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PREFACE

This book is part of a series, An Economic Commentary on the
Bible. So far, | have written books on Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, Deuteronomy, Matthew, Luke, Acts, Romans, | Corinth-
ians, and | Timothy. They are available as free downloads here:

http://GaryNorth.com/public/depar tment57.cfm

There has never before been an economic commentary on the
Bible. Thisseriesispreliminary to what | hope will be acomprehen-
sive volume on Christian economics. | decided in 1973 that | should
not write such a book until 1 had completed the exegetical work.
While | have written monographs on Christian economics, most
notably An Introduction to Christian Economics (1973), Honest
Money (1986), Inherit the Earth (1987), and The Coase Theorem
(1991), | have not completed my exegetical work.! Still ahead of me
are commentaries on Psalms, the prophets, and the historical books.

Nevertheless, | have the basics behind me. In working with the
texts of the Pentateuch, | discovered a hermeneutic® for assessing
which Mosaic economic laws apply in the New Covenant and which
do not. I summarized thesein the Conclusion of my commentarieson
Leviticus: theshorter Leviticus. An Economic Commentaryand Boun-
daries and Dominion. These are:

1. Seed laws/land laws (annulled)
2. Priestly/holiness laws (annulled)
3. Cross-boundary laws (permanent)

1. These books are avail able as free downloads on www.fr eebooks.com.

2. Principle of interpretation.

Vi
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Preface

The rules in the Book of Proverbs rest on cross-boundary laws.
They are still in force.

As you will see, | refer back to the Mosaic law when | discuss
many of the economic proverbs. | sometimesalso refer forward to the
teachings of Jesusand Paul. | do thisin order to establish my general
point, namely, that these are permanent rul esthat rest on cross-bound-
ary laws.

The proverbs are brief aphorisms that summarize or apply either
aspecificMosaic law or elseaprincipleundergirding theMosaic law
asawhole.

This commentary can be read from start to finish as a unit. It can
also be read one proverb at a time. Most commentaries survive
because they areread one verse at atime. Pastors read commentaries
because they want help writing a sermon, and a sermon can cover
only afew versesin detail. But acommentary that focuseson apartic-
ular academic discipline, such as this one does, is more likely than
most commentaries to be read from start to finish, because readers
other than pastors are likely to attempt this. The readers want insight
into a particular field, not just insight into the meaning of a few
Verses.

Each chapter in this commentary can stand alone. Someone who
seeks information about a single proverb or arelated group of prov-
erbs will find an exposition that deals with the passage. There is
repetition in the book as awhol e because each chapter waswritten to
stand alone. If asupporting passagefor one proverb appliesto another
proverb, I includeit both times. As| have said, | do not expect every-
one to read this commentary from start to finish. | expect few people
to do this— those who are ready to learn the Bible's comprehensive
plan for personal success. This, we find in Proverbs.

vii



INTRODUCTION

The Book of Proverbs can legitimately be regarded asthe original
self-help manual. It is a handbook for personal success. No compar-
able handbook has come down to us from the ancient world.

The section from chapter 10 through chapter 30 offers aphorisms.
An aphorism can encapsulate great wisdom in a short, memorable,
and memorizable phrase. The Book of Proverbs has lots of them.

There are three major problems with any compilation of aphor-
isms. Firgt, it is not easy to keep them all in the back of your mind,
ready to apply in aspecific situation. The decision-maker must select
the applicable aphorism and then apply it to a specific set of circum-
stances. Thisis not easy. This is why ayoung man who memorizes
Sun Tzu’s Art of War probably will not wind up as a successful gen-
eral. A few may; most will not. Second, the collected aphorisms may
not be consistent with each other. Thiswill lead to inconsistenciesin
any comprehensive program of applied wisdom. Third, it is not al-
waysclear what theoverall collection’ sintegrating conceptual frame-
work is, if thereisone.

There is an integrating conceptua framework for the Book of
Proverbs: the contrast between therighteous man and the unrighteous
man, meaning between the wise man and the fool, between the cov-
enant-keeper and covenant-breaker. Thisthemeis applied to econo-
mic issuesin well over a hundred proverbs. Some of these proverbs
are repeated. In this book, | discuss how the basic theme applies to
more than 80 separate proverbs.

There are numerous sub-themesin those proverbsthat are devoted
to economics. Among these are:

1. The stepsto personal success

2. The standards of personal success
3. Success indicators

4. Failureindicators
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5. The function of riches

6. The basis of riches

7. The concept of ownership

8. The nature of economic causation
9. The marks of a biblical economy
10. The purposes of inheritance

Each of these themes has severa proverbs associated with it. All
of these themes are important for devising and implementing alife-
long plan of personal success.

Aswith all of the books of the Bible, the Book of Proverbsistheo-
centric. God iscentral; manisnot. “ Theking' sheart isin the hand of
the LORD, astheriversof water: heturneth it whithersoever hewill”
(Prov. 21:1) The proverbsfocus on what God demands from men —
holiness — not what men want from God. Y et nhumerous proverbs
appeal openly to personal self-interest. So, the book reflects afunda-
mental theme in the entire Bible: the consistency between what God
wants frommen and what men want inthislife. “But seek yefirst the
kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be
added unto you” (Maitt. 6:33).

Economic Theory

The covenantal laws of society arefoundintheMosaiclaw. These
are the basis of the Proverbs. The Book of Proverbs encapsulates
these laws in away that we can more easily recall them.

This book makes clear that the society we live in is governed by
ethical cause and effect. It isnot governed by impersonal natural law.
It is not governed by an evolving system of impersonal social laws.
It is not governed by impersonal fate or impersonal chance. It is not
governed by luck, either persona or impersonal. It is governed by
God'’ scovenants. It istherefore governed by acomprehensive system
of biblical law and the sanctions associated with this law.



Introduction

Thisleadsto aconclusion: thereisno val ue-free economic theory.
God is not neutral. His universe is not neutral. Any attempt to inter-
pret the universe, including economic theory, in terms of the doctrine
of value-neutrality is an assertion of man’s autonomy — collective
mankind aswell astheindividual. Such an assertion is an act of cov-
enant-breaking.

Conclusion

The Book of Proverbs presents aview of economic causation that
isin opposition to all modern academic economic theory, which was
a self-conscious attempt to strip God and morality out of economic
science.® Thisview insiststhat God, not man, imputesfinal economic
valueto everything. Men impute economic value asimage-bearers of
God. They do not do this autonomously.

The free market social order first appeared in Western Europe
because Western Europe and colonial America were more consis-
tently biblical in their related concepts of law and causation than
other societies were in the eighteenth century. Their legal order ref-
lected biblical law’ sdual affirmation of private property and personal
responsibility.

TheBibleishostileto all formsof socialism and thewelfare State.
| have spent over three decades proving this, verse by verse. So far,
Christian socialists refuse to present detailed exegetical support for
their case. They do not respond to me. Meanwhile, socialism has
visibly died. Communism is defunct. There was never an intellec-
tually coherent theoretical defense of socialism, and now it hasfailed
visibly. It impoverished those nations that adopted it. Sociadismisa
dead mule. It was always sterile. It istime to bury the carcase.

3. William Letwin, The Origins of Scientific Economics (Garden City, New
Y ork: Anchor, [1963] 1965).



1

PERSONAL MOTIVATION
FOR HOLINESS

The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel; To know
wisdomand instruction; to perceive the words of understanding; To
receive theinstruction of wisdom, justice, and judgment, and equity;
To give subtilty to the simple, to the young man knowledge and dis-
cretion (Prov. 1:1-4).

God wants His covenant peopleto be holy, for Heisholy. “Speak
unto all the congregation of the children of Israel, and say unto them,
Y e shall be holy: for | the LORD your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2).
Thisrequirement extends into the New Covenant era. Peter affirmed
this principle. “Because it is written, Be ye holy; for | am holy” (I
Peter 1:16).

Holinessis made visible by obeying God' s Bible-revealed laws.

This day the LORD thy God hath commanded thee to do these
statutes and judgments: thou shalt therefore keep and do them with
all thine heart, and with all thy soul. Thou hast avouched the LORD
this day to be thy God, and to walk in hisways, and to keep his stat-
utes, and hiscommandments, and hisjudgments, and to hearken unto
his voice: And the LORD hath avouched thee this day to be his
peculiar people, as he hath promised thee, and that thou shouldest
keep all hiscommandments; And to makethee high aboveall nations
which he hath made, in praise, and in name, and in honour; and that
thou mayest be an holy people unto the LORD thy God, as he hath
spoken (Deut. 26:16-19).

God wants all those who do obey Hislawsto become visibly suc-
cessful as members of a uniquely holy people in a social order that
has been established by means of a public, corporate, oath-bound

4



Chapter 1. .. Proverbs1:1-4

covenant. Visible blessings are basic (Deut. 28:1-14).* He wants
people to use their successin thislife to extend His kingdom in his-
tory. “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness;
and all these things shall be added unto you” (Matt. 6:33).°

God has gone to extreme lengths to enable people to do this, even
to the extent of sending His son into this world to live the life
required of all people, then to die on behalf of mankind in general
(common grace)® and for His covenant people in particular (special
grace). God ishighly motivated. “ For God so loved theworld, that he
gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should
not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).

In order to persuade His covenant people to become highly moti-
vated to discover, develop, and implement their individual talentsin
aprogram of kingdom extension, God offers acomprehensive prog-
ram of personal self-improvement. This program is presented in the
Book of Proverbs. This book is God's handbook for self-improve-
ment. There is none like it in the literature of the ancient world.

Because the Book of Proverbs is deliberately motivational, we
should expect to find in the book examples of highly motivational
communications. Perhaps the book could even become a model for
motivational communications, yet suitable for kingdom use. Thisis
exactly what we find.

4. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectroni c edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educationa Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 15

6. Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace: The Biblical Basis of Progress
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).

5
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Motivational Communications

There is arule governing direct-response advertising, which is a
highly specific form of motivational literature: “Lead with the ben-
efits. Follow with the proof.” Benefits motivate people to read your
advertisement. If they are not motivated early, they will not read it.
There is second rule: “Be explicit regarding the benefits unless the
benefitsare obviousto virtually everyonein your targeted audience.”
The more obvious the benefits, the better. Y ou then do not have to
devote space to persuade people to read your advertisement. People
are already highly motivated with respect to these benefits. Thereis
athird rule: “Offer people hope.” If they have no hope, they will not
act. If they will not act, they will not change.

Theintroductory words of the Book of Proverbsadhereto all three
rules. Thispassageidentifiestheauthor, who hasareputation for pos-
sessing two major benefits that are widely desired: wisdom and
wealth. These benefits need no explanation. Because the reader
knows who Solomon was, these two benefits are implicit rather than
explicit. This also saves space. Finally, the passage motivates the
reader by appealing to his hope that he, too, can become successful.

Only after doing this does the book present along list of specific
motivations: gaining specific benefitsand avoiding specificliabilities.
Thismotivational strategy conformsto direct-response advertising’ s
fourth rule: “People respond to their immediate concerns. The more
specifictheseconcernsare addressed inthe ad, themorelikely people
will takeaction.” Thisissometimesreferred to asthe hot-button rule.

So, there must beacombination of universally recognized benefits
and highly specific benefits. The Book of Proverbs offersthis as no
other surviving document from the ancient world does.

I mplied Benefits
The opening words of the book list the benefits.



Chapter 1. .. Proverbs1:1-4

The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel; To know
wisdom and instruction; to perceive the words of understanding; To
receivetheinstruction of wisdom, justice, and judgment, and equity;
To give subtilty to the simple, to the young man knowledge and dis-
cretion.

Solomon does not spell out these benefits. He merely lists them.
He assumes that they are well known by his targeted audience. This
saves space.

1. Wisdom

Thefirst benefit for reading this book isimplied: to discover how
Solomon, the son of David and the king of Israel, made hisdecisions.
This is why the book begins with the identification of its source:
Solomon. The text does not say that Solomon wrote the book, only
that theseare his proverbs. Beginning with chapter 25 and continuing
through chapter 30, the proverbs are said to be Solomon’s, but they
were copied by scribes in King Hezekiah's reign. “These are also
proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah king of Judah
copied out” (Prov. 25:1). Hezekiah's reign lasted from about 716
B.C. to 687.” This was over two centuries after Solomon’s reign.
Either the proverbs had been memorized and passed down orally, or
else they had been written down, passed down, and compiled at the
later date. The author of the book’s opening words was intimately
familiar with these proverbs — so intimate that he risked attributing
them to the king. The presumption isthat the compiler was Solomon
or someone very close to him.

This identification of the source of the proverbs brings great
authority tothiscollectionwithin atargeted audience: covenant-keep-

7. Thisisthe estimate of E. R. Thiele. W. F. Albright dates this from 715 to
687. “Hezekiah,” Wikipedia Encyclopedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/hezekiah

7
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ers. They know who Solomonis. Not everyone does. Thosewho have
read the Bible know. In his day, his reputation extended beyond the
borders of Israel. He was internationally known for his wisdom,
especially his good judgment asaruler. Other rulers from the region
came to see him execute judgment, and they marveled. The queen of
Sheba came and witnessed his abilities as ajudge. “And she said to
theking, It wasatruereport that | heard in mine own land of thy acts
and of thy wisdom. Howbeit | believed not the words, until | came,
and mine eyes had seen it: and, behold, the half was not told me: thy
wisdom and prosperity exceedeth the fame which | heard” (I Kings
10:6-7).

2. Wealth

The queen of Shebawas so impressed that she gave alarge gift to
him, “an hundred and twenty talents of gold, and of spicesgreat abun-
dance, and precious stones. neither was there any such spice as the
gueen of Sheba gave king Solomon” (11 Chron. 9:9).

His career testified visibly to a close relationship between judg-
ment and wealth. Great wealth came to him because of his wisdom,
asthe queen’svisit exemplifies. Hislifewasaliving testimony to the
entire region that wisdom in judgment produces benefits for all,
including the ruler who possesses such wisdom.

S0, the second benefit is also implied: how to attain great wealth,
just as Solomon did. Thisisauniversally recognized benefit. These
proverbs were compiled by a very rich man. No book in the Bible
provides mor e information regarding the way to wealth. Yet what is
striking about the Book of Proverbs is the centrality of its ethical
framework. It initially focuses on ethics. Only when thisissueis set-
tled early in the book does Solomon move on to the practical imple-
mentation of his strategy of success, which is at bottom ethical.

S0, the introduction is both universal and specific. It offerswis-
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dom and wealth on the authority of a man renowned as possessing
both, aman whose nameisrecognized by members of atargeted aud-
ience. This combination of universal and specific is essential for a
direct-response motivational communication.

3. Hope

Simple people recognize that they are simple. From long experi-
ence, they have learned that others are quicker to perceive the deci-
sive conditions of social relationships. Others can make self-seeking
decisions through this perception and their wits. How can a simple
person compete in such acompetitive world? This proverb says that
the solution isinstruction in wisdom, justice, judgment, and equity.
These topics seem to be aspects of arealm of high-level decision-
making. But this proverb saysthat simple people can be elevated into
this realm as successful practitioners.

Jesus recognized this aspect of successin God's kingdom.

And Jesus called alittle child unto him, and set him in the midst of
them, And said, Verily | say unto you, Except ye be converted, and
become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of
heaven. Whosoever therefore shall humblehimself asthislittlechild,
the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 18:2-4).

The ssimple person is not to be childish but rather childlike. Heis
to be humble before God and Hislaw, asachild ishumble before his
parents and their rules. He receives instruction in the basics of
government. Thisinstruction provideshimwith practical wisdom: the
ability to make morally straight plans in a morally crooked world.
Jesus said: “Behold, | send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves:
be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves’ (Matt. 10:
16).

Similarly, instruction providesayoung personwith knowledge and

9
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discretion. Solomon presumesthat these giftsare not normally associ-
ated with young people, who tend to be impetuous. The reader also
presumes this. The fact that instruction according to wisdom can
overcome the impetuosity of youth testifies to its transformational
power.

So, the third implied benefit is that simple people, young people,
and common people can master the rules of wisdom, which in turn
produce success in life. This is an open book. It is available to al
people. Itisamanual of successthat isavailableto mentally average
people. Itsimplied promise: success for the wise. The wise need not
be of above-average intelligence. They must be of above-average
ethics.

The opening passage appeals to a person’s positive self-image.
Then it extends this appeal by asserting that this is not a matter of
superior intelligence, but rather something opento all: ethics. It says,
“You can do this.”

The Power of Wise Instruction

Man is pictured in the opening words of Proverbsasbeingin need
of instruction. A wise man receives instruction in wisdom, justice,
judgment, and equity (fairness). The Hebrew wordsarerevealing. The
word for wisdom, sakal, meanscircumspect. It also meansintelligent.
Thereis the sense of prudence about the term. The word for justice,
tsedeq, meansrightness. It can also mean prosperity, which isworth
noting. The word for judgment, mishpat, has the sense of rendering
averdict based on law. Finaly, the word for equity, meyshar, refers
to straightness. Thisremindsusof the Hebrews' instruction to Joshua
beforethey entered theland of Canaan. “Only bethou strong and very
courageous, that thou mayest observe to do according to all the law,
which Moses my servant commanded thee: turn not from it to the
right hand or to the left, that thou mayest prosper whithersoever thou

10
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goest” (Josh. 1:7). The Hebrew word for prosper here is sakal —
wisdom. We see in this passage a relationship between faithful |aw-
keeping and prosperity.

The text also says that such instruction provides subtlety for the
simpleand discretion to theyoung. The Hebrew word for subtlety can
havethe sense of guile: trickery. “But if aman come presumptuously
upon his neighbour, to slay him with guile; thou shalt take him from
mine altar, that he may die” (Ex. 21:14). The Gibeoniteswere subtle,
tricking the Israglites into making a binding covenant with them to
remain in the land as servants. They were wily. “They did work
wilily, and went and made asiif they had been ambassadors, and took
old sacks upon their asses, and wine bottles, old, and rent, and bound
up” (Josh. 9:4). In most instances, thisword has the sense of devious
plans, but not always. It can mean wisdom. Solomon says in this
book, “ O ye simple, understand wisdom: and, ye fools, be ye of an
understanding heart” (8:5). It can mean prudence. “| wisdom dwell
with prudence, and find out knowledge of witty inventions” (8:12).

Thesimple-minded person cannot rely on clevernessto achieve his
ends. He lacks subtlety. Yet instruction can provide this missing
ability. How is this possible? By providing the awareness of social
causation, an awareness made possible by the lifelong experience of
hearing thelaw of God in the context of real-world decision-making.
This is what the Old Testament provided, in a way that no other
ancient document did. It set forth the legal order of Mosesin the con-
text of the story of God’ s covenant people. That story was grounded
in law. It was the manifestation of God's covenantal, law-bound
dealings with arebellious nation.

Conclusion

The Book of Proverbs begins by identifying the source of these
proverbs: an internationally known ruler who possessed great wealth

11
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compiled them. Thisidentification is sufficient to attract attention.

For those readers and listeners who recognize who Solomon was,
the introduction offers three benefits: good judgment, personal suc-
cess, and access for all. Through the information contained in this
entire collection of proverbs, simple people can be made clever, and
young people can be made discreet. Had these claims not come from
aman of known integrity and widely known success, they would not
be readily believed.

Early in this collection, Solomon sets forth the value of wisdom.
He saysthat the kind of wisdom hisinstruction offersis something of
great value. If it can makethe simpl eton subtle and the youth discreet,
what can it do for the common man, who is neither ssmple nor
young? What can it do for the clever person? Clearly, “A wise man
will hear, andwill increaselearning; and aman of understanding shall
attain unto wise counsels’ (v. 5).

Solomon invites the reader to consider the material in this collec-
tion. He says that wise people will do this. This implies that people
who lack wisdom will not. He says, in effect, “If you are neither wise
nor a person of understanding, you need not continue to read what |
have to say.” Thisisaform of screening: “Wise people only.” This
is a form of motivation. A reader presumably thinks he is wise,
although not necessarily clever. He thinks: “This book is aimed at
me.” Thisis motivation to continue reading.

This promise of open access aso implies that wisdom is not a
matter of innate intelligence. If a simple person can be made subtle
through a mastery of these proverbs, this is a great motivation for
everyoneto read and commit these proverbsto memory. It meansthat
thereissomething beneficial herefor everyone. Wisdom is presented
here as a matter of ethics rather than a matter of innate intelligence.
A simple person can learn what is right. This information, when
coupled with awillingnessto apply biblical ethicsin day-to-day dec-
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isions, leads to success. People want success. They want to believe
that they can attain success. So, there is great motivation presented
here for mastering and applying these proverbs:. to become like Solo-
mon.

For approximately three thousand years, millions of people have
considered carefully what he had to say.
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THE FEAR OF THE LORD

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge: but fools des-
pise wisdom and instruction (Prov. 1:7).

