true friend when another person falls into sin.

Another way of showing affection as friends is through acts of kindness. Proverbs 14:21 tells us, “He who despises his neighbor sins, but blessed is he who is kind to the needy.” If you want to know who your true friends are, wait until adversity strikes. Those who show kindness in the time of need—particularly to those who cannot pay them back—evidence true friendship. 


The bottom line of friendship (and all relationships, for that matter) is seen in reverse in Proverbs 18:1, “An unfriendly man pursues selfish ends; he defies all sound judgment.” Just as we noted that selfishness is a destroyer of marriages, so too will self-centeredness wreck even the closest of friendships. 


A second ingredient of friendship found in Proverbs is affirmation. Proverbs 27:9 states, “Perfume and incense bring joy to the heart, and the pleasantness of one’s friend springs from his earnest counsel.” A true friend affirms with godly, practical advice, not willing to stand silently by while another heads toward disaster. In the same chapter, verse 17 reads, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” The image used is of a tool used to sharpen a blade. Yes, there is friction involved, but in the end the blade is more useful than before. Affirmation may involve initial critique or questioning, but the goal is always constructive and not destructive. For this to happen it takes tact on the one side—not to become detrimental—and humility on the other—not to become defensive—for this to take place.


Allow me to interject an important corollary here. From time to time we all will encounter criticism of some kind. It may be kind or it may be harsh in its delivery. It may come from someone close to us or from a complete stranger. How we respond to it will determine whether any benefit can be derived from it. The first task is to distinguish the message from the messenger. Initially, don’t react to what is said because of the one who said it. When we react to the messenger, we are more likely to respond emotionally rather than rationally, and we will probably say or do something we later regret. 


Then ask, “Is this criticism true?” At times the person is misinformed or misread the situation. If the person seems sincere we may try to set the record straight; sometimes even that is not possible to do. At any rate, if the criticism is untrue, don’t give it another thought!


If it is true, then ask, “Is this something I need to change?” Sometimes the answer is no—if someone criticizes us for doing the right thing, let them criticize. Our response should be as that of the apostles in Acts 5:29, “We must obey God rather than men!” But when the person is correct in their assessment, then humbly admit the wrong and do whatever it takes to correct it.


Either way, we need to respond to the critiques of others without become defensive or derogatory ourselves. Remember, if God can use a donkey to “talk sense” into Balaam, He can use just about anybody! So don’t get too caught up in who says it. Even if that other person handles the situation poorly or (in our opinion) has no business pointing something like that out to us, we can still benefit from it by objectively looking at the situation and learning from it. Too many friendships have been lost in this area of constructive criticism that is easily poorly delivered or poorly received.


Back to the ingredients of friendship—the third is allegiance. Perhaps you can relate to the words of Proverbs 20:6, “Many a man claims to have unfailing love, but a faithful man who can find?” It’s not easy to find a faithful friend, is it? A simple definition of allegiance is “love that is loyal.” The old saying, “A dog is man’s best friend,” is based on this idea of loyalty—why is it so hard to find in another person? But too often Proverbs 18:24 rings true: “A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” You may have companions galore and still fall apart; finding that friend who sticks closer than a brother, though, can be a lifelong search.


What is the best way to find such a friend? Be one! Proverbs 27:10 instructs, “Do not forsake your friend and the friend of your father…” A person known for his affection, affirmation, and allegiance will be more apt to find such a friend himself. And if you cannot find anyone on earth to be that kind of friend, remember that there is a Friend who sticks closer than a brother…and His name is Jesus.

The Influence of Friendship


A second truth emerging from Scripture is the influence of friendship. Proverbs 13:20 says, “He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm.” This principle works positively and negatively. Swindoll notes, 

Friends are not neutral; they impact our lives. If your friends lead good lives, they encourage you to become a better person. If your friends lead disreputable lives, they lead you down the same path—or worse… So choose your friends carefully and wisely… You want to be wise? Choose wise friends.


What constitutes a “wise friend”? We could take all morning on that topic alone, but briefly let me say we can use Paul’s words in 2 Timothy 2:2 as a guide: “the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” We should have people in our lives that teach and mentor us (as Paul did Timothy) and we should have other people in our lives that we teach and mentor (“reliable men”). Sometimes we overload our lives with one or the other—either we are only learning and not investing that knowledge in others, or we are so busy pouring ourselves into others’ lives that we are not continuing to learn and grow ourselves. We need both kinds of friends.


