Proverbs 24:13-20
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This selection from the book of Proverbs comes from a section with the heading, “Sayings of the Wise.”  Just after this, there is another section entitled, “Further Sayings of the Wise.”  Solomon gathered wisdom from a lot of sources, organized it, and set it down here.  It would seem that most of these sections were not original with Solomon, but only incorporated by him.



Eat honey, my son, for it is good; honey from the comb is sweet to your taste. 
Know also that wisdom is sweet to your soul; if you find it, there is a future hope for you, and your hope will not be cut off.



Do not lie in wait like an outlaw against a righteous man’s house, do not raid his dwelling place; 
for though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises again, but the wicked are brought down by calamity.



Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when he stumbles, do not let your heart rejoice, 
or the Lord will see and disapprove and turn His wrath away from him. 
Do not fret because of evil men or be envious of the wicked, 
for the evil man has no future hope, and the lamp of the wicked will be snuffed out.


This has not been a good week for math teachers.  Michael Lands​berry was a 45-year-old middle school math teacher and Afghan War veteran who was killed trying to talk down a student shooter at a Nevada Middle School.  I feel rather certain that he did not want to be a hero, but he is now remembered as a hero.  He spent time in war and came back alive to tell about it.  He spent time teaching, and no longer lives to tell about it.  Colleen Ritzer was a 24-year-old high school math teacher in Massa​chu​setts, killed by one of her students this week.


This leaves lots of questions in America.  What is it that possesses a person with the idea that they should take a gun, go some place public, and start shooting people?  What can we do to prevent that?  Some, of course, suggest banning guns.  But when such shootings occur in gun-free zones, that somehow doesn’t seem the solution.  Such mass shootings are not usually planned for gun-rich zones, since the shooter does seem to want the opportunity to gun down lots of people before those with guns can be sum​moned to gun him down.


This has to lead us to ask where we are safe, and what we can do to be safe.  If children are not safe at school, we have a real problem.  If people are not safe in a movie theater, we have a real problem.  If people are not safe in the mall, we have a real problem.  Are we safe at home?  Are we safe here?  Very few people do not bother to lock the doors on their houses.  There are locks and deadbolts and security systems.  We lock the doors on our cars, and have this little red button on the key fob that will make enough noise to scare away would-be robbers and owners and anyone.


The potentially frightening truth that sneaks up on people is that we are not safe from attack anywhere.  We can take all kinds of precautions, we can be prudent and careful, but if a person is determined to do us bodily harm, they can be successful.  No amount of money can ever keep us safe.  No number of highly-trained guards can keep us safe.


This section of the book of Proverbs talks about that, somewhat from the opposite angle.  “Do not lie in wait like an outlaw against a righ​teous man’s house, do not raid his dwelling place; for though a righteous man falls seven times, he rises again, but the wicked are brought down by calamity.”  Who is the “righteous man”?  There is no such thing as “a righteous man” in God’s sight apart from Jesus.  Only in Jesus are our many sins washed away.  Only in Jesus are we clothed with the perfection He earned for us during His sinless life.  Only in Jesus are we regarded as “righteous” people in God’s sight.


“The wicked,” however, are those who do not cling to Jesus.  They are the ones who reject the Savior God has given us and insist on being their own Savior.  “The wicked are brought down by calamity,” but even if “a righteous man falls seven times, he rises again.”  We do not always see that played out in life.  We certainly would not say that all the people gunned down are wicked people.  Sometimes the Lord also allows the righ​teous to be gunned down.  But when the righteous fall, they rise again.  Even when the righteous fall down dead, there is the sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life, that is, they will rise again.  As our crucified and risen Savior tells us, “Because I live, you also will live.” Jn14v19.

“Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when he stumbles, do not let your heart rejoice, or the Lord will see and disapprove and turn His wrath away from him.”  There is a certain joy in seeing your enemy fall; long ago it was given the name Schadenfreude, a German word meaning joy at someone else’s misfortune.  It is what the wise man warns us against here.  There are enemies, and when they suffer, it is not good for us to gloat, for the Lord may “turn His wrath away from him,” and direct His wrath toward us.