Here is one of the fundamental versesin the Old Testament, on a
par with “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God isone LORD” (Deut.
6:4). This proverb establishes the fundamental principle of epistem-
ology, which asks: “What can aman reliably know, and how can he
know it?’

The proverb does not say that knowledge of the Lord in general
precedes knowledge in general. It saysthat thefear of the Lord isthe
starting point for all accurate knowledge. We do not learn about the
God of the Bible from a careful study of His incommunicable attri-
butes — omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence — let alone from
any of medieval scholasticism’ sfiveproofsof God. Instead, welearn
of God as the supreme cosmic judge who brings negative sanctions
in both time and eternity. Thisis the God of the covenant: God, the
sanctions-bringer.* Ignore this aspect of God’s character, and you
cannot possess accurate knowledge of either God or the cosmos. All
such sanctions-denying knowledge, while potentially accurate in its
observational details of specific cause and effect — drop the rock on
your foot, and your foot hurts — keegps men ignorant of the cosmic
drama: God vs. Satan, covenant-keeper vs. covenant-breaker.

The wise man accepts God as He saysin the Bible that Heis. the
supreme agent of judgment. The fool does not. The wise man begins
with the fear of God. The fool does not. The mark of the fool is that
he despises wisdom and instruction.

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed.
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 4.
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This does not mean that he despises all instruction. Everyone
learnsabout cause and effect in history. Everyone hasaconcept of the
way the world works. But in the context of this passage, wisdom and
instruction refer to applications of the principle that the God of the
Bible should be feared. Wisdom and instruction refer to the Bible's
theory of causation. Isaiah announced:

| am the LORD, and thereis none €l sg, thereis no God beside me: |
girded thee, though thou hast not known me: That they may know
from the rising of the sun, and from the west, that there is none
beside me. | am the LORD, and there is none else. | form the light,
and create darkness: | make peace, and create evil: | the LORD doall
these things. Drop down, ye heavens, from above, and let the skies
pour down righteousness: | et the earth open, and let them bring forth
salvation, and let righteousness spring up together; | the LORD have
created it. Woe unto him that striveth with his Maker! Let the
potsherd strive with the potsherds of the earth. Shall the clay say to
him that fashioneth it, What makest thou? or thy work, He hath no
hands? (Isa. 45:5-9).

Thefool deniesthis. He believes that he operatesin aworld inde-
pendent of the God of the Bible, who bringsjudgment in history. The
prophet Isaiah identified such afool: the nation of Isragl.

Therefore hear now this, thou that art given to pleasures, that dwel-
lest carelessly, that sayest in thine heart, | am, and none else beside
me; | shall not sit as awidow, neither shall | know the loss of child-
ren: But these two things shall cometo theein amoment in one day,
the loss of children, and widowhood: they shall come upon thee in
their perfection for the multitude of thy sorceries, and for the great
abundance of thine enchantments. For thou hast trusted in thy wick-
edness:. thou hast said, None seeth me. Thy wisdom and thy know!-
edge, it hath perverted thee; and thou hast said in thine heart, | am,
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and none else beside me. Therefore shall evil come upon thee; thou
shalt not know from whence it riseth: and mischief shall fall upon
thee; thou shalt not be able to put if off: and desolation shall come
upon thee suddenly, which thou shalt not know (Isaiah 47:8-11).

Isaiah brought a covenant lawsuit. Every covenant lawsuit threat-
ens the listener with God'’ s hegative sanctions.

Avoiding L osses

Negative sanctions, not positive sanctions, are the focus of this
proverb. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge. We do
not fear His positive sanctions. We fear His negative sanctions. So,
the beginning of knowledge pointsto the threat of loss. Jesus said to
Hisdisciples. “ And fear not them whichkill the body, but are not able
to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul
and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28).

A familiar theme in Western literature is the corrupt bargain with
the devil. Someone seeks positive sanctions in history. In order to
gain them, he makes abargain—acontract —with Satan regarding the
afterlife. He trades his soul in eternity for blessings in history. This
themeisavariation of Satan’ stemptation of Jesusin the wilderness.
“Again, thedevil taketh him up into an exceeding high mountain, and
sheweth him all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them;
And saith unto him, All these thingswill | give thee, if thou wilt fall
down and worship me” (Matt. 4:8-9).2 Here, Satan offered positive
sanctions. He did not mention negative sanctions. Neither did the
serpent mention negative sanctions to Eve. He did not have to. Eve
knew. “ And thewoman said unto the serpent, We may eat of the fruit

2. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 3.
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of the trees of the garden: But of the fruit of the tree which isin the
midst of the garden, God hath said, Y e shall not eat of it, neither shall
yetouch it, lest ye die” (Gen. 3:2-3).

Thefool deniesthat God brings negative sanctions in history. To
turn to God asthe source of positive sanctionsin history would imply
faith in God as the source of negative sanctions. So, the fool seeks
positive sanctions elsewhere: from nature, from the strength of his
own hands, or from a corrupt bargain with others. Thisiswhat Solo-
mon warns against in the early section of the book.

Proverbs, along with the entire Bible, teaches that the positive
sanctions offered by Satan or his covenant-breaking subordinatesare
not worth the price: the negative sanctionsimposed by God. Proverbs
affirms a value scale and a theory of causation that stand in opposi-
tion to Satan’s. The wise man imputes great value to God’ s positive
sanctions, but thisis not the starting point for biblical wisdom. The
starting point is man’s imputation of negative value to covenant-
breaking. Covenant-keeping begins with the fear of God. It is the
avoidance of God’'s negative sanctions, not the promise of positive
sanctions, that initially motivates the covenant-keeper. This fear of
God isthefirst step to covenantal maturity.

Men trust something to provide positive sanctions. They also fear
negative sanctions. If menfear God asthe sanctions-bringer in history
and eternity, they are less likely to fear any aspect of the creation,
whose sanctions are both temporal and subordinate to God' s sanc-
tions. By trusting God and by obeying God, covenant-keepers have
a sure way to deal with the negative sanctions threatened by the
creation. They can exercise dominion over the creation precisely
because they fear God more than they fear any aspect of the creation.
In every social philosophy, the source of negative sanctions occupies
the peak of the hierarchy. This proverb is clear: God occupies this
place of supremacy.
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We must seek to avoid the negative sanction of loss. The New
Covenant affirmsthat the supreme positive sanctionisGod’ sremoval
of the threat of negative sanctionsin eternity.

Every man’swork shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare
it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every
man’ swork of what sortitis. If any man’ swork abide which he hath
built thereupon, he shall receiveareward. If any man’ swork shall be
burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as
by fire (I Cor. 3:13-15).2

Theforfeiture of eternal salvation isthe ultimate loss. In contrast,
thelossof God’ spositive sanctionsin eternity istolerable. Theimpo-
sition of God'’ s negative eternal sanctionsis not. They must be toler-
ated for eternity (Luke 16:19-31).*

Conclusion

The Book of Proverbs affirms God as the source of all sanctions,
positive and negative. God haslaid down His law in the Bible. This
law is confirmed by sanctions, both positive and negative. Godly ins-
truction affirms causality as governed by a sovereign God. The fool
rejects such instruction.

Theimplication of this proverb isnot intuitive, but itiscrucia: if
you can avoid negative sanctions, positive sanctionswill compound
over time. Success beginswith a systematic program to avoid losses.

3. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, el ectronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: Institutefor Christian Econ-
omics, 2001), ch. 3.

4. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 40.
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The Book of Proverbs supplies this program.

This implies that positive sanctions are more fundamental than
negative sanctions. Thisin turnimpliesthat dominionismorefunda-
mental than linear history. Itisnot ssmply that time movesforward to
final judgment. It is that there is progress in history, which is not
limited to doctrinal precision. Covenant-keepers have legitimate
hope for history. This begins with the fear of God.
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RIVAL PROGRAMS
OF INHERITANCE

My son, hear theinstruction of thy father, and for sake not the law of
thy mother: For they shall be an ornament of grace unto thy head,
and chains about thy neck. My son, if sinners entice thee, consent
thou not (Prov. 1:8-10).

This passage dealswith inheritance. A father tells his son that par-
ental instruction and law are the equivalents of an ornament of grace
—acrown—and anecklace. These are positive sanctions, clearly part
of aninheritance: parentsto son. Theimagery hereisof visiblerepre-
sentations of power and wealth.

In contrast is disinheritance. The way of sinners is the way of
death. Death comes in the form of temptation: to depart from the
paths of righteousness. The father lists the enticements that sinners
offer to righteous people in their effort to corrupt them. The list
focuses on illegitimate ways to extract wealth from judicialy inno-
cent victims. These are crimes, for they involve either fraud or viol-
ence.

If they say, Comewith us, let uslay wait for blood, let uslurk privily
for the innocent without cause: Let us swallow them up alive asthe
grave; and whole, asthose that go down into the pit: We shall find all
precious substance, we shall fill our houses with spoil (1:11-13).

This is an exceptionally clear framing of the crime of theft. The
language invokes the image of the grave. The victims are to be mur-
dered. To “wait for blood” isto plot to commit murder. Lifeisinthe
blood.
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But flesh with the life thereof, which is the blood thereof, shall ye
not eat. And surely your blood of your liveswill | require; at the hand
of every beast will | requireit, and at the hand of man; at the hand of
every man’s brother will | require the life of man (Gen. 9:4-5).

For the life of the flesh isin the blood: and | have given it to you
upon the atar to make an atonement for your souls: for it isthe blood
that maketh an atonement for the soul (Lev. 17:11).

Thegoal iseconomic gain. “We shall find all precious substance,
we shall fill our houses with spoil.” Thisis disinheritance. The vic-
tims heirs will someday deserve this wealth, but murderers plan to
obtain it.

Then comesthe proposed benefit. “ Cast in thy ot among us; let us
al have one purse” (1:14). The gang of murderers shares acommon
purse. Thewealth of theinnocent victimswill fill thispurse. Thenthe
criminalswill sharethe proceedsof the crime. Nothing issaid regard-
ing the proportional shares that will be eventually handed out to the
participants. Nothing issaid of the structure of organizational author-
ity that decides who gets what and when. The target of this entice-
ment is expected to trust the intent and judgment of those criminals
who possessinstitutional authority. Thisassumption isknown by the
phrase, “honor among thieves.”

A Criminal Conspiracy

The sinners entice aman into crime by offering him asharein the
proceeds. But who is to police the thieves? Who is to monitor the
purse? If it paysto spill innocent blood, why shouldn’t it pay to spill
theblood of one’ spartnersin crime? Therestraint of God' slaw isnot
part of the psychological makeup of criminals. Thereis not the same
degree of self- government that wefind in familiesthat bring up their
children to fear God and respect Hislaw. Therefore, coercion within
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conspiracies must be far greater. Fear governs them.

Solomon is contrasting two ways of life: God-fearing and God-
hating. Heis contrasting the economic results of thetwo waysof life:
prosperity and destruction. The righteous bring good judgment to
their daily lives; the unrighteous bring bad judgment, violence, and
destruction. Theevil that men practice against the innocent becomes
part of the psychological make-up of the evildoers. They cannot
escape their habitual patterns of existence. They seek gain at the
expense of thosewho possesswealth. Their colleaguesin crimeshare
the spoils. In so doing, they become each other’ s targets.

Solomon understood this. “For their feet run to evil, and make
haste to shed blood. Surely invainthe net isspread in the sight of any
bird, And they lay wait for their own blood; they lurk privily for their
own lives. So are the ways of every onethat is greedy of gain; which
taketh away thelife of the ownersthereof” (1:16-19). What birdishe
speaking about? Each member of the gang. They lay nets for each
other, but not in plain sight. In the crimina conspiracy, the secret
society, and the brotherhood of blood, the members are threatened by
the inescapable results of their own ethics. They believe that non-
membersarefit for theslaughter. But thisattitude cannot berestricted
easily to the world outside the “household” of the brotherhood. It
spreads into the inner circle.

Common Purse, Common Curse

The common purse guarantees their downfall. It becomes the
supreme prize in an organization that imitates a family, but without
the bond of love. Aswith afamily’scommon purse, the gang's com-
mon purseisfilled with money. What isthe basis of the allocation of
thismoney? In afamily, the father allocatesthe family’ swedlth. Ina
criminal conspiracy, a pseudo-father does, or a council of would-be
patriarchs. Thisraisesthe central organizational question: Allocation
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by what standard? Who imputesvalueto theindividual effortsof the
conspiracy’ s members?

Hereisthe central issueof all economic theory: imputation. Impu-
tation is subjective. Vaue is therefore subjective. The epistemolo-
gical question is this: How can men accurately impute economic
value to the world around them? Specifically, how can they accur-
ately assess the economic value of the contributions of other men?

The free market provides a constant assessment of each man’'s
contributionto theproduction process. Thereisagiganticcompetitive
auction for labor, for capital goods, for raw materials, and for all
other scarce economic resources. This auction process produces
prices by which we can evaluate what we are worth to othersin the
market, aswell aswhat they areworth to us. Thiscompetitivebidding
process is based on a lega principle: open entry to a market, i.e.,
competition without coercion. Free pricing, the accountant’ s profit-
and-loss report, and the lega right to transfer ownership are all
essential to our knowledge of what different things really cost.
Economic freedom bringsusaccurate knowledge, and thereforemore
wealth.

In contrast to afree market, the criminal conspiracy iscoercive. It
isacollective. Asinasocialist economy, it cannot permit open com-
petition for men’s services. Criminals cannot openly advertise their
services to other “consumers.” Also, oath-bound brotherhoods are
closed societies. Members cannot leave in response to higher bids
from other criminal conspiracies. Thus, it becomesdifficult —infact,

1. The classic statement of this principleis Ludwig von Mises, “ Economic Cal-
culation in the Socialist Commonwealth” (1920), reprinted in F. A. Hayek (ed.),
Caollectivist Economic Planning (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1935), ch. 3.
The academic community either ignored or actively denied the truth of Mises
insight until 1991, when the Soviet Union’ s socialist economy collapsed, and that
enormous nation-empire ceased to exist.
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amost impossible—for the members of acriminal band to assessthe
economic contribution of each member.

Here is the curse of the common purse. The way that criminals
decide who is to receive what portion is by coercion. The strongest
get the largest portions. But this places a premium on ruthlessness.
The bloodthirstiness of criminals is enhanced by the very nature of
collective ownership. They all shareone purse. The source of the cap-
ital in the purse is not economic production, but rather economic
pillage and destruction. Thisiswhy criminal conspiraciesand social-
ist governments are often allies. The concept of acommon purse to
be filled by stealing the wealth of productive people is common to
both criminal conspiracies and socialist and communist political
conspiracies. In both cases, to cite Hayek’ sfamous Chapter 10inThe
Road to Serfdom (1944), the worst get on top.

Secrecy isbasic to such societies. But this secrecy isnot limited to
those outside the brotherhood. “ Surely in vain the net is spread in the
sight of any bird” (1:17). Those who are intent on snaring unsus-
pecting birds become masters of concealing nets. Trapsare sprung on
those who least suspect them. For this reason, every member knows
that he is a potential bird, and he must live alife of continual wari-
ness. To escapetrapsand to set traps: thisison the minds of members
of a criminal band. They snare the helpless as a way of life. These
skills are not abandoned within the conspiracy.

Satanism exhibits certain recurring features. secret oaths, signs,
and communications; death threats to any who would break the vow
of secrecy; maliciousintent against those outside the secret order; the
guest for wealth and power by means of coercion against the produc-
tive members of society; and the common purse. It was not an acci-
dent that Judas was athief, that he secretly conspired against Christ,
that he was possessed by Satan, and that he controlled the disciples
common purse (John 12:6). The temptations associated with the
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common purse are so great that the New Testament specifies that
those who control church finances — deacons — must live otherwise
blameless, public lives (I Tim. 3:8-13).? What goesinto the common
pursein agodly society islimited: thetithe for the church, and mini-
mal revenues for the civil government. The society of Satan is the
society of the universal common purse.

Faith in Violence

Theintended targetsof the conspiracy arejudicially innocent. They
al so possess wealth. The conspirators devise aplan to reallocate this
wealth into the common purse. They seek to substitute their goalsfor
those of theinnocent but economically successful victims. They seek
to thwart the allocation of wealth that has been produced by society
in anon-violent way. They propose to substitute violence for peace.

The teacher advises the listener to reject the offer and avoid the
enticer. “My son, walk not thou in theway with them; refrain thy foot
from their path: For their feet run to evil, and make haste to shed
blood” (1:15-16). The mental imageisof men movingin haste. They
are not shuffling toward evil, nor walking at a brisk clip. They are
running. This pointsto their self-conscious embrace of evil. Thereis
no hesitation here. These conspirators are not ready to hear counsel
from the righteous.

They know exactly what they are doing in the sense of self-cons-
cious preparation. They do not know what they are doing in the sense
of awareness of God’ s covenantal system of ethical cause and effect.
Their understanding of causality is defective. They regard violence
against the innocent as the basis of success in this life. They are

2. Gary North, Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Timothy (Harrisonburg, Virginiaz Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [2001]
2006), ch. 4.
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power religionists.® This assessment undergirds the following pas-
sage.

Surely in vain the net is spread in the sight of any bird. And they lay
wait for their own blood; they lurk privily for their own lives. So are
the ways of every onethat is greedy of gain; which taketh away the
life of the owners thereof (1:17-19)

If abird can see the net, it will not venture into the trap. Success
in the hunt rests on successful deception of the victim. The conspira-
tors understand this, which iswhy their plan involves lurking. Thus,
the innocent will fall into their trap. This passage pointsto the larger
picture. God hasset atrap for the conspirators. Thistrap hasatrigger:
the conspirators' trap. In setting a trap for the innocent, they will be
snared themselves. God' s covenantal system of cause and effect gov-
erns men’s plans. But covenant-breakers do not acknowledge that
they operate in alarger system of causation. They do not understand
that, in setting atrap for the innocent, they set atrap for themselves.
“Andthey lay wait for their own blood; they lurk privily for their own
lives.”

The passage endswith asummation: “ So aretheways of every one
that isgreedy of gain; which taketh away thelife of the ownersthere-
of” (1:19). The father warns his son that there is a pattern of crimin-
ality. The criminal seeksto gain at the expense of aproposed victim.
The example of aband of murderousthievesservesasthemodel. The
group seeks to get rich at someone else’s expense. This involves
murder. It is at bottom atransfer of inheritance.

The conspirators do not operate in a universe in which power is
supreme. They operate in auniverse in which ethicsis supreme, for

3. Gary North, Moses and Pharaoh: Dominion Religion vs. Power Religion (Ty-
ler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1985).
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God is absolutely sovereign. Heisa God of law and justice. Thereis
power, but this power does not rest on the principle that might makes
right. It rests on the principle that supreme right is enforced by sup-
reme might. As the Creator, God possesses supreme right and sup-
reme power. He delegates power and wealth in terms of His decree
and the legal order He has established to govern mankind. The laws
of inheritance, not the exercise of power, areto govern thetransfer of
property, generationto generation. All attemptstointerferewith these
Bible-reveaed laws of inheritance are aform of theft.

Conclusion

TheBook of Proverbspresentsthe story of competition for inherit-
ance in history. Rival organizations compete for the allegiance of
men. Each offers a program of inheritance.

The father’s offer of inheritance is based on ethics: covenant-
keeping. Thefirst nine chaptersof Proverbspresent thefather’ stesta-
ment to his son: godly wisdom. The father’s inheritance correlates
righteousness and success.

In contrast isarival program of inheritance. It leads to death. It is
based on an illegal attempt to steal the godly inheritance. Seduction
isbasic to the program of disinheritance. So are deception, theft, and
murder. The archetype isthe Fall of man in the garden. Its historical
extension is described here in the Book of Proverbs: a challenge to
the laws of righteousness by aconspiracy that promotes ethical rebel-
lion.
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WISDOM AND WEALTH

Wisdom crieth without; she uttereth her voice in the streets. She
crieth in the chief place of concourse, in the openings of the gates:
in the city she uttereth her words, saying, How long, ye simple ones,
will ye love simplicity? and the scorners delight in their scorning,
and fools hate knowledge? (Prov. 1:20-22).

Wisdomispersonified asfemaleinthe Book of Proverbs. Thefirst
instance of thispracticeishere. Thereisno explanation for thisinthe
proverb. My explanation is this. because covenant-breaking is pic-
tured throughout the Old Testament as the equivalent of harlotry, and
because the theme of thefirst nine chaptersof Proverbsisthe conflict
between wisdom and foolishness, the personification of wisdom as
female makes sense. Wisdom is the faithful wife.

Wisdom is pictured here as standing in the public square and
calling men to return to her. There are three categories of listeners:
simpletons, scorners, and fools. She goesinto the streets, where peo-
ple can be found. She goes into the concourse — the public square —
which is where the streets come together: the center of the city. She
also goesto the gates of the city, where civic judgment is rendered.