On the flip side, we must beware of “friends” who bring us down. “A companion of fools suffers harm,” Proverbs warns us, and we know all too well how that has played out in our lives and of those around us. Paul warns in 1 Corinthians 15:33, “﻿Bad company corrupts good morals﻿.” I recall hearing the illustration of having a person standing on the floor (someone with poor morals) and another standing on a table (someone with good morals). Which is easier: the person on the table pulling the other up, or the person on the floor pulling the other down? Of course, it is easier for the one on the floor to pull the other one down. Why? Gravity. The same is true spiritually. It is easier for an immoral person to pull a moral person down than vice versa. Why? As one song lyric puts it, “Moral depravity pulls us like gravity down.” Swindoll notes:

If you put on a pair of clean white gloves on a rainy day and then go out into the backyard to the flowerbed and pick up a glob of mud, trust me, the mud will never get “glovey.” The gloves will definitely get muddy. Every time. In all my…years on earth, I have never seen glovey mud. Not once.


That may sound silly, but the principle applies to our spiritual lives. And so Proverbs 12:26 warns, “A righteous man is cautious in friendship, but the way of the wicked leads them astray.” The New King James Version renders this, “The righteous should choose his friends carefully, for the way of the wicked leads them astray.” We must be so careful in whom we allow to be close to us, to influence us. “Sin is contagious, and association with openly sinful and shameless people is morally and spiritually dangerous,” John MacArthur writes. He adds, 

No Christian should associate with professing Christians who are morally and spiritually defiled. We should not want to be around those whose language and lifestyle do not honor Christ. We should not want to associate with those who have a critical tongue, who tolerate evil in their lives and in the lives of other believers, or whose commitment to the Lord is shallow and artificial. A vessel for honor cannot remain honorable and usable if it is continually contaminated by vessels of dishonor. It cannot remain pure apart from pure fellowship.


This does not mean that we should abandon any Christian who slips into sin. What Scripture warns against are those who profess to be Christians but continually, willfully, and unrepentantly continue in sin. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 5:9-11,

I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world. But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat [emphasis added].


Yes, we are called to relate to unbelievers around us to reach them for Christ, but we must be careful not to allow them to influence us away from God. Unfortunately, many Christians are so anxious to have friends and be popular that they permit themselves to be drawn away by those they surround themselves with. Proverbs 18:24 warns, “A man of many companions may come to ruin…” How often are people’s lives ruined—or even ended—because they followed the crowd even against their better judgment?
The Indication of Friendship

The third truth Proverbs teaches is the indication of friendship. Our choice of friends reveals a lot about us—good or bad. George Washington is quoted as saying, “Associate yourself with men of good quality if you esteem your own reputation; for ‘tis better to be alone than in bad company.”
 


This is underscored in a poem I heard years ago and found again this last week. (Please note that I did not write this poem, nor does it reflect any actual event in my life!)

One night in late October

When I was far from sober,

Returning with my load with manly pride

My feet began to stutter

So I lay down in the gutter

And a pig came near and lay down by my side

A lady passing by was heard to say

“You can tell a man who boozes

By the company he chooses,”

And the pig got up and slowly walked away!


That may cause us to snicker, but the issue of reputation is very important. Proverbs 22:1 reads, “A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.” Now, it is true that we can put too much stock in our reputation, but how we are perceived is important because we are a reflection of Jesus Christ to the world around us. And our reputation is shaped at least in part by those we surround ourselves with.


Earlier we considered Proverbs 13:20, “He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm.” Think about the last half of that verse: A companion of fools suffers harm. Solomon addresses this very issue in the first chapter of Proverbs:

My son, if sinners entice you, do not give in to them. If they say, “Come along with us; let’s lie in wait for someone’s blood, let’s waylay some harmless soul; let’s swallow them alive, like the grave, and whole, like those who go down to the pit; we will get all sorts of valuable things and fill our houses with plunder; throw in your lot with us, and we will share a common purse”—my son, do not go along with them, do not set foot on their paths; for their feet rush into sin, they are swift to shed blood. How useless to spread a net in full view of all the birds! These men lie in wait for their own blood; they waylay only themselves! Such is the end of all who go after ill-gotten gain; it takes away the lives of those who get it (Proverbs 1:10-19).


Many reputations have been damaged by association—even if the person in question didn’t do anything wrong! In our legal system today, a person can be prosecuted for a crime simply by association with the one who broke the law. We need to be careful whom we are identified with, for our friends are an indication of who we are.


Our choice of friends is one of the most significant decisions we will ever make. Friends play an important—even essential—role in our lives, and they can either enhance or endanger our existence. We cannot deny the influence that friends have on us, nor the indication on our character that our friends make. Ultimately, we need to surround ourselves with people known for affection, affirmation, and allegiance—the ingredients of friendship. Of course, in order to find friends like this, we need to exercise these characteristics ourselves.
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