Instead, Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” Mt5v44.  The apostle Paul quoted words from the next chap​ter of Proverbs, “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” Ro12v20; Pr25v21,22.  In Jesus, God has turned His fierce wrath and anger at sin away from everyone.  All of God’s fierce wrath and anger at our sins and at our enemies’ sins was turned against Jesus and poured out on Him on the cross.  That is wonderfully good news for us and also for our enemies.


A third “do not” in this section tells us, “Do not fret because of evil men or be envious of the wicked, for the evil man has no future hope, and the lamp of the wicked will be snuffed out.”  “Fret” is another name for worry.  When we see all the violent attacks one person carries out against another, most of which we know about thanks to the evening news, we can begin to worry and fret about our own safety.  The Lord assures us that “the evil man has no future hope, and the lamp of the wicked will be snuffed out.”  Many of these gunmen are killed on the spot, in partial fulfillment of the words here.  Those who live are convicted and impri​soned, at minimum.  Those who reject Jesus, mass murderers and goody-two-shoes Pharisees alike, have “no future hope” of heaven, but only of condemnation from  God.


This section begins with a sweet invitation.  “Eat honey, my son, for it is good; honey from the comb is sweet to your taste. Know also that wisdom is sweet to your soul; if you find it, there is a future hope for you, and your hope will not be cut off.”  Most enjoy honey, and would gladly eat much more of it if it weren’t so expensive, so we easily get the wise man’s point here.  He compares wisdom to honey, and we readily agree.  Most would gladly have more wisdom, if only it weren’t so expen​sive.  Wisdom often comes as the result of costly mistakes, as we learn from our mistakes.  The wise man would tell us to get wisdom, no matter how expensive it is.


There is no way that we can ever make ourselves completely safe from harm in this life.  A determined enemy can always get through our defenses and cause us harm.  Jesus said, “When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own house, his possessions are safe.”  That sounds good to us, doesn’t it?  But it does not last, as Jesus continues, “But when someone stronger attacks and overpowers him, he takes away the armor in which the man trusted and divides up the spoils.” Lk11v21,22.  And we might just fret and worry that such a thing could happen to us.


So we need to understand what Jesus is saying in these words.  The “strong man, fully armed” is not us, not by any means.  Jesus is talking about the devil.  It is the devil who is like “a strong man, fully armed, who guards his own house.”  From our perspective, the devil certainly is very strong, far stronger than us, capable of causing untold misery in our world.  The devil is certainly delighted when a gunman opens up on un​armed people and schoolchildren.  It seems that this “strong man … guards his own house [and] his possessions are safe.”


But Jesus then tells about “Someone stronger” who comes along and takes away the armor the strong man trusted in.  Who is “Someone stronger”?  That “Someone stronger” is none other than our Lord Jesus Christ.  No one else is stronger than the devil except God Himself.  Jesus is the One who has attacked and overpowered the devil, taken away the armor he trusted in, and divided up the spoils.  Jesus is the One who totally de​feated the devil in the three great temptations at the beginning of His ministry, who totally defeated the devil on the cross and from the empty grave.


Jesus used this particular picture because people were accusing Jesus of using the devil’s power.  Jesus drove demons out of demon possessed peo​ple, and some said Jesus used Satan’s power to do that.  How silly!  Jesus Himself is infinitely more powerful than the devil.  Jesus then illus​trated that with His talk about the strong man and Someone stronger.  It seems to people that the devil is a strong man and completely safe.  But Jesus is Someone stronger who easily defeats Satan and rescues those he had enslaved.


We certainly should take all necessary precautions to keep ourselves safe.  The days when we could leave cars and houses unlocked are long gone.  It only makes sense to be prudent in the decisions we make and the risks we take.  But with all our precautions, we will never be completely safe from a determined attacker.  Not from a human perspective, not as far as the temporary life we are living here is concerned.  But we do have “Someone stronger” on our side, and He does watch over us always.  He has kept us safe for all the years of our life, for which we owe Him our thanks.  He will keep us safe, and He will keep us eternally safe when He takes us to the home He has prepared for us, where there is no danger ever.  This is what we really mean when we pray, “Deliver us from evil.” Amen.
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