Biblical religion isa public faith for the public square. Itisnot a
religion confined to the hearth and home. It is therefore not the
religion of classical Greece, where awife tended the household’ sfire
asafamily priestess,* but had no influencein the courts.? In classical
religion — Greece and Rome —women had no public role to play in

1. Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City: A Sudy on the Religion, Laws, and
Institutions of Greece and Rome (Garden City, New Y ork: Doubleday Anchor,
[1864] 1955), Book |1, Chapter IX.

2. lbid., 1:VII1:2, 1.
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the religion of the city. A woman served as a priestess at the Oracle
of Delphi: the Pythia. Women served in Rome as vestal virgins who
kept the city’ sfire burning. This was the only official religiousrole
for Roman women. Women played no role in politics, since civic
religion was the basis of politics.®> The women who exercised influ-
encein the corridors of power in classical Greece were courtesans —
adulterous mistresses of powerful married men. In Israel, Deborah
served as a judge. This would have been inconceivable in classical
Greece.

Wisdom in this passage serves the same role as a prophet did in
Mosaic Israel: someone who brings a covenant lawsuit against the
nation. Shepublicly identifiesthe sources of Israel’ scovenant-break-
ing: ssimpletons, scorners, and fools. The people have gone astray.
This is not a conspiracy against the people by covenant-breaking
rulers. Thisisaconspiracy against God by thewhole nation. Wisdom
cries out: “Turn you at my reproof: behold, | will pour out my spirit
unto you, | will make known my words unto you” (1:23).

Wisdom is personified. She offers to pour out her spirit on men.
Wisdom hereis presented as the personification of God. Wisdom is
not pictured as impersonal, but rather as highly personal.

Wisdom is not the only woman in the public square. The harlot is
there, too. She also seeks for those who will listen to her, and then
follow her imprecations.

For at the window of my house | looked through my casement, And
beheld among the simple ones, | discerned among the youths, a
young manvoid of understanding, Passing through the street near her
corner; and he went the way to her house, In the twilight, in the
evening, in the black and dark night: And, behold, there met him a
woman with the attire of an harlot, and subtil of heart. (She isloud

3. Ibid., 1:VII:3, XI1.
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and stubborn; her feet abide not in her house: Now is she without,
now in the streets, and lieth in wait at every corner.) So she caught
him, and kissed him, and with an impudent face said unto him, | have
peace offerings with me; this day have | payed my vows. Therefore
came | forth to meet thee, diligently to seek thy face, and | have
found thee (7:6-15).

The Correct Response

What isthe correct response to these conflicting calls? “ To know
wisdom and instruction; to perceive the words of understanding; to
receive theinstruction of wisdom, justice, and judgment, and equity;
to give subtilty to the simple, to the young man knowledge and dis-
cretion” (1:24).

The early chapters of Proverbs are concerned with biblical wis-
dom: how to obtain it, cultivate it, and apply it. Proverbs also con-
trasts biblical wisdom with the false wisdom of this world, which
luresthe unsuspectinginto thelusts of theflesh. It isstated repeatedly
that wisdom is avaluable asset.

Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, and the man that getteth
understanding. For the merchandise of it is better than the merchan-
dise of silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold. She is more prec-
ious than rubies: and al the things thou canst desire are not to be
compared unto her. Length of daysisin her right hand; and in her
left hand riches and honour. Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and
al her paths are peace (3:13-17).*

Of all capital assets, biblical wisdom hasthe highest rate of return.
The comparisons here are revealing. Gold, silver, precious gems,
long life: wisdom is greater than all of these. Throughout the book,

4. Chapter 9.
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long life, riches, and honor are closely associated with biblical wis-
dom, indicating that wisdom |eadsto these external blessings. Weare
reminded of thewords of Jesus concerning the kingdom of God: “But
seek yefirst the kingdom of God, and hisrighteousness; and all these
things shall be added unto you” (Matt. 6:33).> The old hymn, “I'd
rather have Jesusthan silver and gold” really missesthe point. Better
to sing, “I'd rather have Jesus and silver and gold.” Thereisarela
tionship between (1) the exercise of biblical wisdom, biblical justice,
and biblical judgment and (2) outward signs of prosperity.

Solomon was noted both for hiswisdom (I Kings4:29-34) and his
wealth (I Kings 10). In fact, the queen of Sheba's words linked the
two. “And she said to the king, It was a true report that | heard in
mine own land of thy actsand of thy wisdom. Howbeit | believed not
the words, until | came, and mine eyes had seen it: and, behold, the
half was not told me thy wisdom and prosperity exceedeth the fame
which | heard” (I Kings 10:6-7).

What IsWisdom?

The emphasisin Proverbsis not on the possession of knowledge
asamass of facts, including economic facts. Proverbs encouragesthe
guest for wisdom, which is associated with honest judgment, justice,
and fairness (equity). It isalso important to have the ability to impart
this wisdom to the naive (“simpl€e’) and the young, who are impres-
sionable.® Thisindicatesthat knowledge of God' s principlesisnot to
be amonopoly of apriestly elite. “To understand a proverb, and the
interpretation; the words of the wise, and their dark [puzzling] say-

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Min-
istries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 15.

6. Chapter 1.
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ing” (1:6). The tranglation of the mental puzzles of the wise into the
language of the people is deemed by the public to be a sign of true
wisdom.

Wisdom is not ssimply right knowledge, but also right action.
Wisdomisapplied ethics. There are cause-and-effect relationshipsin
this world that must be respected if men are to prosper. The funda-
mental principleisthisone: “ Thefear of the LORD isthe beginning
of knowledge: but fools despise wisdom and instruction” (1:7). Itis
the awful (awe-full) fear of God that should begin aman’seducation.
Thisisthefirst principle of cause and effect. The wise manisacom-
petent judge of people, as well as situations. He relates God' s prin-
ciplesof ethicsto the concrete events of the day. Solomon’ s wisdom
was demonstrated in the case of the two women who argued over
whose baby waswhose. Hethreatened to cut thechild in half. Hethen
saw which woman agreed to give up the child to the other (I Kings
31:28). Thiscaseisthebiblical archetype of wise judgment by acivil
ruler. Relating God' s laws to men’s lives is the essence of biblical
wisdom. Thisisbiblical casuistry in action.

The Book of Proverbsis an eminently practical book. The intro-
ductory section creates interest by the reader in what is to follow,
thereby increasing the likelihood that he will take the proverbs ser-
iously. The first nine chapters are devoted to a presentation of the
importance of wisdom. Then 21 chapters follow, which give us the
proverbs of Solomon (who had 3,000 of them, along with 1,005
songs: | Kings 4:32). Then the final chapter gives us the insights of
King Lemuel’s mother, whoever she was. These proverbs are sup-
posed to be considered carefully and then acted upon.

These proverbs represent aform of capital. Adhering to the prov-
erbs produces an increase in persona wealth. But an increase in

7. Chapter 2.
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personal wealth is not sufficient to guarantee success. Thisis one of
the themes of the early section. What is needed to guarantee success
is the wisdom to serve as afaithful steward of the wealth that isto
come. To present to men a handbook for increasing wealth is not
enough; they need moral capital to make proper use of the forth-
coming income.

Capital, in the Bibl€e' s perspective, comes from conformity to the
laws of God (Deut. 28:1-14).2 Increasing per capitawealth is part of
God' sprogram of “positive feedback,” wherein conformity to God's
law increases aman’ s wealth (and a society’ swealth), which in turn
isto serve as a confirmation of the reliability of the covenant. “But
thou shalt remember the Lord thy God: for it is he that giveth thee
power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he
sware unto thy fathers, asit is this day” (Deut. 8:18).° To establish
His covenant, He gives faithful men their wealth. The progression is
supposed to conform to this pattern: obedience . . . increase . . .
greater obedience. . . greater increase . . . dominion.

In order to integrate thelaws of economicswith thefacts of econo-
mic life, men need aguide. This guideisthe Bible. The special rev-
elation of God gives men the interpretive framework for under-
standing economic cause and effect. Men are not to misuse their
knowledge of economic cause and effect. Thisiswhy we are given
theintroductory chaptersof Proverbs, to convince usthat the ultimate
goal of personal wealth istheincrease of capital necessary to imple-
ment biblical wisdom in a corporate public form: the kingdom of
God. To use the knowledge found in Proverbs for any purpose other

8. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.

9. Ibid., ch. 21.
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than the extension of God' s kingdom is aform of rebellion.

The Market for Wisdom

It was perhaps the greatest of Greek myths —a myth held mainly
by Socrates, Plato, and their followers — that if men understand the
truth and the good, they will believe the truth and do the morally
upright thing. In the Greek philosophical tradition, knowledgeisthe
pathway to salvation. Knowledge saves. In contrast, the Bible affirms
that wisdom is the pathway to salvation. But it teaches that wisdom
IS not a matter of precise logic or intuitive insight. Wisdom is the
product of God’'s grace. The natural man receives not the things of
the Spirit (I Cor. 2:14).* Therefore, when wisdom is proclaimed in
the streets, there may be few who respond favorably. The simpletons
—mora simpletons, not people with low intelligence — do not come
and sit at the feet of the wise teacher. “But ye have set at nought all
My counsel, and would [have] none of My reproof” (1:25). Simple-
tons do not take seriously the sin-restraining wisdom of God’s law.

Solomon here equates wisdom with God. “Then shall they call
upon me, but | will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they
shall not find me: For that they hated knowledge, and did not choose
the fear of the LORD: They would [have] none of my counsel: they
despised all my reproof” (1:28-30). The simpletons had refused the
counsel of God, whoseword had been proclaimed in the streets. Now
they face calamity all alone. Fear, desolation, and destruction are
therefore inevitable (1:27).

The market for wisdom was nonexistent. Y et this was the era of
Solomon, the wisest and richest of Isragl’s kings, at the peak of

10. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, el ectronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: Institutefor Christian Econ-
omics, 2001), ch. 2.
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Israel’ s influence. Even at zero price, there was far more supply of
wisdom than demand for wisdom. In short, wisdomwas a glut on the
mar ket — not on the supply side, but on the demand side. So vast was
this glut in relation to demand that the supply would eventually be
removed by God. Wisdom woul d someday be sought, but nonewould
befound. Thefather taught hissonthat God hidesHimself from those
who do not regard His word as valid and valuable in good times as
well as bad. When bad times come, men seek answers, but wise
answers are not to be found by those who are in rebellion against
God. They seek, but they cannot find. God restricts the easy availa-
bility of wisdom in times of crisis whenever men have failed to take
Him seriously during prosperous times.

Built into the creation is a cause-and-effect system based on
adherence to, or rejection of, God’s Bible-revealed law. Over and
over, we are told that the response of aman to the law of God deter-
mines hisexternal circumstances. Prosperity isthe product of men’'s
outward adherence to biblical law. Poverty is the result of outward
adherence to another legal order, or an anti-legal order. “ Therefore
shall they eat of the fruit of their own way, and be filled with their
own devices. For the turning away of the simple shall slay them, and
the prosperity of foolsshall destroy them. But whoso hearkeneth unto
me shall dwell safely, and shall be quiet from fear of evil” (1:31-33).
All societiesthat reject God' s wisdom have self-destructive aspects.

When the Assyrians came to take Israel away, there was no mass
repentance. When the Babylonians came to carry Judah away, there
was no mass repentance. Men may have called upon some sort of god
—agod of their own creation — but the God of the Bible did not hear
them, judicialy speaking. When theways of thewicked finally result
in the destruction of their prosperity, men are left without moral
guidelines. The moral order that they had trusted now collapses
before their eyes, and they do not know or understand the biblical
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alternative.

After theFirst World War, awave of debauchery and“high living”
swept the West. Weimar Germany’s cabaret society, America's
speakeasies, France’' sdadaart movement, and the British elite’ sopen
rejection of Victorian morality were all aspects of men’ srejection of
pre-War morality, which had been at |east Christian on the surface. In
America, historianscall thisperiod“the Roaring Twenties.” Theroar-
ing twenties turned into the disastrous thirties. Economic depression
broke the public’ s confidence in the West’ s economic order. Social-
ists, redistributionists, and populists of all varieties cameinto power,
or close to power. Germany and Italy went fascist-socialist. Britain
and the United States went Keynesian, which wasbasically aform of
statism, as Keynes admitted in hislong-neglected introduction to the
German language edition of hisGeneral Theoryin 1936. The corpor-
ate State is still with us, struggling wildly in its death throes, desper-
ately trying to find away to achieve rapid economic growth without
price inflation and massive indebtedness.

The crises of the 1930’s and 1940's did not lead to widespread
repentance in any Western nation. People chased after a number of
superficialy different economic and political solutions, but these all
were variations of the Moloch State. The public’s theology did not
change, so their solutionswere no better than the problemsthey were
intended to solve. Thedebauchery of Weimar Germany —the pornog-
raphy, homosexuality, occultism, and nihilism —has becometoday’ s
universal subculture, and is increasingly being absorbed into the
common culture of the day. So has Weimar Germany’s policy of
monetary inflation, though not nearly that severe. So hasthe despair,
though not nearly that severe. Weimar ended in the tyranny and war
launched by the National Socialist Democratic Workers Party
(Nazis). The West must change direction if it is to avoid a similar
outcome.
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There is a tendency on the part of deeply ideological groups to
work for the destruction of the present world order, which is run by
an Establishment. Anti-Establishment ideologues work for social
revolution on the assumption that their group will pick up the pieces.
Without the destruction of the present order, they say, there is no
hope. Simultaneously, the current Establishment is desperate to con-
solidate its much-heralded new world order. It does so by means of
itstraditional strategies: political manipulation, control over money,
control over education, international treaties, government-regul ated
trade agreements, government subsidies to big business and large
voting blocs, and €litist initiation.

Christians should recognize that the market for wisdom is almost
always minimal, except in historically rare periods, such as the late
Roman Empire, Europe in the Middle Ages, the Protestant Reforma-
tion, and America stwo religious revivals™ A revival of interest in
God’ swisdomisabnormal. When soci eties sel f-destruct, they are not
often replaced by a Christian social order. Christians should work
toward the reconstruction of the existing socia order, but they had
better recognize that the market for wisdom is limited today. Their
message has not been taken seriously, any more than it was taken
seriously in Solomon’s day. The distressed masses run toward new,
radical variations of today’s Moloch State. There is nothing new
under the sun.

They would none of my counsel: they despised all my reproof.
Therefore shall they eat of the fruit of their own way, and be filled
with their own devices. For theturning away of the simple shall day
them, and the prosperity of fools shall destroy them (1:30-32).

11. The First Great Awakening (1730-50) and the Second Great Awakening
(1801-50).
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Occasionally the market for wisdom increases. “ But whoso heark-
eneth unto me shall dwell safely, and shall be quiet from fear of evil”
(v. 33). That is our hope today — our realistic but currently utopian
hope.

Conclusion

The introductory remarks in Proverbs are an expansion of the
closing remarks of Ecclesiastes: “Let us hear the conclusion of the
whole matter. Fear God, and keep his commandments: for thisisthe
whole duty of man. For God shall bring every work into judgment,
with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil”
(Eccl. 12:13-14). Wedlth has a purpose. Wisdom tells us what this
purpose is. a means of dominion. We are to think God’s thoughts
after Him, bringing all things into judgment, according to His stan-
dards of righteousness.

This is not an exclusively private faith with exclusively private
consequences. It is a public faith with public consequences. It is
covenantal faith. Itinvolvesthewholeof society. Thisiswhy wisdom
must be in the streets, calling covenant-breakers to turn back from
their poverty-producing ways.
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PATHS OF RIGHTEOUS JUDGMENT

For the LORD giveth wisdom: out of his mouth cometh knowledge
and under standing. Helayeth up sound wisdomfor therighteous: he
is a buckler [shield] to them that walk uprightly. He keepeth the
paths of judgment, and preserveth the way of his saints. Then shalt
thou under stand righteousness, and judgment, and equity; yea, every
good path (Prov. 2:6-9).

The early sections of the Book of Proverbs deal with man’s gain-
ingwisdom from God: “ To know wisdom and instruction; to perceive
the words of understanding” (1:2). Wisdom is seen as the most
valuable asset aperson can possess. “If thou seekest her assilver, and
searchest for her as for hid treasures; then thou shalt understand the
fear of the LORD, and find the knowledge of God” (2:4-5).“ Thefear
of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge: but fools despise
wisdom and instruction” (1:7).

The process begins with the word of God, this proverb says. “For
the LORD giveth wisdom: out of his mouth cometh knowledge and
understanding.” Thisis special revelation. Thisis given uniquely to
covenant-keepers. “He is a buckler [shield] to them that walk up-
rightly.” That is, God defends His people in their walk before Him.

Here, aselsewhereintheBible, wisdom isdescribed asapathway.
Menwalk down paths. A man walkson one path at atime. A pathway
can head for destruction. Thisisthe path of the unrighteous. In con-
trast is the path of righteousness. This proverb says that God pre-
serves the way of the saints.

This preservation of their pathway isagift of God. God grants to
some people the wisdom to pursue judgment. The meaning here is

1. Chapter 2.
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judicial, but judgment is a broader concept than civil law. It means
the ability to assess the events of life in terms of God’'s holy law.
Judgment is ethical.

“Then shalt thou understand righteousness, and judgment, and
equity; yea, every good path.” Thisproverbindicatesthat God directs
men’ s steps down a particular path. Over time, the day-by-day obli-
gation to make personal decisionscreates understanding inthe minds
of the decision-makers. The indication here is that the exercise of
good judgment is cumulative.

There are multiple paths of righteousness, according to Proverbs.
These pathsarerevealedintheBible. It isbasic for long-term success
that people walk in these paths. Those who |eave these paths of right-
eousness thereby choose the ways of darkness (2:13), the paths to
death (2:18). God calls the paths of righteousness, “the paths of life”
(2:19).

To follow these righteous paths is to acknowledge and observe as
morally and economically binding thebiblically reveal ed foundations
of long-term economic success. “For the upright shall dwell in the
land, and the perfect shall remaininit. But the wicked shall be cut off
from the earth, and the transgressors shall be rooted out of it” (2:21—
22). The message hereisthat in their respective pursuit of righteous-
ness and unrighteousness, covenant-keeperswill displace covenant-
breakersin history. Thiscomesasaresult of thewidespread exercise
of righteous judgment. The positive sanctions of God’'s covenantal
legal order overwhelm whatever positive benefits that are reaped by
covenant-breakersthrough their adherenceto the externalsof biblical
law. Over time, good gets better and bad gets worse, both ethically
and culturally. Covenant-keeping builds a permanent civilization.
Covenant-breaking does not.

Asmore peoplein society devel op the skills associated with judg-
ing events and peopl €’ s actions, the social order becomes more con-
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sistently biblical. Wisdomisnot merely personal. It iscorporate. This
proverb says that God provides such wisdom. It is aform of grace,
i.e., afavor unmerited by the person or society receiving the gift from
God. This can be described accurately as a subsidy from God. He
subsidizes His people. They in turn extend His dominion visibly in
history.

This proverb providesinsight into the process of dominion. This
process is above all ethical. It is part of God's covenant with His
people. Through the specia revelation of biblical law, covenant-
keepers extend the visible jurisdiction of God’ s kingdom. God then
rewards them visibly, as members of His kingdom. The goal is the
fulfillment of the dominion covenant (Gen. 1:26-28).2 Thisisto take
placein time and on earth.

Conclusion

The Book of Proverbs makesit clear that the search for wisdomis
the most important of all of men’ sinvestments. We need amore com-
plete wisdom than that which isinnate to us (Rom. 2:14-15),% for sin
has distorted our judgment and our ability to follow what we know to
be morally binding (Rom. 1:18-22).* Thiswisdom must be paid for:
search costsand self-discipline. ThiswasChrist’ spointin Hisparable
of the pearl of great price (Matt. 13:44-46).> While men are given

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 3.

3. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educationa Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), ch. 3.

4. 1bid., ch. 2.

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectroni c edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educationa Minis-
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some wisdom through common grace® — sufficient to keep them alive
for atime on earth, and al so sufficient to condemn them on judgment
day (Rom. 1:18-22) — this unmerited gift (the meaning of the word
“grace”) is nevertheless incomplete. Men must search for wisdom.
Men's knowledge of the paths of righteous judgment, and their
subsequent willingness to walk in them — to become doers of the
word and not hearers only (Rom. 2:13; James 1:22) —isthe source of
their long-term prosperity.

tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 31.

6. Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace: The Biblical Basis of Progress
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).
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VISIBLE SUCCESS

My son, do not forget my teaching, but guard my commandsin your
heart; for long life and years in plenty will they bring you, and
prosperity as well. Let your good faith and loyalty never fail, but
bind them about your neck. Thuswill you win favour and successin
the sight of God and man (Prov. 3:1-4, NEB).

Normally, | usethe King JamesV ersion to introduce each chapter,
but inthis case, the New English Bible brings out the substance of the
passage far more graphically. The trand ation has a weakness, how-
ever: the tranglation of the Hebrew word, torah, as“teaching,” rather
than “law.” It should read, “do not forget my law.” Thelink between
biblical law and visible prosperity is made clear by Solomon. It isthe
same link that is established by Deuteronomy 28:1-14." Adherence
to God's laws brings visible, external benefits. These benefits are
long life and plenty.

Long Life
We have seen this before. The promise of long life is found in
Exodus 20:12: “Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may
be long upon the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee.”? Paull
writesthat thisis the first commandment with a promise (Eph. 6:2).
Long lifeisauniversally recognized benefit. When aculture adheres
to the tenets of biblical law, this proverb informs us, its inhabitants

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.

2. Gary North, The Snai Srategy: Economicsand the Ten Commandments(Ty-
ler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1986), ch. 5.
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will be blessed by longer life spans. A biblical law-abiding civiliza-
tion will be able to be differentiated from biblical law-transgressing
civilizations by means of statistically measurable life expectancies.

Oneeconomically relevant effect of thiswould beinexpensivelife
insurance policies. Therisksassociated withinsuring thelife of aper-
son within a given age group will be lower than the risks of insuring
the life of a person within the same age group in alaw-transgressing
culture. In other words, acompany that attempted to charge the same
annual premium (fee) for both societies would experience financia
losses. In the law-abiding society, the attempt to charge a premium
schedule appropriate in a law-transgressing society would result in
loss-producing price competition from companies that charge lower
fees. Similarly, any attempt to charge the lower premiums of the
|aw-abi ding soci ety i n al aw-transgressing soci ety woul d a so produce
losses. The premiums would not cover losses from the payment of
death benefits to the heirs. There would be too many deaths per
thousand, compared with the number of deaths per thousand within
the same age group in the biblical law-abiding culture. Thisis what
| mean by the phrase “statistically measurable.” The differences
would be statistically relevant, meaning financialy relevant in this
example.

Long lifeisavery specific promise. It isnot something that can be
relegated to the hypothetical realm of the exclusively spiritual. The
Bibleisnot speaking merely of a* better outlook onlife,” or a* deep-
er spiritual life,” but statistically longer life expectancy for members
of any given age group. While good people can and do die young,
more of them will survive into old age than in biblical law-trans-
gressing societies. If the Bible is true, then certain predictions con-
cerning life expectancy will be verifiable, and verifiable in econo-
mically relevant ways, namely, life insurance premium schedules. (|
am speaking here of annual renewableterm insurance— death-benefit
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insurance — rather than insurance policies that provide some sort of
savings program.)

Thelife expectancy of thoseliving inthe West, and in nationsthat
have adopted Western attitudes toward ethics, is higher than that
which prevailsin Third World cultures that are openly demonic or
animistic, and also higher than in Third World cultures that have
adopted Eastern monism as their philosophical foundation, which
alwaysincludes mysticism asaway to escape the burdens of material
existence. We have seen a steady increase in life expectancy in the
West, especidly sincethe Protestant Reformation. Westernindustrial-
ism and Western agriculture combined with Western medical tech-
niques to create a culture in which men have a legitimate hope for
longer life. This culture was the product — though not exclusively —
of the Protestant religion.®

Plenty

If the benefits of adhering to biblical law are visiblein the area of
life expectancy, as promised, then the economic benefitsdescribed in
verse 2 should also bevisible. The promise of “plenty” and “prosper-
ity” isnot to be understood as applying exclusively to theinner realm
of the converted man’s spirit. This promise must also apply to the
external, measurable realm.

Thisiscrucialy important for aproper understanding of economic
growth in the West, especially since about 1780, but also during the
Middle Ages, as described by Prof. Lynn White, Jr. in his book,
Medieval Technology and Social Change (1962). Biblical attitudes
toward thrift, diligence in one' s occupation, the legitimacy of wealth

3. Max Weber was closer to the truth than his criticswere. HisProtestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905-6) presented the case. For my assessment, see
Gary North, “The'* Protestant Ethic’ Hypothesis,” The Journal of Christian Recons-
truction, 111 (Summer 1976).
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(anti-envy), and faith in progress — in time and on earth (eschatolo-
gica optimism/postmillennialism) — all combined to produce rapid
economic growth, especially in the two societies most influenced by
Puritanism, England and New England, and also in the Netherlands
and Switzerland, which had been heavily influenced by Continental
Calvinism. In Japan, an essentially Protestant attitude toward the
future and toward the possibility of long-term progress has prevailed
since the late nineteenth century.

Men will win favor in the eyes of other men and God if they show
mercy and loyalty. They will be acknowledged as successful. This
testifies to the existence of almost universally recognized signs of
personal and national prosperity. Thereissufficient revelationto men
through nature and through their own mindsto convince most men of
the benefitsof economic growth. Without thisrevel ation, and without
men’ s ability to respond to it, we could devise no statistically meas-
urable indexes of wealth. We could not even define wealth. Men are
made in the image of God; so, they recognize the external tokens of
His favor when they see it. The economic success of a society gov-
erned by biblical law is, infact, ameans of international evangelism.
“Keep therefore and do them [my commandments]: for thisis your
wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the nations, which
shall hear all these statutes, and say, Surely this great nationisawise
and understanding people. For what nation isthere so great, who hath
God so nigh unto them, asthe LORD our God isin al the thingsthat
wecall uponhimfor?’ (Deut. 4:6-7).* If men did not see beforethem
the tokens of God's favor and success, and if there were no univer-
sally recognized standards of success, including economic success,
then the testimony of God to pagan cultures would be drastically
weakened. The common ground among men — the image of God —

4. North, Inheritance and Dominion, ch. 8.
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brings a degree of agreement concerning the general benefits of life
that are worth pursuing. Such agreement is not perfect, for theimage
of God istwisted by sin, but there is at least a working agreement.

Conclusion

There should be no guilt associated with wealth gained through
adherenceto biblical law. Suchwealthis, infact, alegitimatereward
for honoring God and a testimony of the faithfulness of God to His
covenant promises, asthe words of Proverbs explicitly state. Wealth
earned in this fashion is a means of evangelism: not just money to
finance missions, but wealth to display before pagans whose coven-
ant-breaking economic philosophies—socialism, Marxism, Keynes-
ianism — have produced either widespread poverty or slow economic
growth.

The hostile attitude toward private, personal weath — but not
wealth controlled by State bureaucrats—that wasdisplayed by Ronald
Sider in hisbook, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger (1977), was
in flagrant opposition to these verses. David Chilton was correct in
his 1981 critique of Sider: we were Productive Christiansin an Age
of Guilt-Manipulators.

With Red China s abandonment of Communism after Deng Xiao
Ping’ sreform of 1978, soon making Chinathe fastest growing large

5. In the year Chilton died, 1997, Sider’s 4th edition of Rich Christians was
published. Here, he backed away from the hard-line anti-capitalist stance of the
book’s earlier editions. He even adopted several of Chilton’s recommended anti-
interventionist reformsof Keynesianisn' s State-regul ated market, although without
mentioning Chilton. Inthethree editions published after Chilton’ sbook appeared,
Sider never mentioned Chilton’s book, which Chilton revised twice to deal with
later editions of Rich Christians. For my review of Sider’s 4th edition, see Gary
North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deuteronony,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc.,[1999] 2003), Appendix F: “ The Economic Re-Education of Ronald J. Sider.”
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economy in history, and with the collapse and then disappearance of
the Soviet Unionin 1991, the antipathy toward capitalism has grown
muted, both within the humanist intelligentsia and Christian acad-
emia. Inshort, visible economic resultseventually do persuade critics
of thefree market that the free market produces more rapid economic
growth than any alternative system of ownership. Their criticisms
then turn to other issues, which usually involve acritique of thetastes
of the common man, who can buy more of what he wants under the
free market social order.
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THEOCENTRIC DECISION-MAKING

Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own
under standing. In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct
thy paths. Be not wise in thine own eyes:. fear the LORD, and depart
fromevil (Prov. 3:5-7).

Solomon contrasts God with man’s understanding. It should be
clear that the words, “thine own understanding,” refer to man’'s
thoughts when they oppose God's thoughts — the failure of self-
proclaimed autonomous man to think God's thoughts after Him.
Solomon calls men to conform their thoughts to God' s thoughts in
any given historical situation. The alternative? “ Thou hast trusted in
thy wickedness: thou hast said, None seeth me. Thy wisdom and thy
knowledge, it hath perverted thee; and thou hast said in thine heart,
| am, and none else beside me. Therefore shall evil come upon thee;
thou shalt not know from whence it riseth: and mischief shall fall
upon thee, and thou shalt not be ableto put it off: and desolation shall
come upon thee suddenly, which thou shalt not know” (Isa. 47:10—
11).

The whole of man’s confidence should be in God, the sovereign
Creator of the universe. None of man’s confidence should be placed
in any aspect of the creation. The authority of the Creator over the
creation isthereby affirmed. God istrustworthy; the creation, includ-
ing man, is not.

TheCreator-creaturedistinctionunderlies Solomon’ sexhortation.
Man must put his trust either in God or in some aspect of the univ-
erse. Thereis no third option. When he makes a decision, it must be
in terms of information, personal evaluation of that information, and
a concept of cause and effect. What undergirds cause and effect?
What isthereliable source of knowledge regarding cause and effect?
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Thisisthe great debate over epistemology: “What can man reliably
know, and how can he know it?’ The Bible'sanswer isclear: “Trust
inthe LORD, and do good; so shalt thou dwell intheland, and verily
thou shalt be fed” (Ps. 37:3). Again, “Commit thy way unto the
LORD; trust alsoin him; and he shal bringit to pass’ (Ps. 37:5). “O,
LORD, know that the way of man is not in himself; it is not in man
that walketh to direct his steps’ (Jer. 10:23). If aman humbles him-
self before God, acknowledging his position as a wholly dependent
creature, then God will favor him and seeto it that he does not pursue
an evil, self-defeating course of action.

God directs the steps of al men, sinners and faithful. “Theking's
heart isin the hand of the LORD, astheriversof water: he turneth it
whithersoever hewill” (Prov. 21:1). The path aman walksislaid out
by God beforehand. “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ
Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we
should walk inthem” (Eph. 2:10). The question is. Will aman admit
his total dependence on God, seek God’ swill, and then follow it?

How can a man seek God’ s guidance? Does God whisper strate-
giesin aman’s ear? The Bible says that men must turn to the Bible-
revealed law of God to gain access to His guidance. To find God's
law isto find Him. “With my whole heart have | sought thee: O let
me not wander from thy commandments. Thy word have | hid in
mine heart, that | might not sin against thee” (Ps. 119:10-11). The
mastery of God’ s commandments givesto men the accessto thewis-
dom required to achieve success.

The modern economist assumes a universe devoid of cosmic per-
sonalism. He speaks about economic efficiency without any consid-
eration of God’ slaw or therel ationship between covenantal conform-
ity to God's law and external economic successes. Only men and
men’ sdesiresarerelevant to him. If men want to gamble, or read por-
nography, or consort with prostitutes, or pursue homosexual exper-

50



Chapter 7. .. Proverbs 3: 57

iences, then the free market will provide suppliesto equal demand at
market-clearing prices. Any civil law prohibiting such activities is
discussed by free market economistsin terms of such conceptsasthe
resulting black markets, the increased costs of obtaining these con-
sumer services and goods (including information costs), the misal-
location of resources, and the structural inefficiencies created by the
threat of coercion. Methodological individualism offers no justifi-
cation for such civil laws— or any civil laws, for that matter.

Without criminal charges from an injured party, economist and
legal theorist F. A. Hayek argued, society cannot formulate rules
against “victimless crimes,” if rules regarding “ actions toward other
persons’ arise only from court disputes, which Hayek favored. He
assumed atheism, yet did not offer any evidence. “ At least whereitis
not believed that the whole group may be punished by a supernatural
power for the sins of individuals, there can arise no such rules from
thelimitation of conduct against others, and thereforefrom the settle-
ment of disputes.”? In short: no God — no victimless crimes, since
there is no heavenly judgment against “innocent bystanders’ —
bystanderswho refuseto pressthe claimsof God' slaw inthelegisla-
tures and the courts.

Contrary to modern philosophy, oursisaworld of cosmic person-
alism.® God istotally sovereign over all things. Therefore, when men
ignore Him, even when pursuing their goals “efficiently,” they find
in the end that they have achieved damnation at a cut-rate price. In

1. Murray N. Rothbard, The Ethics of Liberty (New Y ork University Press,
[1982] 1998). http://www.mises.org/rothbard/ethics.pdf

2. F. A. Hayek, Law, Legislation, and Liberty, vol. 1, Rules and Order (Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1973), p. 101.

3. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas. Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.
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fact, itisasign of God’s grace to them and aso to godly people that
Heintervenesand restrains men in their quest for efficient sinning. If
nuclear and biological weapons become available at discount prices
for quantity purchases, then men will better understand the grace
involved in the limits that God puts on certain free-market quests.

Does God require that every decision we make throughout the day
be prayed about? Do we need to pray each time we decide to cross a
street? No. The psychology of total dependence isto lead to respon-
sibledecision-making, not to endless self-doubts and hesitati on about
our familiar daily activities. We should hide God’s word in our
hearts, so that godly, careful behavior takes place instinctively, anal-
ogous to the way that atrained athlete does not think about each res-
ponse, each move of his body. The athlete trains in advance; the
Christian should do the same.

Conclusion

Eastern religions call for men to “empty” themselves and let un-
known forces take possession of their thoughts and actions. The Zen
Buddhist trainsfor yearsinirrational “koans’ (*What isthe sound of
one hand clapping?’) and in physical deprivation, including unpre-
dictable punishments from the master for seemingly harmless acts.
God'sway is different: alife of intellectual and moral discipline in
terms of God's Bible-revealed word, which is the foundation of
rationality, predictability, and control over internal human nature and
external nature. God's chastisement is not irrational, nor is it to be
despised (Prov. 3:11-12). It isthe pathway to life and dominion, for
it teachesusto master HisBible-revealedlaw andtorely on Hisgrace
in Jesus Christ, which is our way of acknowledging His sovereignty
over our lives and His creation.
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GOD’'SRIGGED ECONOMY

Honour the LORD with thy substance; and with the firstfruits of all
thine increase: So shall thy barns be filled with plenty, and thy
presses shall burst out with new wine (Prov. 3:9-10).

This is a very brief recapitulation of Exodus 22:29 and 23:19,
regarding therequirement of thefirstfruitsoffering, and Deuteronomy
28:8: “The LORD shall command the blessing upon theeinthy store-
houses, and in al that thou settest thine hand unto; and He shall bless
thee in the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee.” The Lord
commands His blessing upon those faithful to His law.

First, this was not a suggestion under the Mosaic covenant. The
passages in Exodus are very clear: giving God the firstfruits is not
optional. Exodus 22:29 reads: “Thou shalt not delay to offer first of
thy ripe fruits, and of thy liquors: the firstborn of thy sons shalt thou
give to Me.” The people of Israel had seen what happened to the
firstborn sons of Egypt. They understood just how serious God is
about collecting what is rightfully His. The Levites had been estab-
lished as the representative firstborn sons of Israel (Num. 3:12-13).
They were wholly God' s, dedicated to full-time service in the taber-
nacle (Num. 3:7).!

Second, the firstfruits were a token offering. By far the greater
expensewasthelost timeandlongwalk involvedinjourneyingto the
city where the tabernacle and then the temple were located. The
firstfruitswerepart of Israel’ s system of annual festivals. Thesefesti-
valsarenolonger operational, for they had to do with Isragl asasanc-
tuary: auniquely holy nation, which meant a nation set apart by God

1. Gary North, Sanctions and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Num-
bers (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1997), ch. 3.

53



God’' s Success Manual

for His purposes.? The firstfruits were part of the Mosaic land laws
and the priestly laws. These are annulled. Thisis not true of thetithe
(Matt. 23:23).

Third, the command offers a profitable result: external blessings.
Specifically, honoring God with the fruits of one’s labor results in
economic growth. Furthermore, the words“barns” and “ presses” are
plural. The covenantally faithful person should expect overwhelming
economic success. The writer has directed his injunctions to his son
(Prov. 3:1, 11), meaning asingle individual. He is not speaking to a
group. Thus, whentheplural isused for barnsand presses, itindicates
wealth for an individual.

The relationship between blessing and firstfruits offerings is
obvious. The firstfruits were grain and wine (Ex. 22:29). The bles-
sings referred to in this proverb are full barns and full wine presses.
In other words, that with which men honor God is that with which
God will honor men. God says “them that honour me | will honour,
and they that despise me shall be lightly esteemed” (I Sam. 2:30).
God establishes with men a reciprocal relationship with respect to
honor. Give God honor, and He will give you honor. Give God of
your substance, and He will return the offering.

A gambler would be happy to play agame of chancethat isrigged
by “the house” to pay him more than he put “into the pot.” If he could
deduct one coin to pay to “the house” each time he won, in order to
get the management to continueto rig the gamein hisfavor, hewould
be happy to make this pay-off. Gambling casinos are well aware of
thispossibility. “Pit bosses’ roam thefloor, looking for signsthat the
casino’'s card dealers are favoring a particular player. If a player
continuesto receivewinningsabovewhat isstatistically normal —that

2. Gary North, Tools of Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1990), ch. 28.
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is, if aplayer continuesto win at all —then management takesaclose
look at the dealer. The management assumes that the dealer could be
being paid off by the winner.

God tells usthat He, as the owner of the “house,” hasrigged “the
game” in favor of those who honor Him. This proverb deals with the
firstfruits offering, which is no longer operational under the New
Covenant, since the firstfruits offering was tied to the holy land and
the holy place of the tabernacle-temple. It was paid to the Levites.
Thetithe remainsbinding, eventhough the Levitesareno more. Jesus
said, “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay
tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have omitted the weightier
matters of thelaw, judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought yeto have
done, and not to leave the other undone” (Matt. 23:23).2 We are not
to leave the other — tithing — undone.

Thegeneral principle of honoring God, asthe owner of creationin
general and each individual in particular, by paying a tithe on our
increase comes under the terms of this proverb. A person who pays
a mere 10 percent of his increase above the capital he put into the
investment will be permitted to “stay in the game” and collect his
winnings. Just as surely as there are statistical regularities wherever
thelaw of large numbers operates, God honorsthose who honor Him
by giving their firstfruits to Him.

Why isit that gamblers continue to play agamethat they know is
rigged against them by the house, yet they refuse to work for aliving
inauniverse that isrigged in favor of those who pay a mere 10 per-
cent of their increase to the Management? Why isit that even God's
people refuse to acknowledge the relationship between tithing and
economic success? Because they believe in aworld of cosmic imper-

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 46.
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sonalism.* The gambler believesin aworld of chance, fate, and luck,
which areirreconcilable concepts. The serious gamblersalso believe
in statistical patterns, which is why they devote time to studying
which cards have been dealt earlier inthe game. They try to “beat the
odds’ scientifically, yet they know that the odds are against them
from the moment they sit down at thetable. They prefer to believein
impersonal “runsof luck” to overcometheimpersonal “ stacked deck”
of statistical probability. In short, their faith isin cosmic imperson-
alism, not God. They prefer playing a supposedly impersona game
to working in a God-controlled personal universe.

These verses inform us of a universe that is totally personal. Its
laws are established in terms of persons. God and men. Those who
honor the person of God by paying atithe on their increase will find
that their works prosper in the sight of men. This cause-and-effect
relationship is supposed to reinforce the faith of the faithful in the
reliability of this covenant (Deut. 8:18).° It is also supposed to
challenge the false religions of foreignersto the faith (Deut. 4:6).°

Such a universe warns men of their ultimate destiny. They are
headed for judgment. The visible things of this world testify clearly
totheinvisiblethings(Rom. 1:20).” Thus, the predictablerelationship
betweenfaithful givingand God'’ sfaithful returning challengesmen’s

4. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas: Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.

5. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 21.

6. Ibid., ch. 8.

7. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), ch. 2.
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faithintheimpersonal lawsof probability. Inanimpersonal universe,
there should be no predictabl e relationship of the kind proclaimed by
Solomon. Between hard work and output, yes; between future-ori-
ented thrift and income, yes, between bribing an official and rewards,
yes, but not between giving money to God'’ s earthly agency of tithe-
collecting — the local church® — and subsequent prosperity. Should
such a relationship exist, the whole foundation of rebellious man’s
epistemol ogy would be shattered. Thisiswhy rebels prefer gambling
totithing. Better to lose to aman-rigged, probability-governed wheel
or adeck of cardsthan to prosper interms of a God-rigged universe.
Better to honor with al of one's substance the corporations that
control the gambling tables than to honor God with 10 percent of
one' sincrease. Theethical rebel isastatistically predictableloser; he
knowsit, the “house” knows it, and God knowsit.

Conclusion
By honoring God through the payment of a tithe, we place our-
selves under the principle of reciprocal honor: “. . . them that honour

me | will honour, and they that despise me shall belightly esteemed”
(I Sam. 2:30). This proverb, following the passages in Exodus gov-
erningthefirstfruitsoffering, proclaimsthat atoken economic honor-
ing upward results in considerable economic honoring downward.
This system of mutual honoring rested on a concept of cosmic per-
sonalism.

Gambling rests on incompatible concepts. impersonal chance,
impersonal fate, impersonal luck, andimpersonal lawsof probability.
Men seek what is statistically improbable: prosperity by betting
against the odds. They believe they are somehow personally special

8. Gary North, Tithing and the Church (Tyler, Texas: Ingtitute for Christian Ec-
onomics, 1994).
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in aworld of cosmic impersonalism. Lady luck may smile on them,
assuming there is alady who smiles, which they do not believe. So,
they place at risk the goods that God has given to them. They honor
the turn of acard or the spin of awheel by giving back their wealth.

Sadly, those Christians who decry gambling but who do not be-
lievein tithing have not understood the relationship between tithing
and prosperity nearly sowell asthey have understood therel ationship
between gambling and poverty. They live in an epistemological no-
man’s land, caught between the impersonal laws of large numbers
and the cosmic personalism of God’ slaw. They cannot make up their
minds about which kind of law really governs the day-to-day opera-
tions of the universe. They fail to believe in God's law as atool of
dominion. Until they make up their minds, they will remain neither
big winners nor big losers.

Lifeisnot agame. It is not governed by the law of large numbers.
Itisabrief period of testing in which men declaretheir faith publicly,
both verbally and intermsof their actions, i.e., inword and deed. The
firstfruits offering was a token public declaration of the Israglites
faith, both individually and corporately. God promised to reward
those who made this token payment. While this annual festival isno
longer required, thetitheis. The same principle applies. a token pay-
ment to God yields a large reward. The cause-and-effect system that
governs investing reflects God’s covenantal structure of sanctions.
Economic law isrigged in favor of covenant-keepers who really do
keep the terms of the covenant. This system of causation is neither
impersonal nor random.
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THE VALUE OF WISDOM

Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, and the man that getteth
understanding. For the merchandise of it is better than the mer-
chandise of silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold. Sheis more
precious than rubies: and all the things thou canst desire are not to
be compared unto her. Length of daysisin her right hand; andin her
left hand richesand honour. Her ways areways of pleasantness, and
all her paths are peace. Sheis a tree of life to them that lay hold
upon her: and happy is every onethat retaineth her (Prov. 3:13-18).

Here, Solomon praises wisdom. Wisdom is the source of the two
greatest measurable positive sanctions. wealth and long life. So, he
insists that “the merchandise of it is better than the merchandise of
silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold. She is more precious than
rubies.” These things can be used to purchase anything offered in the
marketplace. But wisdom brings these things. Y ou cannot buy wis-
dom with silver, gold, and rubies. Y ou can obtain silver, gold, and
rubies through wisdom. He repeats this advice:

For wisdom is better than rubies; and all the things that may be
desired are not to be compared to it (8:11).

How much better is it to get wisdom than gold! and to get under-
standing rather to be chosen than silver! (16:16).

Speaking in the name of wisdom, he writes:
Riches and honour are with me; yea, durable riches and righteous-
ness. My fruit isbetter than gold, yea, than finegold; and my revenue

than choice silver. | lead in the way of righteousness, in the midst of
the paths of judgment: That | may cause thosethat love meto inherit
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substance; and | will fill their treasures (8:18-21).

Wisdom is the source of the goods that money can buy. Wisdom
therefore ought to be higher than these goods on awise man’s scale
of values. The fact that so few people place wisdom above silver,
gold, and rubiesindicates that wisdom isin even shorter supply than
silver, gold, and rubies.

What |sWisdom?

When God asked Solomon what hewanted in life, Solomon asked
for wisdom.

Give me now wisdom and knowledge, that | may go out and comein
beforethispeople: for who can judgethisthy people, that isso great?
And God said to Solomon, Because thiswasin thine heart, and thou
hast not asked riches, wealth, or honour, nor the life of thine
enemies, neither yet hast asked long life; but hast asked wisdom and
knowledgefor thyself, that thou mayest judge my people, over whom
I have made thee king (Il Chron. 1:10-11).

His reason for asking for wisdom? Wisdom would enable him to
judge the nation. So, God granted him his request. Solomon gained
thisability, which the peoplerecognized. “Andall Israel heard of the
judgment which the king had judged; and they feared the king: for
they saw that the wisdom of God was in him, to do judgment” (|
Kings 3:28).

Wisdom is the ability to make accurate judgments. How? By
applying fixed ethical principlesto specific situations. What arethese
fixed principles? Elsewhere, Solomon answered this question. “Let
us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his
commandments: for this is the whole duty of man. For God shall
bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it
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be good, or whether it be evil” (Eccl. 12:13-14). Covenant-keepers
should think representatively, on behalf of God.® They should think
ethically, applying biblical law to circumstances.® They should think
judicially, applying His Bible-mandated sanctions.* They should
think about the consequences of their decisions and also peopl€e's
actionsin the future.?

The Productivity of Wisdom

Wisdom brings to wise peopl e the benefits that other people seek
to purchase with gold and silver. Wisdom is the source of gold and
silver, which in turn provide access to whatever is offered for sale.
When a person can accurately assess the specifics of a situation, and
then apply God’ slaw to thissituation, hisdecision will produce profit
rather than loss. This world is governed by covenantal cause and
effect. The wise person recognizes this and adheres to biblical law:
the commandments of God.

It is possible to obtain gold and silver by defying God's law. The
Psalmi st recognized this (Ps. 73). But covenant-breakersfaceaworld
inwhich the system of inheritanceis structured to transfer the wealth
of the unjust to the just. “A good man leaveth an inheritance to his
children’ schildren: and thewealth of thesinner islaid up for thejust”
(13:22). The economy is rigged in favor of the covenant-keeper.

9. Point two of the biblical covenant model. Ray R. Sutton, That You May
Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas. Institute for Christian
Economics, 1992), ch. 2.

10. Point three: ibid., ch. 3.
11. Point four: ibid., ch. 4.

12. Point five: ibid., ch. 5.

13. Chapter 40.
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“Honour the LORD with thy substance; and with the firstfruits of all
thineincrease: So shall thy barnsbefilled with plenty, and thy presses
shall burst out with new wine” (3:9-10).*

Conclusion
Wisdom is therefore an ability that produces positive real-world
results. Thisproverb’ sassertion of aconnection between wisdom and
wealth is based on God’ s covenant. So, it iswise to pursue wisdom
rather than wealth. Wisdom can and does produce wealth. Wealth
rarely produces wisdom.

14. Chapter 8.
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PAYING DEBTSPROMPTLY

Withhold not good from them to whom it is due, when it isin the
power of thine hand to do it. Say not unto thy neighbor, Go, and
come again, and tomorrow | will give; when thou hast it by thee.
Devise not evil against thy neighbor, seeing he dwelleth securely by
thee (Prov. 3:27-29).

TheMosaic law specified that wages must be paid at the end of the
working day. “ Thou shalt not defraud thy neighbour, neither rob him:
the wages of him that is hired shall not abide with thee all night until
the morning” (Lev. 19:13). The worker is in a weak position. He
expects prompt payment becausethelaw mandatesthis. An employer
who delays payment upsets the plans of his employees. They have
made decisions based on the legitimate expectation of payment at the
end of the work day. To force them to scramble for money, or to
delay payment to others, is to disrupt the chain of payments. It
increases the level of uncertainty.

The prompt payment of one’'s debts is a moral obligation. The
neighbor who comes and requests whatever is owed to him deserves
full consideration. The person who owes his neighbor anything is
supposed to pay him upon request.

Inaworld of debt, it pays the debtor to delay repayment aslong as
possible if he is not paying any interest. Interest is an inescapable
factor in human action. It is not a phenomenon limited to modern
industrial economies. It stems from the time-preference factor of all

1. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas:. Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 13; Cf. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion:
The Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dom-
inion Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 13.
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human decision-making. Men prefer the present use of a scarce eco-
nomic resource to the use of the same asset in the future, other things
being equal. Thus, thereisa discount of future goods against present
goods. Thisdiscount is called the rate of interest.

We normally say that the debtor “has the use of the money.” By
this we mean that he has possession of scarce economic resources.
These may be in the form of financia instruments, such as bank
accounts, bonds, or other interest-producing assets. They may also be
in the form of capital assets, such as tools. The point is, it is the
debtor rather than the creditor who is able to use these assets in the
present for his own personal benefit. He has control of the assets he
borrowed.

Consider the case of amonetary debt. A man owes hisneighbor 20
ounces of gold. He has the gold on hand, but he believes that the
paper money-denominated price of goldislikely to drop. Heplansto
sell the gold for afew days, take payment in paper money, and then
repurchase the 20 ounces later at alower price. He then pockets the
difference between the original sales price in paper money and the
later, lower repurchase price. Thisiswhat isknown as* selling short.”
It involves economic uncertainty, since no one can be certain of the
economic future.

During the timein which the debtor usesthe gold for this purpose,
the creditor cannot collect his property. He could make the same
transaction. He could pocket the extra paper money that a successful
“short” strategy would produce. Or he might want to loan the gold to
someone else for an interest payment. Or he might want to buy a
capital asset of some sort with the gold, especially at today’ s higher
price for gold. If he cannot gain access to his gold, he loses the
interest he might otherwise have received, or the opportunity to sell
short, or the opportunity to buy the capital asset. Because the debtor
has possession of the gold, he has an instrument of personal gain at
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his disposal.

The debtor wants the present use of the asset if he can avoid pay-
ing interest to the creditor. The creditor, on the other hand, has an
economicincentiveto repossessit onthe agreed-upon date. Each man
wants it in the present. There is a discount of future goods against
identical present goods. Clearly, if you can retain possession of a
more valuable asset (the asset in the present) and pay for its use by
means of aless valuable asset (the discounted future value that you
presently impute to the asset), you have an economic incentive to do
0.

Who should receive this asset? The Bibleis clear: the owner, the
one to whom it is due at a particular time. The existence of such a
moral prohibition on retaining another man’s property for an extra
period of time is the result of God's awareness of a fundamental
aspect of human action: time-preference, thefoundation of therate of
interest.?

To keep possession of it whenitisinone' shandisan “evil” (v.
29). It isaform of theft. The debtor, for whatever particular invest-
ment possibility, keeps it from the person who lawfully owns the
asset. The rightful owner therefore forfeits whatever investment
opportunities are available to him for the duration of the period of
delay. This loss has been forced upon him by the debtor, who is
profiting at the owner’ s expense.

Themodernversionof thisevil isthefamiliar refrain, “Y our check
isinthemail.” The creditor asksfor prompt payment, and the debtor
liesto him. Instead of saying “tomorrow | will give,” the debtor says,
“inafew days, you'll receive your money.” Thislieisevenworse: it
impliesthat the debtor has, in fact, already fulfilled hiscommitment.

2. Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (New Haven,
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1949), ch. 19.
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The creditor is not patiently foregoing payment, asin the case of the
neighbor in Proverbs 3:28, who acceptsthe word of the debtor that he
does not have the money, but will have it the next day. The creditor
isled in this case to believe that the obligation has been met.

In the late medieval era, when al interest payments from loansto
fellow Christianswere prohibited, moneylenders devel oped away to
get around the prohibition by means of the ethics of this passage.
Lenders would lend money, but only because the debtor made aver-
bal, unrecorded commitment to delay payment on the loan. Then the
borrower would make a penalty payment —not technically an interest
payment —to the lender because of the delay. Thelender could gointo
acourt of law or a church court, if necessary, and defend his accep-
tance of this extra money as a legitimate return for late payment
(moredebitoris). Thiswas one of several legal technicalities (ethical
subterfuges) by means of which a market for loanable funds was
maintainedin spiteof an official prohibitiononall interest payments.?

Thereason why men resorted to such subterfugesisthat the eccles-
iastical authorities had misinterpreted the Old Testament passages
that prohibited interest from a charitable loan to an impoverished
fellow believer. They had interpreted these passages as universa
condemnations of all interest, which they called “usury.” Thus, they
established a price control —aprice ceiling of zero —on “the price of
money,” meaningaprice control ontheinescapabl ediscount of future
goods against present goods. The result, predictably, was a shortage
of funds— at the artificially low price — on the legal loan markets.

Conclusion
Delaying payment is described here as an act of theft. Solomon

3. Joseph A. Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis (New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 1954), p. 103.
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reminds his listeners of what the Mosaic law requires. Prompt pay-
ment is mandatory.

The division of labor enables the vast mgjority to enjoy greater
productivity and therefore greater wealth. Thefulfillment of contrac-
tual and traditional obligations extends the realm in which the divis-
ion of labor operates. Men cooperate with each other based on their
expectation of mutual benefit. The employee expects prompt pay-
ment.

When men cannot trust each other to fulfill their obligations, they
search for morereliable partnersin production. Therange of contacts
isreduced. Output is reduced. Wealth is reduced.
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SURETYSHIP:
TRANSFERRING LIABILITY

My son, if thou be surety for thy friend, if thou hast stricken thy hand
with a stranger, thou art snared with the words of thy mouth, thou art
taken with the words of thy mouth (Prov. 6:1-2).

Solomon is adamant about the necessity of avoiding surety.
“Surety” is another word for co-signing for aloan. One man agrees
to become responsible for the debts of another person, should that
person default on his debt. The man who “strikes his hand” is obli-
gated to honor the terms of the other man’ s contract. He has accepted
personal liability for another man’s economic performance.

Avoid such obligations, Proverbs teaches. “Hethat is surety for a
stranger shall smart [know no peace, NEB] for it: and he that hateth
suretyshipissure” (11:15). “A manvoid of understanding striketh his
hands, and becometh surety in the presence of his friend” (17:18).
“Be not thou one of them that strike hands, or of them that are sure-
tiesfor debts’ (22:26).

There are rules for dealing with people who ignore this advice. A
stranger isaperson inthecommunity whoisnot of thefaith, and who
therefore has no covenantal obligations either to the church or the
wider covenanted community. If you lend to a stranger, be sure to
take collateral from the person who has become the co-signer. The
co-signer isnow the“lender of last resort” for the stranger. The stran-
ger may default. He may depart to aforeign land in the middle of the
night. The person who has co-signed is therefore the most important
individual inthetransaction, asfar asthecreditor isconcerned. Twice
in Proverbs we find the following advice: “Take the garment that is
surety for a stranger: and take a pledge [collateral] of him for a
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strange woman” (20:16; 27:13).

The “strange woman” is synonymous with religious apostasy,
which Proverbs contrasts with wisdom, meaning the fear of the Lord
(Prov. 2). The strange woman representsthe culture of Babylon (Rev.
17:3-6), a Jezebel culture. Anyone who would co-sign for such a
person lacks good judgment. He is all too likely to be cheated by the
predictably faithless debtor for whom he has co-signed. Collect
collateral in advance from such a person.

The motivesfor co-signing are varied. The obvious oneisfriend-
ship. A person is approached by a friend, who asks him to “strike
hands,” or in modern terminology, to “put his name on the dotted
line.”* Why is this necessary? Why doesn’t the friend simply put his
own name on the dotted line? The fact is, he does, but the creditor is
doubtful about the ability of thefirst debtor to make good on the debt.
The creditor may not bewilling to transfer assetsto this person, or at
least not at the prevailing rate of interest. The creditor may want to
extract ahigher rate of interest in order to compensate himself for the
extrarisk involved in loaning to a high-risk debtor.

If this higher rate of interest is so high that the debtor is even less
likely to repay the loan, the creditor simply refusesto make the loan.
In order to decrease the risk of loss on the loan, the creditor imposes
anew restriction. He tells the debtor to locate amore solvent person
who will agree to repay the loan, should the original debtor defauit.
Thislowerstherisk premium involved in the market rate of interest.
Because the risk of loss is lower, the risk premium is lower, and
therefore the rate of interest can be set lower. The creditor is protec-
ted. By spreading the risk of default, the creditor believes that his
loaned funds are more likely to be repaid.

The co-signer therefore increases his own financial exposure. He

1. Contracts no longer have dotted lines. Perhaps they once did.
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isbeing asked to co-sign because alender is doubtful about the char-
acter of the debtor, or about his competence, or whatever. The co-
signer issaying that friendship, or hisown personal evaluation of the
debtor’s ability and willingness to repay, counts for more than the
evaluation of the potential creditor. Hetakes on theliability of repay-
ment. He says, in effect, “the evaluation of my friend by the creditor
isincorrect, and | will demonstrate my confidencein my own superior
judgment by co-signing.”

There is another possible motivation: charity. The co-signer
expects his friend to default, but he co-signs anyway, in order to
enablethefirst manto achievehislife sgoals. Co-signing such aloan
isan act of grace—an unmerited gift. Thiswas Christ’smotivationin
laying down Hislifefor Hisfriends (John 15:13). He became surety
for them (Heb. 7:22).

Insurance contracts were developed in the late Middle Ages that
involved co-signing by risk-takers. Insurerswoul d guaranteeinvestors
in atrading venture. If amerchant’ s ship sank, they would repay the
investors. For this, theinsurerswere guaranteed an insurance “ prem-
ium”: afixed percentage of the original investment. Thiswas called
“bottomry.” Because they bore the risk of failure, insurers made the
venturepossible, for investorswould then put money into the project.
Butinsurers(“co-signers’) werepaid for taking thisrisk. They spread
their risk by insuring numerous ventures.

Modern civil governments havetaken on many responsibilitiesthat
private, voluntary co-signers might otherwise be asked to bear — and
which they would decline to accept. But, unlike private insurers, the
State does not enter the loan market in quest of financial profit. The
Stateisbuying political support and expanding State power by means
of its ability to “sign the taxpayers names on the dotted line.” For
example, the State creates guarantees for the repayment to lenders of
private, profit-seeking loansto private companies or foreign nations,
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should the debtors default, thereby subsidizing both the lenders and
the recipient companies or foreign governments. These State-subsi-
dized debtors therefore obtain loans at below-market interest rates,
sincetherisk premiumintheprivateloans' interest ratesfallssharply.

The State also creates guarantees for depositors who put their
money into government-insured banks and other lending agencies.
This subsidizes these lending institutions and al those who borrow
from them, since they can do business at lower interest rates. Higher-
risk debtors can now obtain loans, because taxpayers are implicitly
compelled by their rulersto co-sign for the government-insured lend-
ing ingtitutions. Farmersreceive guaranteesfor crop prices; they also
gain access to below-market interest rates for home loans. The
housing market especially has been subsidized ever sincethe 1930’'s
in the United States by various |oan-guarantee programs. An impor-
tant political goal for any special-interest group isto becomeeligible
for the subsidy of government co-signed loans.

Because all loan markets are now linked directly to currency sys-
tems, domestic and international, the whole fabric of Western trade
isthreatened by default. The world has loaned to “strange women”;
in fact, the whole system of modern political economy isoperated by
“strangers’ to the faith. And because the co-signing is political and
compulsory, few of the faithful can escape.

Moderninterventionist civil governments have produced compul-
sory co-signing on ascale never dreamed of by Solomon. In effect, all
tax-financed welfare programs are a form of surety. Citizens have
become financialy liable for each other’s mistakes, tragedies, and
incompetence. The results are becoming clear: the threat of massive
bankruptcies, either openly or through the conceal ed bankruptcy that
is produced by monetary inflation.

When Jesus Christ died on the crossfor the sins of His people, He
became surety for them (Heb. 7:22). The enormous cost involved in
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Hisbecoming personally liable for His people’ s eternal debtsto God
provides the most graphic example in all of history of the potential
costs of one' s voluntary assumption of other men’s personal inabil-
ities. Christ bore unlimited liability. Only aman fully willing to bear
agreat deal of risk —and who has the capital to repay the debt com-
pletely — should contemplate becoming surety for afriend. He must
limit hisliability.

Conclusion

Debt is always risky. The debtor can lose whatever collateral he
possesses. Debt is more risky when a co-signing debtor does not
know the economic position of someone he has co-signed for. Such
debt places the preservation his wealth into the hands of someone
who could not qualify for a loan, based on his own signature and
assets. A co-signer’ s plans can be disrupted by the failure of the pri-
mary debtor to pay his debt on time.

It is unwise to co-sign anote for anyone. It places your assets on
the line. A person who does not have sufficient capital, including a
good credit rating, to be granted aloanisahigh-risk debtor. Creditors
seek to protect their loans. They demand that a poor credit risk find
someone el se to put his name on the debt, meaning his wealth.
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ANTSAND SLUGGARDS

Goto theant, thou sluggard; consider her ways, and be wise: which
having no guide, overseer, or ruler, provideth her meat in the sum-
mer, and gathereth her food in the harvest (Prov. 6:6-8).

In Western folklore, the story of the grasshopper and the ant has
been a familiar one for millennia. Aesop’s Fables includes it. The
diligent ant worksthrough the summer, gathering food for the winter,
whilethe carefree and carel ess grasshopper ignoresthe threat of win-
ter. The grasshopper takes advantage of the summer weather to dance
and sing, asif the good weather would last forever. He assumes that
there are no future crises to prepare for by sacrificing today. When
winter comes, he faces starvation. He then comesto the ant and begs
for food. The ant refuses; thereis insufficient food for both of them.

Thispassagein Proverbsforces usto consider the requirements of
survival and success. The New English Bible tranglates the passage
asfollows: “. . . but in the summer she prepares her store of food and
laysin her supplies at harvest.” To imitate the ant, we must become
future-oriented. We must begin to count the costs of our activities
(Luke 14:28-30).! If we are unwilling to work hard today, we will
cometo poverty. “How long wilt thou sleep, O sluggard? When wilt
thou arise out of thy sleep? Y et alittle Sleep, alittle sumber, alittle
folding of the hands to sleep: so shall thy poverty come as one that
travaileth [as a robber, NEB], and thy want as an armed man” (vv.
9-11).

Sluggards resent the lifestyle of ants. The activities of ants testify

1. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 35.
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to aworld-and-life view different from that held by sluggards. The
sluggard is content to sleep. He allows the events of life to pass him
by. He assumes that the peacefulness of sleep and the enjoyment of
leisure can be purchased at zero cost or minimal cost. There is no
crisis ahead, or if thereis, nothing can be done to prepare for it suc-
cessfully. There is no need to prepare for the future.

Edward Banfield, the Harvard political scientist, describes this
outlook as lower class. He says that class divisionsin society are not
based on the size of individual bank accounts or occupational status,
they are based on aperson’ stime perspective. Upper-class peopleare
future-oriented. Lower-class peopl e are present-oriented.? What char-
acterizesthe upper-class personishisdiligencein sacrificing present
pleasures for future productivity and achievement.® Ludwig von
Mises would say that upper-class people, as described by Banfield,
havevery low time-preference; they savefor thefuturein responseto
very low interest rates. The upper-class society therefore enjoys
relatively low rates of interest. Upper-classinvestors respond to low
rates of interest, whereasthe lower-classinvestor demandsvery high
rates of interest in order to persuade him to forfeit the present use of
his economic resources.*

Upper-class soci eties—future-oriented, high-thrift societies—tend
to experience higher rates of economic growth. People buy what they
want: future consumption rather than present consumption. In con-
trast, lower-class societies put a high premium on present consump-
tion. They sacrifice future consumption in order to achieve thisgoal.

2. Edward C. Banfield, The Unheavenly City: The Nature and Future of Our
Urban Crisis (Boston: Little, Brown, 1970), pp. 53-54.

3. Ibid., pp. 48-53.

4. Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (New Haven,
Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1949), ch. 18.
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Ants and sluggards have different goals and different time perspec-
tives.

Pietism (e.g., certain types of fundamentalism and monasticism)
and quietism (e.g., mysticism) focustheir interest on“ spiritual” goals,
which are contrasted with material or “earthly” goals. Members of
both groups believe that the proper perspective of New Testament
believers is passivity toward the earthly future. They misinterpret
Paul’ swords, “Be careful for nothing” (Phil. 4:6a), which can also be
translated “be full of care for nothing,” or better yet, “have no anx-
iety” (NEB). They argue that Paul meant that we should not devote
lots of resources to planning for the future and investing in terms of
our plans. Christ’ swarning in the Sermon onthe Mount, “ Takethere-
fore no thought for tomorrow: for the morrow shall take thought for
the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day isthe evil thereof” (Matt.
6:34), is interpreted to mean that all planning is unwise. Y et what
Christ taught was the illegitimacy of a paralyzing worry about the
future — a paralysis that leads to little planning, or planning to meet
crisesthat never come. Such worry iswasteful. “ But Seek yefirst the
kingdom of God, and his righteousness, and all these things shall be
added unto you” (Matt. 6:33).> The material blessings will follow
when men concern themselves with establishing God' s kingdom.

The pietist interprets “kingdom of God” to mean the kingdom of
the internal. He insists: “When men concern themselves with the
details of prayer, church worship, and personal piety, then God will
take care of them.” This belief is basic to the faith of the pietist. He
believes that the practical, down-to-earth future-orientation repres-
ented by the behavior of the ant is a now-superseded Old Testament
standard. With respect to material things, the pietist claimsto be as

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 15.
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unconcerned as the sluggard is. The pietist folds his hands for hours
in prayer; the sluggard folds his hands for hoursin slumber. In both
cases, the approach is outwardly the same: folded hands. So is the
outward result: poverty.

The biblical view is expressed by the actions of the ant: diligence
concerning that which sustainslife. “He becometh poor that dealeth
with aslack hand: but the hand of the diligent maketh rich” (10:4).°
Slack hands, folded hands: theresultispoverty. “ The soul of theslug-
gard desireth, and hath nothing: but the soul of the diligent shall be
madefat” (13:4).” A fat soul and wealth can be compatible, although
they can sometimes be incompatible (Ps. 106:15). Hard work, future
orientation, thrift, attention to details, high income, and contentment
under God: here isthe Bible's “wealth formula.”

Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds
out of the mouth of God (Deut. 8:3b; Matt. 4:4%). Y et man does not
live by the word of God alone, either, if by “word of God,” we mean
an“internalized” word—reading only, prayer only, handing out tracts
only, or preaching only. What is forbidden is the concept of separa-
tion of word and bread. We see thisin 40 years of mannain the wil-
derness (Deut. 8:3a), and in Christ’s resumption of eating after the
completion of His40-day wilderness experience (Matt. 4:2). Weaso
seeit in the celebration of the Passover and the Lord’ s Supper. What
produced bread in the promised land of Canaan, when the manna
ceased (Josh. 5:12), was not a program of strictly internal religious
exercises, but attentionto thewhole of God’ sword, includingbiblical
law, and also including a thoughtful consideration of the ant, not to
mention the sluggard.

6. Chapter 21.
7. Chapter 38.

8. North, Priorities and Dominion, ch. 1.
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Some American fundamentalists react in self-righteous outrage to
Christians who spend money on dehydrated food storage programs,
gold and silver coins — the economic equivalent of the construction
of atornado shelter. They say that such preparationsfor thefuture are
asign of alack of faith in God, a humanistic concern with earthly
cares of the world. Their shibboleth of shibboleths: “ God will take
care of me!” This really means that when a crisis comes, they will
wind up on the doorsteps of those who did prepare, calling on them
to show charity to them, which supposedly is their Christian duty.
“God will take care of me” really boils down to “Y ou ants will take
care of me.” Thisisalso the duggard' s cry.

Jesus' answer to these hand-folding criticsisfound in the parable
of the 10 virgins, who awaited the return of the bridegroom. Five
were wise and took oil in their lamps. Five were foolish and took no
oil. “And all the foolish said unto the wise, Give us of your oil; for
our lamps are gone out. But the wise answered, Not so, lest there be
not enough for us and you: but go ye rather to them that sell, and buy
for yourselves’ (Matt. 25:8-9). The result: “And while they went to
buy, the bridegroom came; and they that were ready went in with him
to the marriage: and the door was shut” (v. 10). Such is the fate of
foolish virgins, sluggards, and pietists. God takes care of them, for
sure, but not in the way they had hoped for.

Conclusion

The ant is pictured here as future-oriented. She stores up food in
summer. She sacrifices present consumption for the sake of future
consumption.

The ant takes steps in summer to solve the problem of winter,
when nature will produce no crops. The annual cycle of feast and
famine is overcome by the actions of ants in laying up food in
advance for the winter season.
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No onetellsthe ant what to do. The ant doesit naturally. Solomon
tellsthelazy person to imitate the ant, i.e., to become self-motivated.
This is a feature of the free market. No government agency issues
orders concerning what should be produced, yet self-motivated prod-
ucers systematically provide goods and services that consumers
desire. Thisrequiresfuture-orientation and careful planning by produ-
cers.
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FALSE SIGNALS
AND UNRELIABILITY

A naughty [ worthless] person, awicked man, walkethwith afroward
[false] mouth. Hewinketh with his eyes, he speaketh with hisfeet, he
teacheth with his fingers. Frowardness [ perversity] isin his heart,
he deviseth mischief continually; he soweth discord. Therefore shall
his calamity come suddenly; suddenly shall he be broken without
remedy (Prov. 6:12-15).

Moral worthlessness eventually translates into economic poverty.
The person described here is someone who continually deals falsely
with others. Thewink, the crossed fingers, the special signalsto part-
nersindeceit: all arepart of apattern of unreliability. The person says
onething, but he communicatesadifferent messageto otherswho are
part of the “inner circle” who understand the secret signs.

Secret signsand communi cationsestablish apsychol ogical distinc-
tion between “them” —the suckers—and “us,” meaning those “in the
know.” Thedeceiver isin fellowship with otherswho understand the
meaning of the specia signs. They see themselves as adversaries of
those who do business with them. Others may adhere to their words
and contracts, but theinsiders do not feel bound by their own words.
A promiseisnot seen as binding, and acontract isnot to be fulfilled,
unlessitisimmediately beneficial to the onewho has madethe prom-
ise.

The spread of such an outlook is disastrous for any society. Men
must make decisionsin life concerning the future. They are inescap-
ably interdependent with other people. They attempt to achieve their
goalsthrough the voluntary cooperation of others, who are simultan-
eously pursuing their own goals. This dovetailing of personal plans
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is made possible by voluntary contracts. One man relies on another
to assist him in completing his plans.

Deception increases the costs for everyone who is relying on the
deceiver to fulfill thetermsof hiscontract. Themanisunreliable, yet
other people have made plans in terms of hisword. Even if they are
not being defrauded deliberately, their planswill go awry. 1t will take
extratime or capital to complete those plans because of the nonper-
formance of the deceiver.

This person actively spreads strife. He divides people from each
other. Again, thisincreases other peopl €’ s costs of cooperation. They
find it more difficult to deal with each other because of mutual sus-
picions. One evil person is capable of disrupting the plans of many
others. The dominion covenant is thwarted because the strife under-
mines the productivity that is the product of the division of labor. It
takes longer and becomes more expensive to subdue the earth.

What is significant is the suddenness of his downfall. Normally,
men receive warnings. They see other people grow wary of them.
Their businessrevenuesdecline. They find it difficult to gain cooper-
ation with other individuals, who fear they will go bankrupt and not
performtheir contractual obligations. In other words, asmen conduct
their daily affairs unwisely, other men call attention to their short-
comings, directly or indirectly. Unreliable people either learn from
experience or else they see their income declining steadily.

There is another important factor to consider. The free market
economy createsincentivesto correct antisocial behavior. A manmay
learndirectly from hisprofit-and-loss statementsthat he must restruc-
ture his business dealings. If he fails to repent (turn around), then
some other person may be able to step in and offer to help the fal-
tering business — for a fee, of course. Finaly, competitors may step
in and offer to buy up the business. Step by step, the free market
economy allows other men to confront an inefficient man with the
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reality of hisfailures.

Incontrast, thisdeceiver fallsovernight. Whatever negativesignals
he receives are either ignored by him — he trusts no signals, being a
misuser of signals — or else misinterpreted. Perhaps his partnersin
deception are now setting him up. They are doing to him what he did
to others. Because he trusts the signals of his accomplices, he
becomes vulnerable to them. Because he thinks fraud can overcome
the pressures of the free market, heignores signals from honest men.
After all, they arethe suckers. A cunning man never givesasucker an
even break.

Price Controls

Government-enforced price controls are a form of false signals.
The government tells the voters that they will be able to buy goods
and servicesat bel ow-market prices. But the bureaucratsarewinking:
at economic law, or at black market operators, or at insiders. Price
controls misinform the public about the supposed availability of
goods and services at prices that are artificially low (price ceilings).
Those“ontheinside” know better. They can arrange their economic
affairs accordingly. Those who are not in the know — the majority of
voters — become the suckers. The result: economic shortages (from
price ceilings) or gluts (from price floors),! and the eventual disrup-
tion of the whole economy.

Priceceilingsareespecialy insidious. Thevotersaredeceivedinto
believing that they can count on other citizens (sellers) when working
out their respective plans. But sellersresist selling at al oss; they want
unrecorded payoffs, or special barter deals, or other inducements to
trade. This creates resentment and strife. It subsidizes envy. The

1. Murray N. Rothbard, Man, Economy, and Sate: A Treatise on Economic
Principles (Auburn, Alabama: Mises Institute, [1962] 1993), pp. 777-80.
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controls generateimproper responsesto the true conditions of supply
and demand. Eventually, the whole economy collapses or becomes
stagnant. The more the false signals, the more devastating the col-
lapse.

Calamity comes swiftly and without remedy. Nobody trusts the
deceiver. He cannot gain cooperation of othersbecause of the pattern
of deception he hasestablished. His* capital reserve” —agood reputa-
tion — is depleted. Without it, he finds it difficult to rebound from
disaster. He needs cooperation, but he cannot find people who will
sall it to him. He has priced himself out of the market. Dealing with
himistoo risky. Until thevery end, he believeshimself to beimmune
to false signals. Thisis his undoing: he fails to respond to accurate
signals — signals that tell him to change his ways or else be judged.

Conclusion

Deception can be indulged in by individuals and civil govern-
ments. Individual deception has limited consequences, both to the
deceiver and those deceived. Word gets out regarding a person’ slack
of trustworthiness. Government deception is more insidious, for it
relies on peopl€’ strust in authority.

Price controls are forms of institutionalized deception. Govern-
ment officials announce that an item must not be sold above a speci-
fic price. If free market conditions would produce a higher price, the
item begins to go off the official, visible markets. Sellers refuse to
sell for less than what the item is really worth, according to buyers
bids.

Deceptionincreasesthe cost of doing business. It thereforereduces
the amount of cooperation in the market. Thisreducesthedivision of
labor and therefore productivity. A society’ swealth isreduced from
what it otherwise might have been.

Inafreemarket, the penaltiesagai nst deception reducethequantity
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of deception at the margin: little by little. Negative feedback steadily
pressures the deceiver to change hisways or else suffer more |osses.
In contrast, deception by governmentscontinues, becausethepublic’s
negativefeedback rarely fallson thefacel essofficialswho areenforc-
ing the programs that rely on deception. There is not comparable
pressure to change course.
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THELIGHT OF GOD'SLAW

My son, keep thy father’ s commandment, and for sake not the law of
thy mother. Bind them continually upon thine heart, and tie them
about thy neck. When thou goest, it shall lead thee; and when thou
awakest, it shall talk with thee. For the commandmentisalamp; and
thelawislight; and reproofs of instruction are the way of life (Prov.
6:20-23).

Solomon identifies his own judgment with wisdom and the law.
The early sections of Proverbs are focused on thistheme: the impor-
tanceof biblical wisdom, whichispersonified asfemale (Prov. 8) and
equated with God, the source of life: “But he that sinneth against me
wrongeth his own soul: al they that hate me love death” (8:36).

By making this identification, and also by including a mother’s
advice, Solomon assertsthat it is possible for men to act asthe legal
representatives of God to their children. Parents comein the name of
God, imparting His wisdom to their children. They bear lawful
authority, and they have accessto God' sstandardsof righteousliving.

It isaconstant complaint against Christianity in our age that “No
one knows the will of God.” Thisisused by relativistsas ajustifica-
tion of opposing al civil law (anarchism), especialy in sexua mat-
ters, or asajustification of therejection of all Bible-based opposition
to aparticular civil law (statism). Thereis supposedly no law of God
to infringe on man, either as an autonomous individual (anarchism)
or as an autonomous collective species (statism). Because God is
“wholly other,”* He cannot communi cate with man; therefore, noman

1. ThephraseisKarl Barth’s, themost influential heretical Protestant theologian
of the twentieth century. For critiques of Barth’s theology, see CorneliusVan Til,
The New Modernism (1947) and Christianity and Barthianism (1962), both pub-
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is morally or legally bound to impose the terms of God's law on
anyone else. God is so high that He cannot lift man up from sin. God
iSso pure that men need not strive to match the standards set by God.
In short, the relativistic rebel asks, “Hath God said, ‘Be ye holy, for
| am holy’ (Lev. 11:44)?" Then he answers his own question: “No;
God says, ‘Be ye unholy, for | done am holy.””

Solomon categorically rejects such argumentation. A parent who
has personally mastered the Bible-revealed law of God does have
accessto part of the mind of God. Paul writes: * For who hath known
themind of the Lord, that he may instruct him? But we have the mind
of Christ” (I Cor. 2:16).2 Thislaw isarevelation that is not the special
wisdom of aclosed priesthood. It isto be proclaimed to every citizen.
In Israel, it was to be read every seventh year to the assembly of the
people (Deut. 31:10-13).* Because God holdsmen responsiblefor the
performance of the terms of this law, He has revealed this aspect of
Himself to men. Man is made in theimage of God and can therefore
receive God' slaw. The argument that God’ smind istoo far removed
from man’smind isan attempt to deny man’ s nature as God’ simage-
bearer. It is an assertion of man’s autonomy.

Solomon tells his son that the law is to be mastered to such an
extent that it is always with him. Itsterms are to be indelibly etched
into his heart, meaning the deepest recesses of hismind. The law is
personified as a constant companion. “When thou goest, it shall go

lished by P& R. Barth tried to shove God out of history andinto Kant’ sunknowable
noumenal realm.

2. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, electronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: Institute for Christian Eco-
nomics, 2001), ch. 2.

3. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 74.
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with thee; when thou sleepest, it shall keep thee; and when thou
awakest, it shall talk with thee” (v. 22). When men ask mental ques-
tions, their answers should be structured by the very words of God.
Themind isto encounter the law of God at al times. God'slaw isto
guide men’ s thoughts.

When the Bible-revealed law of God guides men’s thoughts, it
should also guidetheir steps. Without biblical law, menwalkin dark-
ness. Like ablind man is he who departs from biblical law. He wan-
dersaimlessly. Worse, he wandersinto the pit of death. The reproofs
of thelaw are“theway of life” (v. 23b). In other words, to be without
biblical law’s correction isto be in the pathway of death.

Isthis different from New Testament teaching? Paul writes: “For
| was alive without the law once: but when the commandment came,
sinrevived, and | died. And the commandment, which was ordained
to life, | found to be unto death” (Rom. 7:9-10). What does this
mean? It means exactly what Proverbsteaches. Sin deceivesmen; the
law allows usto see what we are and where we are headed. The law
points to our need for regeneration; without it, we perish. The law
serves as our guide. If we did not have its testimony, we would not
understand our fallen ethical condition.

To be “aive without the law” meansto be ignorantly dead in our
sins. It means that we do not understand our true spiritual condition.
Paul was not saying that he was ethically pure, and therefore the
possessor of eternal life, before he read the Mosaic law, for “death
reigned from Adam to Moses, even over them that had not sinned
after thesimilitude [likeness] of Adam'’ stransgression” (Rom. 5:14).
The Mosaic law “killed” him in the sense that it showed him that he
was already spiritually dead, asason of Adam. Thus, the law pointed
him toward the pathway of life, Jesus Christ.

Biblical law should be as basic to our decision-making as aflash-
light's beam is on a dark night. A man who shines a light on the
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ground “naturally” steps only into the circle of light. He “ naturally”
avoids stepping into the darkness. He does not know what dangers
lurk in the darkness, so in order to avoid possible dangers, he steps
only on the lighted portion of the path.

We know that the very essence of the sin of man isto prefer spirit-
ual darkness to light. “And this is the condemnation, that light is
come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, be-
causetheir deedswere evil” (John 3:19). What isreally “ natural” to
fallen man is to avoid the Bible' s lighted ethical pathway. Solomon
therefore counsels his son to regard the ethical light cast by the law
ashewouldregardthevisiblelight cast by alamp. Thelaw isa“lamp
unto our feet.” But it takes training to learn to trust the light of the
law. Thistrust isnot instinctiveinfallen man, which iswhy Solomon
has given his son the Proverbs.

Conclusion

To keep from getting “tripped up” in life, men must adhere to the
terms of biblical law. To have God's law as your companion is to
have a counselor who islooking out for your best interests. To act in
terms of this law’s counsel is to walk in the pathway of life. Con-
forming instinctively to the law’s directing counsel should be like
walking instinctively in the circle of light. It is our ethical responsi-
bility to become instinctive conformers to the law.
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RESTITUTION AND IMPARTIALITY

Men do not despise a thief, if he stealsto satisfy his soul when heis
hungry. But if he be found, he shall restore seven fold; he shall give
all the substance of his house (Prov. 6:30-31).

Theft is a crime against God, the victim, and society. We should
not argue that a“crime against property” is ethically subordinate to
a“crimeagainst mankind,” for property issimply “abundle of rights
of ownership,” and these rights are possessed by men under God. A
crime against property is therefore a crime against mankind. Theft
transfers wealth to law-breakers and away from those who have not
broken a civil law. It transfers wealth from those who have served
consumers efficiently in a competitive market. It reduces the capital
of those who have demonstrated their ability to meet the needs and
wants of consumers at prices the consumers have been willing and
ableto pay. Theft therefore reduces the present wealth of individual
victims, and it may reduce the future wealth of consumers, who will
not be equally well-served by those who had benefited them before
—the productive victims of theft who have been decapitalized by the
thieves. Theft also increases everyone' s uncertainty about his econo-
mic future, which in turn tends to raise the costs of protecting prop-
erty, thereby lowering per capita wealth.

Another proverb announces: “ Removefar from mevanity andlies;
give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for
me: lest | befull, and deny thee, and say, Who isthe LORD? Or lest
| be poor, and steal, and take the name of my Godin vain” (30:8-9).!
Middle-classcomfortisnormally preferableto both poverty and great

1. Chapter 84.
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weadlth, for both extremes involve temptations for sinning against
God. Neither grinding poverty nor great wealthisgenerally beneficial
to the majority of men.

The poor man in this example has succumbed to the temptation.
Hehas stolen bread, astaple of life. Heisnot aprofessional thief. He
was hungry, and he took bread to satisfy his hunger. Who can blame
him? God blames him. The law enforcement system blames him. He
must pay “ sevenfold” tothevictim. Restitutionislegally inescapable.
Because heispoor, the extent of therestitution payment will hurt him
greatly. He has so little that he stole bread. Any extra expense will
disrupt his household. Nevertheless, he must pay up to “al the subs-
tance of his house.”

If he has no economic reserves at al, he will be sold into Slavery
to raise the money to pay hisvictim. Thisis great incentive for him
to find the restitution payment money somewhere.

Restitution in the M osaic Law

We should understand that the details of thisincident are not to be
taken literally. Thelaw of God requiresdoublerestitutionfor all theft
(Ex. 22:4),? except the theft and subsequent sl aughter or sale of sheep
(four-fold) and oxen (five-fold) (Ex. 22:1).> Anyone familiar with
biblical law knowsthat seven-fold restitutionisafigurativeterm, like
the seven-fold judgment of God on anyone who persecuted Cain
(Gen. 4:15), and Lamech’s prideful boast of his ability to revenge
himself 77-fold (Gen. 4:24), meaning eleven times greater than the
God’' s metaphorical restitution payment. Sometimes a number in the
Bible is to be interpreted figuratively, not literally. Solomon knew

2. Gary North, Tools of Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1990), ch. 17.

3. Idem.
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that his audience would know the details of biblical law. What was
his point in exaggerating? To make a point.

Few poor menwould really be bankrupted by doublerestitutionfor
aloaf of bread. The point is, the economic burden of the restitution
payment would be proportionately greater for him than for arich man
who stole a loaf of bread. The required restitution payment has
nothing to dowith the criminal’ sability to pay. Thelaw doesnot play
favorites. God isnot arespecter of persons (11 Sam. 14:14). Bothrich
and poor must make restitution, which is based on the market price
of the item stolen. Income, whether of the thief or his victim, has
nothing to do with the extent of restitution. “Y e shall do no unright-
eousness in judgment: thou shalt not respect the person of the poor,
nor honour the person of the mighty but in righteousness shalt thou
judgethy neighbour” (Lev. 19:15).* Restitution also hasnothing to do
with the victim’ sfeelings about the criminal. The criminal’ s motiva
tion is equaly irrelevant. Rich or poor, hungry or fat, thieves must
make restitution in terms of the value of the stolen property. The
Bible condemns both deeper-pocket jurisprudence (deciding against
the rich because they can afford the loss) and shallow-pocket juris-
prudence (deciding in favor of the poor only because they are poor).

Solomon is warning us that if the Bible specifies punishment for
a“trivial crimeagainst property,” how much more isthe punishment
against adulterers, which is anything but trivial (vv. 32-35)? If a
victim demands repayment from one whom he does not despise, will
heallow hiswife's seducer to go free? If he refusesto show mercy to
his wife, when biblical law is enforced, then the punishment must
involvethedeath of both of adulterers(Lev. 20:10). Thejudicial issue

4. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 14. Cf. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion:
The Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dom-
inion Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 14.
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hereisvictim’ srights.®

The predictability and impartiality of biblical law areto undergird
the socia order. All those who break the law are subject to its penal -
ties. This points to the final judgment. God does not “grade on a
curve.” Paul wrote: “All have sinned and come short of the glory of
God” (Rom. 3:23). It may cost aconvicted impoverished thief all that
he owns to pay his debt to the victim. The debt must be paid. It will
cost every ethical rebel an eternity in hell. Thedebt must be paid. The
point isclear: the debt must be paid. Thereis no escape, no appeal to
“circumstances,” no plea bargaining, and no suspended sentences.
Thelaw isrigorous, for the law’s Author is rigorous.

Conclusion

All men are equally protected when biblical law isenforced. Rich
men are defended from poverty-stricken thieves; poverty-stricken
owners are defended from rich thieves. Economic uncertainty is
reduced by the very certainty of the law’s penalties. This benefits
consumers and producers, who can meet together and make ex-
changes, confident that all partieswill be protected by law fromfraud
and theft. It leadsto greater output through amore extensive division
of labor — a division of labor based on voluntary exchange and the
protection of private property.

5. North, Tools of Dominion, ch. 7. Cf. Gary North, Victim' s Rights: The Bibli-
cal View of Civil Justice (Tyler, Texas: Ingtitute for Christian Economics, 1990).
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LAW: NATURAL VS CREATIONAL

Counsdl is mine, and sound wisdom: | am understanding; | have
strength. By me kings reign, and princes decree justice. By me
princes rule, and nobles, even all the judges of the earth (Prov. 8:
14-16).

God speaks in this chapter anthropomorphically as wisdom, a
femal e source of power and blessings. “ She crieth at the gates” (v. 3).
Wisdom contrasts her ethics with Satan’s, a'so feminine (7:10-23).
(Thisfeminineidentificationisfound only in Proverbs.) Theconclus-
ion: all those who hate me, says wisdom, love death (8:36b).

Thelink between understanding and strength is made explicit (v.
14). Wisdomisatool of dominion. By following the counsel of wis-
dom, men attain power over external events. It isin terms of wisdom
that kings reign, judges rule, and the nobility retains power. All the
judges of the earth hold office by means of wisdom.

By identifying wisdom with God, the Bible proclaims the cosmic
personalism of existence.* God issovereign over all kingsand rulers.
He is not a manipulator behind the thrones of men. He is sovereign
(Isa. 45). They are not.

Doesthismean that all powerful rulersare God-fearing, or at least
biblical-law-abiding? No; Canaanite kingswere reprobate and had to
be destroyed. Does it mean that kings consciously understand that
God is sovereign over them? Again, no; only after seven years of
madness did Nebuchadnezzar acknowledge his dependence on God
(Dan. 4). The Pharaoh of the exodus never did. Does it mean that
there are universally understandable principles of natural law to

1. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.
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which all rational men have access through human reason? No.

The Bibleteaches a creational version of natural law theory. This
stands in contrast to humanism’s natural law theories. Humanistic
natural law theory asserts that there are universally valid governing
principlesin the world that can be discovered through the use of rea-
son, meaning a neutral reasoning process unaided by God'’ s special
revelation in the Bible. Sometimes this reasoning capacity is called
“right reason” — wrong reason being the process by which other
natural law advocates reach conclusions that the defender of “right
reason” disagrees with. The natural man studies logic and facts, and
if he reasons correctly, the natural law theorist believes, this natural
man can cometo understand the governing principlesof theuniverse.
This reasoning process is inductive. A gathering of facts, when
coupled with astudy of logic, can result in the attainment of wisdom.

In contrast, the Bible teaches that al of creation is revelational.
Ethically rebellious men hold down (or hold back) the truth in their
unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18-22).2 Because all creation reveals God,
it testifies to the existence of governing principles. Men choose to
worship other gods and other principles. Whatever is creational, and
therefore revelational, has been twisted by the natural man, who
refuses to receive the things of the spirit (I Cor. 2:14).2 Whatever is
creational isregarded by the natural man as unnatural —unnatural to
his ethics and goals.

Nevertheless, thisproverb insiststhat all kings and judges rule by

2. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), pp. 20-21. Cf. John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 2 vols.
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1965) |1, p. 37.

3. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, el ectronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: Institutefor Christian Econ-
omics, 2001), ch. 2.
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means of biblical wisdom. Thisiswhat God testifies about Himself.
There can be no rule by the authorities apart from wisdom. What can
thismean? Clearly, rulersdo evil things, and evil rulersdo evil things
continually. How can they be said to rule in terms of wisdom?

It means that insofar as rulers wish to maintain their power, they
must honor certain fundamental aspects of the creation. Satan does
this. When he sought to curse Job, he came before God for permis-
sion to exercise power (Job 1:6-12; 2:1-7). He possesses no power
apart from hisunderstanding of God. When he tempted Eve, he cited
God' sinstructionsto Adam (Gen. 3:1). When he tempted Christ, he
cited God' swordsinthelaw (Luke4:3-12).* Christ, unlike Eve, cited
the applicable passages of the Mosaic law to answer Satan, and then
abided by them in order to overcome him. Eve cited the relevant law
to Satan (Gen. 3:3), but then failed to act in terms of itsrequirements.
Specially revealed law offered her guidance to overcome Satan, just
asit offered to Christ, but she spurned the law and its guidance, and
therefore she went into bondage to her adversary.

Power thereforeisaproduct of ethical actionsthat arein conform-
ity to biblical law. Weaknessthereforeisthe product of ethical action
not in conformity to biblical law. As men seek power, they discover
regularities: by following thetermsof biblical law, they increasetheir
power. Biblical lawisatool of dominion.> Inductively, power-seek-
ing men learn to honor those regularities of creation that bring them
power.

The revelation of God’ slaw in the Bible speeds up the process of
discovery. Without biblical revelation and specia grace, men event-

4. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 2.

5. Gary North, Toolsof Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus (Tyler, Texas: Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1990).
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ually refuse to follow the logic of creational law. Because men are
perverse, and because God's mercy delays His wrath, rulers fail to
discern the comprehensivelegal-order that undergirds human power.
They abandon biblical law. They arenotimmediately destroyed. They
teach themselves a false lesson, namely, that ethical rebellion pays
high dividends. They misinterpret the creational |aw-order.

The*“trial and error” method of discovery leads men to an under-
standing of some of the principles of power, and so they rulein terms
of them. But men’'s willful rebellion, when coupled with God's
temporal mercy to Hispeople, eventually brings weakness and exter-
nal defeat, asinthe case of Egyptin Moses' day. Without therestraint
of special grace — personal regeneration and the Bible' srevelation of
God's law — rulers cannot perpetually maintain their control over
external reality. Wisdom is ultimately presuppositional: men are to
begin with wisdom; they cannot come to understand all of its rules
and then conform themselves to these rules by means of inductive,
trial-and-error reasoning. Therefore, natural law theory leads to
natural weaknessand defeat. It el evatesthe powersof unaided human
reason, which is at war with wisdom’ s understanding.

Conclusion

The two forms of natural law theory — creational and natural —are
applications of the two forms of knowledge: covenant-keeping and
covenant-breaking, saved and lost. The mind of man was distorted by
Adam'’s Fall. Only through God's specia grace, which includes
knowledge of the Bible, is the covenant-breaker able to escape the
burden imposed by original sin.

The natural man does not receive the things of the spirit. Among
these things not received is a correct understanding of the covenantal
structure of the universe. Cause and effect in the universe are ethical.
Obedience to biblical law produces outward success, including the
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attainment of power over the creation. This power includes authority
over other people. Thereareregularitiesin society. Theseregularities
are covenantal.

To attain success and then to keep it, the covenant-breaker must
obey biblical law. He can do thisin a preliminary sense by adhering
to basic moral rules of behavior that have their origin in God's cov-
enants. But he holds back the truth because of his anti-covenantal
heart. Eventually, he breaks away from God’' slaw. The more consis-
tent heiswith hisanti-covenantal presuppositions, the sooner and the
moreradical thisbreak will be. Without special grace, no society can
indefinitely adhereto the principles underlying biblical law, eventhe
legal order corrupted by the Fall.

All natural law theories that do not begin with the covenants of
God and the Fall of man will produce a covenant-breaking legal
order. They cannot produce a covenant-keeping legal order. They
therefore cannot produce justice. All of them are unwise.
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THE POSSIBLE DREAM

| love themthat love me; and those that seek me early shall find me.
Riches are honourable with me; yea, durable riches and righteous-
ness. My fruit is better than gold, yea, than fine gold; and my rev-
enue than choice silver (Prov. 8:17-19).

TheBibledoesnot promiseall menriches, fame, or power. It does
not promise health or wealth to all men. But it does promise wisdom
to al those who will seek it. This is one quest that will always be
rewarded, and rewarded with treasures greater than gold or silver.

Wisdomin Proverbsisan anthropomorphic representation of God.
We do not discover wisdom, meaning God, by means of some trial-
and-error inductive reasoning process. We must therefore begin with
God (wisdom) as our operating first principle. The New Testament
proclaims. “But without faith it isimpossible to please him: for he
that cometh to God must believethat heis, and that he is arewarder
of them that diligently seek him” (Heb. 11:6). To get wisdom, we
must first have wisdom. We must believe in order to exercise faith.
We must beregeneratein order to seek salvation, for the natural man
does not receive the things of the spirit; they are foolishness
(anti-wisdom) to him (I Cor. 2:14).!

Solomon isfamous for his request of God. Like the pagan stories
of the man who is offered a wish by a genie who lives in a metal
lamp, Solomon asked in adream for a gift from God: the greatest of
all gifts, wisdom. Because he asked for wisdom rather than long life,
riches, or victory in war, God granted him his request (I Kings 3:6—

1. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, electronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: | nstitute for Christian Eco-
nomics, 2001), ch. 2.
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14). But the lure of idol-worshipping women — wisdom’s feminine
antithesis, described in Proverbs 7 — finally overcame his wisdom (|
Kings 11). Which feminine principle of life will men worship: the
harlot’ sinvitation or God's wisdom?

Men pursue economic long-shots. They gamble rather than work.
They pan for gold rather than set up stores to sell miners the pans.
They hope for the miracle and neglect the productive. They seek out
the big deal and forfeit numerous little deals that would equal the
pay-off of the big one, given enough time. They chase rainbows and
ignore the sunshine. They “bet against the house” and pass by a sure
thing.?

God' s wisdom is personified as a woman who loves those who
seek her. The pagan’s “lady luck” is also female, but she loves no
one. She*smiles’ on some men, but sheis as capricious as her name
implies. She cannot be safely trusted. God is not an impersonal,
capricious force in the universe; His words can be trusted. Seeking
after Himisnot an exerciseinfutility. The universeisnot impersonal
or “rigged” against mankind. It isrigged against ethical rebels, but it
is simultaneously rigged in favor of those who seek God.?

Proverbs 7 and 8 personify the two masters, God and Satan, by
means of anthropomorphic language: the two women. The great har-
lot of Babylon — the antichrist’s world order — is female (Rev. 18).
The universe is not impersonal, but radically personal.* Men serve

2. One of the most popular speeches ever given was Rev. Russell Conwell’s
“Acresof Diamonds.” Hegaveit over 5,000 timesover several decades, beginning
in the late nineteenth century. Here was the theme of the speech: discover wealth
in your existing location.

3. Chapter 8.

4. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas. Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.
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one of two masters, not impersonal forces, whether inevitable (fate)
or random (luck). Men inescapably seek after one woman or the
other, the harlot or wisdom. Both call to men: the harlot from the
twilight (7:9), and wisdom from the high places and the gates of the
city (8:2-3).

How soon should men seek wisdom? Early. By seeking wisdom
early, men are guaranteed success. The harlot calls to men in the
twilight, to spend the night illicitly. Wisdom calls early, as at day-
break. The day is to be given over to seeking wisdom. He who is
diligent in the quest will be rewarded.

By comparing the treasures of wisdom with the precious metals,
Proverbs drives the point into the minds of men: the most valuable
asset of all iswisdom. Solomon was already wise when he asked for
wisdom; he recognized that he was asking for the most valuable of al
assets. Wealth subsequently flowed to his kingdom (I Kings 10:14—
21). The fame of this rule spread everywhere (I Kings 4:3-11). The
powerful and wealthy cameto him for counsel (I Kings10:11-13). In
short, he achieved indirectly, through wisdom, the goals that other
men seek directly through intrigue, magic, and violence.

God speaks clearly to men. They can understand His words
because they are made in His image. He communicates to them by
means of anal ogies and metaphors. When He compares the value of
wisdom with gold, He speaks a universal language. Like the pocket-
book parables of Jesus, the economic language of wisdom per sonified
can begrasped by anyone, in the day of Solomon or inthetwenty-first
century.

The universality of gold and silver as desirable assetsto lay up in
one's treasury reinforces the words of wisdom. When men think
about the universal forms of wealth, they think of gold and silver.
Across the globe, men understand the value of the precious metals.
Abraham'’s wealth was counted in these metals (Gen. 13:2). When
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men speak out against the economic importance of gold and silver,
they speak nonsense. When John Maynard Keynes spoke of gold in
1923 asabarbarousrelic,” and when Lenin suggested in 1921 that the
victorious Bolshevikswould someday use gold for public lavatories,®
they proclaimed utopianism (“utopia’: no place). These two spokes-
man of their era spoke for both sides of the Iron Curtain. Both men
had contempt for Christian society. Keynesthe athei stic homosexual
and Leninthe atheistic revol utionary knew enough about Christianity
to prefer the harlot of the twilight.

Conclusion

The quest for wisdom is man’s only sure thing. Gaining wisdom
is better than gaining gold and silver. Thus, the pay-off isvery high,
and therisk of failureis zero, if men continue to seek wisdom’ sface.
Solomon ceased the quest and went to the harlot in hislater years. He
died, and his son — the son to whom the Proverbs were presumably
addressed — rebelled and lost the northern kingdom. The quest must
be begun early, and it must not end as twilight approaches.

5. John Maynard Keynes, “A Tract on Monetary Reform” (1923), in Keynes,
Essaysin Persuasion (London: Macmillan, 1931), p. 208.

6. V. 1. Lenin, “The Importance of Gold Now and After the Complete Victory
of Socialism” (1921), in The Lenin Anthology, edited by Robert C. Tucker (New
Y ork: Norton, 1975), p. 515.
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PUBLIC PATHSOR
PRIVATE CORNERS

| lead in the way of righteousness in the midst of the paths of judg-
ment: That | may cause those that |love me to inherit substance; and
I will fill their treasures (Prov. 8:20-21).

The first nine chapters of the Book of Proverbs serve as an intro-
duction to the practical, concrete applications of God's proverbial
wisdom to the affairs of life. These introductory remarks cover the
fundamental principles of life. They lay the foundation. The main
theme is this: attaining and applying biblical wisdom are the chief
end of life (4:5-7). Everything that follows in Proverbs rests on this
basic presupposition.

There are practical aspects of these early remarks. The themes of
power, wealth, fame, and long life are not absent. The overriding
themes are not these, however. Thingsthat matter most are righteous
judgment, covenantal faithfulness, avoiding the harlot, honest deal -
ing, and the commandments of God. Above all, the commandments
of God.

Wisdom is a guide for the way of righteousness — not an imper-
sonal guide, but aliving guide. Wisdomin Proverbsis an anthropo-
mor phic representation of God. God guides men along the way of
righteousness, as an experienced traveller guides a newcomer. Step
by step, thetraveller advances behind wisdom, who in thiscaseisthe
original pathbreaker. There is no possibility that the guide will lose
her way.

Theimagery of the pathway isexplicitin Proverbs8:20. Thissame
imagery isused to describe the requirement of the people of Isragl to
follow strictly al rulingsimposed by the priestly judges. “ According
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to the sentence of the law which they shall teach thee, and according
to the judgment which they shall tell thee, thou shalt do: thou shalt
not decline from the sentence which they shall show thee, to theright
hand, nor totheleft” (Deut. 17:11). The path isobviously narrow; no
deviation is permitted.* Christ reaffirmed thisin His Sermon on the
Mount: “Enter ye at the strait [narrow] gate: for wide isthe gate, and
broad istheway, that | eadeth to destruction, and many there bewhich
gointhereat: Because strait isthe gate, and narrow isthe way, which
leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it” (Matt. 7:13-14) 2

The concept of the path of righteousness refers to personal right-
eousness. Thefocus of concern for the father isthe moral righteous-
nessof hisson. Nevertheless, thispath also refersto public righteous-
ness, including law enforcement. Self-government first; then comes
the application of biblical law to areas of life under thejurisdiction of
the righteous man. How could it be otherwise? If self-government
under biblical law produces wealth and influence, then the extension
of the rule of biblical law proceeds outward, from self-governed
individuals to others under their lawful jurisdiction.

Does self-government under biblical law produce wealth and
influence? Proverbs8:21 affirmsthat it does. Morethan this: wisdom
leads men along the path of judgment in order to cause those behind
her to become prosperous. Those who love wisdom will inherit
substance; those who love wisdom will have their treasuries filled.

Thisdoes not mean that all wise menwill get rich. Thetrue wealth
iswisdom herself (God Himself): durable riches, fruit that is more

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion; An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 40.

2. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 17.
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valuablethan gold (vv. 18-19). But because men who follow wisdom
are promised better forms of wealth, one testimony of God to the
reliability of Hisword isthat covenant-keeping menwill inheritinfer-
ior forms of wealth: earthly wealth. Thisis an affirmation of God’s
ability and willingness to deliver even greater richesin eternity.

We see an anal ogous exampl e of this principle—God’ sdelivery of
lesser earthly riches, whichtestifiesto God' sability to deliver greater,
heavenly riches—in Jesus healing of the palsied man. First, He said
to the man, “ Son, be of good cheer; thy sinsbeforgiven thee” (Matt.
9:2b). Certain scribes murmured within themselves, “This man
blasphemeth” (v. 3). “ And Jesusknowing their thoughtssaid, Where-
fore think ye evil in your hearts? For whether is easier, to say, Thy
sins be forgiven thee; or to say, Arise, and walk? But that ye may
know that the Son of man hath power on earth to forgive sins (then
saith he to the sick of the palsy), Arise, take up thy bed, and go unto
thy house. And he arose, and departed to his house” (vv. 5-7).

Men can see the results of righteousness. Christ healed the palsied
man. “But when the multitudes saw it, they marvelled, and glorified
God, which had given such power unto men” (v. 8). Visible success
strengthens the public authority of the righteous man. In Christ’s
case, it led to even greater resentment on the part of the religious
leaders of His day, who saw the transfer of political power involved
in Jesus demonstration of His lawful authority under God.

God wants to honor publicly those who honor Him publicly: “. . .
for them that honour me | will honour. . .” (I Sam. 2:20). Oneway is
to grant them riches and honor (Prov. 8:18).2 To internalize these
references to external economic success isto minimize the power of
God to manifest Hisreliability and sovereignty, in time and on earth.
Such a “spiritualizing” interpretation is too often governed by an

3. Chapter 17.
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impulse that is related to the hostility displayed by the religious
leaders of Israel against Jesus. They deeply resented Jesus' ability to
heal men before the gaze of the multitudes. He was manifesting His
power in public. They would have preferred Him to work His mira-
clesprivately, or not at al. They would have preferred to face areli-
gion of strictly “internal” blessings. Such areligion would not have
resulted in apublic confrontation —the kind of confrontation that the
Pharaoh of Moses' day so deeply resented.

Paul understood the impact of a religion of publicly manifested
power. Heannounced to acivil magistrate, “1 am not mad, most noble
Festus; but speak forth the words of truth and soberness. For the king
knoweth of these things, before whom also | speak freely for | am
persuaded that none of these things are hidden from him; for this
thing was not donein a corner” (Acts 26:25-26).

Pietists, like atheistsand Satanists, prefer aversion of Christianity
that sitsin a corner, not drawing attention to itself or to the God of
might and power who controlsall of lifeintermsof Hisdecree. They
prefer durable riches alone to durable riches with wealth and public
honor. They sing, “I’d rather have Jesus than silver and gold,” while
we sing, “I’d rather have Jesus and silver and gold.” They prefer a
world of reduced public confrontation and minimal dominion. They
prefer to pray in acorner and avoid the paths of civic judgment. They
prefer cultural impotence to cultural responsibility.

Men generally achieve their goals in the long run when they are
willing to pay the price; pietists are no exception. They have already
achievedtheir goa of publicirrelevance. Whilethey continueto spec-
ializein cultural irrelevance, dominion-oriented Christians can begin
to specialize in occupying the paths of righteous public judgment.
Pietists get what they want; they should stop complaining because
dominionists expect to get what they want.
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Conclusion

TheBook of Proverbsteachesthat wisdom isthe chief goal of life.
External, visible success is a mark of this wisdom. Obedience to
God’ slaws producesblessings. These bl essingsare both external and
internal.

Wisdom produces righteousness. Thisindicatesthat wisdom isan
outworking of redemption, for the Bibleisclear: fallen man does not
work hisway into salvation, either with the works of his hands or the
works of his mind. Wisdom is a gift of God. Solomon understood
this.

Wisdom so defined produces prosperity. Thisis an aspect of cov-
enantal inheritance. God visibly honors the righteous. This visible
honor testifiesto the holiness of God and Hislaw. Heisnot afailure
in history. Thismessage isrejected by the vast mgority of Christians
inmy day, who are pietists: internal salvation (spiritual healing) only.
Theworld at largeis not seen as being affected by thisinternal trans-
formation. Thelocal church, yes. The family, yes. But not civil gov-
ernment. Not the civilization. Covenant-keepers with a pietistic out-
look believe they have no responsibilitiesfor the social order. Thisis
not what Solomon’s proverbs taught.
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TREASURES OF WICKEDNESS

Treasures of wickedness profit nothing: but righteousnessdelivereth
from death (Prov. 10:2).

There are two truths taught by this proverb: (1) there are measur-
abletreasuresthat aretheresult of wickedness; (2) righteousnessdeli-
vers men from death. Both of these truths demand an explanation de-
rived from the texts of the Bible.

1. Wealthy wicked: The problem of the covenant-breaking wealthy
plagued Asaph. “For | was envious at the foolish, when | saw the
prosperity of the wicked. For there are no bands in their death: but
their strength isfirm. They are not in trouble as other men; neither are
they plagued like other men” (Ps. 73:3-5). But Asaph then asserted
that their successisthebasisof their subsequent downfall: “ Therefore
pride compasseth them about as a chain; violence covereth them as
a garment. Their eyes stand out with fatness. they have more than
their heart could wish. They are corrupt, and speak wickedly concern-
ing oppression: they speak loftily” (Ps. 73:6-8). They do not believe
that God seestheir deeds:. “ And they say, How doth God know? And,
Is there knowledge in the most high? Behold, these are the ungodly,
who prosper in the world; they increase in riches’ (Ps. 73:11-12).
Themessageisclear: ungodly men prosper. The exegetical challenge
isto make sense of this principlein light of the outline of Deuteron-
omy 28, which proclaimsthat godly societies prosper, and rebellious
societies are destroyed by the judgment of God. Does this principle
not also apply to individual s? Isthere adisconnect between economic
causation for individuals and society?

The outlinein Deuteronomy 8 providesthekey. It presents astage
theory of development. First, God gives covenant-keepers His Bible-
revealed law, so that they might preserve and expand their wealth.
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Then He gives them a capital base to work with (8:1).* Second, they
begin to prosper. This prosperity issupposed to confirm their faithin
thereliability of God’s covenant: “. . . for it is he that giveth thee the
power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he
sware unto thy fathers, asit is this day” (8:18).? The external bles-
sings areto serve as spiritual reinforcement. Third, people are temp-
ted to forget God, and to assert their autonomy. God warns men
against this sin: “And thou say in thine heart, My power and the
might of mine hand hath gotten methiswealth” (8:17).2 Fourth, there
isaperiod of judgment against those who rebel against God in this
fashion (8:19-20).*

There is afifth possible stage: restoration (Isa. 2). There are two
kinds of negative judgment: judgment unto restoration and judgment
unto oblivion. Whether a society experiences restoration depends
upon the ethical response of the society to God' s judgment.

TheBibleisclear: thereare covenantal blessingsand cursingsthat
involvethewhole society. The Bibleisequally clear about the possi-
bility of wealthy wicked people. They may be wealthy in any of the
five stages, but wealth in the hands of wicked people as aclassis
characteristic of thethird stage: autonomy and rebellion, whichisthe
prelude to stage four, i.e., the comprehensive judgment of God.

The point made by this proverb is that the treasure held by the
ungodly person profits him nothing. In other words, he has made an
entrepreneurial error by thinking that the pay-off wasworth the cor-

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginiaz Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 17.

2. 1bid., ch. 21.
3. ldem.
4. |bid., ch. 22.
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ruption necessary to obtain it. The wicked man’s efforts produce a
personal loss.

Does this mean that wealth as such is unprofitable? No; it means
that wealth is unprofitable for the wicked individual. Thereisobjec-
tive value in a treasure — objective in the sense that God imputes
value to it — but the wicked man does not appropriate this value
without al so gaining the vengeance of God. He seesonly the value of
the treasure and the ethical cost of attaining it; he does not see the
hidden costs of rebellion. Thus, the subjective value of this treasure
to the wicked is ultimately negative, what Proverbs 25:22 describes
as“coals of fire” on the heads of the unrighteous.®

2. Mortality tables: Longlifeischaracteristic of covenant-keeping
men. Men who honor their parentshave long lives (Ex. 20:12).° Long
life is a universally agreed-upon blessing. Thus, al people can see
this beneficial biological result of godliness in society as a whole
(Deut. 4:6-8),” and they are thereby encouraged to enter into acoven-
ant with God.

Righteous men, in the aggregate, are delivered from death for a
longer period of time than unrighteous men are. Individual righteous
men may die young, and individual wicked men may die old, but in
the aggregate, long life goesto therighteous. Because al have sinned
and come short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23), al men eventually
die, intimeand on earth.2 Nevertheless, long life pointsto eterna life.
Men to whom the righteousness of Christ isimputed by God’' s grace

5. Chapter 75.

6. Gary North, The Snai Srategy: Economics and the Ten Commandments
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1986), ch. 5.

7. North, Inheritance, ch. 8.

8. The only exceptions. those alive at the time of the Second Coming (I Thess.
4:17).
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can expect eterna life and therefore long lives on earth. The gift of
eternal life, which is publicly manifested at the final judgment, is
preceded by an earthly parallel —not for every righteous man, but for
men in general who adhere in general to the provisions of biblical
law.

Peoplein Third World nations have shorter life expectanciesthan
peoplein Western, industrial countries. Why? Because Third World
nations are characterized by such afflictions as animism, Hinduism,
Buddhism, Islam, and imported Western socialism. Socialism came
early to these nations during their period of Westernization, not a
century after free market economics created a massive capital base,
aswas the case in the industrial West. The oil-rich Muslem nations
are exceptions to the rule regarding paganism, but their wealth is
dependent upon the productivity of the West, which has discovered
valuable uses for oil. Japan also has escaped the economic curses of
paganism by imitating Western law and western technology. The
Japanese have al so adopted aWestern, linear view of time, aswell as
Western doctrines of thrift and hard, smart work. Japan has adopted
aProtestant ethic without adopting Protestant theol ogy. Theresult has
been rising per capita wealth. China after 1978 imitated Japan, with
similar economic results.

Humanism is steadily eroding the capital base of the West, and if
State regulation of the economy continuesto be enforced by Western
civil governments, then the West will eventually become poor by
comparison to Asia. But, in terms of external law, the legal codes of
Western nations are still closer to biblical law than the law codes of
Third World nations are. So is Western humanism’s view of linear
time. The difference can be seen by comparing mortality tables of
various societies.
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Conclusion

Why dowe seethewicked prosper? Thisquestion bothered Asaph.
It bothers most covenant-keeping people at some point in their lives.
There has to be an explanation that is consistent with what the Bible
teaches about historical cause and effect.

Deuteronomy 8 presents a five-stage theory of history: from pov-
erty to wealth to either poverty or greater wealth. Some wicked peo-
ple prosper in every stage, but the third stage—wealth unto autonomy
— offers the great threat to the continued success of society. Auton-
omy brings the historical wrath of God.

There arevisible signs of asociety that adheresto the principles of
biblical law. One exampleislonger life. The West has enjoyed this
since the at |east mid-nineteenth century, when the social order more
fully adopted biblical principles of private ownership and independ-
ence from the State. Thislonger life span is seenin lower life insur-
ance rates.
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FAMISHED SOULSAND
EMPTY PURSES

The LORD will not suffer the soul of the righteous to famish: but he
casteth away the substance [ cravings] of the wicked (Prov. 10:3).

The tenth chapter of Proverbs begins with a series of contrasts:
wise sons vs. foolish sons (v. 1), ill-gotten wealth vs. righteousness
(v. 2), righteous people vs. wicked people (v. 3), lazy people vs.
industrious people (v. 4). These are not contrasts between people's
capacities for work, or obtaining capital, or their basic intelligence.
These contrasts are ethical.

This proverb isdifficult to trandlate. Older versions (King James,
American Standard) refer to the soul of the righteous; later versions
(Revised Standard, New American Standard, New English Bible)
refer to hunger. “The LORD does not let the righteous go hungry”
(NEB). Is the focus of the passage primarily spiritual or primarily
physical?

Psalm 106 offers parallel ideas and parallel problems of transla-
tion. Speaking of the Israglites in the wilderness, the psalmist says,
“They soon forgot his works; they waited not for his counsel: But
lusted exceedingly in the wilderness and tempted God in the desert
And hegavethemtheir request, but sent leannessinto their soul” (vv.
13-15). The contrast in the language of the King James is between
physical or biological lusts (probably their demand for meat: Num.
11) and spiritual maturity. Problem: the New English Bibletranslates
verse 15 as follows: “He gave them what they asked, but sent a
wasting sickness among them” [margin reading: “in their throats’].

Thelsraeliteshad complained in the wilderness about their lack of
meat. The King JamesV ersion reads asthough their request was spir-
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itual: “. . . but now our soul isdried away.” The New English Bible
trandatesit as. “Now our throats are parched” (Num. 11:6). In other
words, the Hebrew language so closely linksthe human soul and phy-
sical attributes (e.g., throat) that the translators are not agreed con-
cerning the proper focus of concern of the writers.

What presents a difficulty in translation also presents alesson in
biblical theology. The language of Old Testament so intertwined the
spiritual and the physical that we are not always certain which aspect
an author had in mind, or evenif he clearly distinguished thetwo. But
we do know this much: there was a close link in the authors' minds
between spiritual conditionsand external conditions. Thelsraglitesin
the wilderness were given the physical meat that they had requested,
yet they remained spiritually blind. They received meat in theform of
the birds (Num. 11). They continued to grumble against God. Only
Joshuaand Calebwerealowed to enter the promised land (Num. 14).
The contrast is clearly between righteousness and unrighteousness,
between trusting in God and complaining to God. Y et the language
of theoriginal request, which was unquestionably ademand for phys-
ical meat, can be translated so as to make the request appear to be a
spiritual quest, “our soul isdried away” (King James).

Once we understand how closely they linked body and soul, we
beginto understand the contrastsin Proverbs. Righteousnessislinked
with prosperity, while unrighteousness is linked with poverty. A
man’ s spiritual condition is understood as having predictable (statis-
tically significant) consequencesfor hisexternal economic situation.
Few biblical doctrines are more resented by humanists and socialists
thanthisone. It meansthat men are responsible before God and other
men for their overall success or failure.

Godwill not starveamanwhoisethically subordinateto Him. The
hunger that godly men experience, both spiritual and physical, will be
satisfied by God. Covenant-keepers can be confident in God. They
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can go about their daily tasks knowing that God will sustain them.
This confidence encourages them to organize their lives according to
biblical law, since they need not fear that temporary setbacks will
bury them or destroy the long-term effects of their work.

In contrast, the unrighteous are told that God will thwart their
desires and plans. Either they will fail, in time and on earth, or else
the capital they accumulate will eventualy be transferred to the
righteous (Prov. 13:22).* They may work hard, build a capital base,
and attempt to extend their dominion acrossthe face of the earth, but
they and their heirs will not achieve their covenant-breaking goals.

It is not that God casts away their substance — their capital base —
as implied by the trandation of the King James. He transfers it,
putting it to uses different from those planned by the origina
developers. What iscast away istheir desires. They may well achieve
their goals in terms of building up a capital base; what is promised
here isthat their desires will not be achieved.

The Bible affirms the temporal efficacy of hard work, thrift, and
the other personal disciplines that we associate with the phrase, “the
Protestant ethic.” But these virtues are not sufficient to produce the
results hoped for by thewicked. In thelanguage of the economist, the
Protestant ethic is “necessary but not sufficient” for long-term
economic growth. This ethic must be sustained by the theology that
created it. It is not an autonomous ethic that can be effectively adop-
ted, long term, by any and all cultures, because covenant-breaking
cultures cannot sustain this ethic indefinitely. They will either aban-
don it or else adopt the confession of faith that undergirdsit.?

This proverb therefore gives confidence to the righteous and

1. Chapter 40.

2. Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace: The Biblical Basis of Progress
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 6.
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hopelessness for the wicked. By affirming hope for the righteous,
God provides His people with the attitude of victory that is so neces-
sary in any long-term program of dominion. By affirming despair for
theunrighteous, God al so strengthensHis people. Thereisboth apos-
itive and a negative aspect to the dominion covenant: “we win; they
lose.” We are “programmed” for victory. God’s enemies are “ prog-
rammed” for defeat.

Conclusion
The righteous man receives a two-fold feeding: spiritual and
physical. The Hebrews did not separate the two realms. The wicked
man also is dealt with in a two-fold manner. Both his soul and his
purse become lean (Hag. 1:6). Two-fold feeding and two-fold starv-
ing: this is the underlying theory of economic development in the
Proverbs.
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SLACK HANDSAND
EMPTY PURSES

He becometh poor that deal eth with a slack hand: but the hand of the
diligent maketh rich (Prov. 10:4).

The Bible is quite clear about a major cause of personal poverty:
a person’s unwillingness to work. Proverbs returns to this theme
repeatedly. The cause-and-effect rel ati onship between slack hands' or
folded hands and poverty isreal, the Bible says. He who would avoid
poverty must work diligently.

The Bible does not teach that poor people are always lazy. The
Book of Ruth makesit plain that Ruth was a righteous woman, but
she was poor. She had to glean for aliving, indicating that she was
extremely poor (Ruth 2). Gleaning was hard, low-paying work. No
onedid it who had aregular job. Gleaning wasaform of welfare, but
it required hard work (Lev. 19:10; Deut. 24:21).? She was faithful —
so committed to her mother-in-law that she was willing to leave her
nation and journey to Israel to live. But it should be noted that Ruth
did not remain poor. God delivered her into wealth through marriage
to a generous wealthy man, Boaz (Ruth 4).

Similarly, the Book of Job teaches that poverty can come upon a

1. Sometimes the Hebrew word is tranglated as “ deceit” (Job 13:7; Job 27:4;
Psalms 32:2; 52:2).

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion; An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginiaz Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc.,[1999] 2003), ch. 61; North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 11; Cf. North, Boun-
dariesand Dominion: The Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harris-
onburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 11.
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man despite his high moral character. The mistake of the first three
of Job’s four “comforters” was in concluding that God must have
been visiting judgment upon him because of somesin on hispart (Job
4:7-9). They understood the usual relationship between immorality
and persona poverty; they failed to understand the sovereignty of
God in His departure from this normal pattern in unusual circum-
stances. Again, it must be borne in mind that Job was subsequently
delivered by God and elevated to an even higher position of wealth
and status (42:12).2 He was not called upon to remain in poverty,
although God made it clear to Job that it was well within God's
sovereign right to cast Job down and keep him down, had it suited
Him.

The slack hand reflects a moral weakness on the part of the lazy
person. God calls men to work hard in order to exercise dominion.
Man’s work has been cursed ever since Adam’s Fall, but it is till
man’ s moral responsibility to labor, to attempt to overcome progres-
sively the external effects of the curse. How? Through moral behav-
ior, which includes hard work. A man’s character isreflected in his
attitude toward work. A man who isunwilling to work long and hard
isnot to be regarded as a paragon of biblical virtue.

Slack hands produce poverty. The cause-and-effect relationship
between dack hands and poverty mirrors the relationship between
diligenceandriches. Thisproverb appeal sdirectlyto men’ seconomic

3. Helost his10 children (Job 1:2, 19). Thetext in Job 42 does not mention this,
but it hints at it. “He had also seven sons and three daughters. And he called the
name of the first, Jemima; and the name of the second, Kezia; and the name of the
third, Keren-happuch. And in all the land were no women found so fair as the
daughtersof Job: andtheir father gavetheminheritanceamongtheir brethren” (Job
42:13-15). Numerically, there was no difference. These daughters were special.
But the other 10 children were dead. He did not have 20 children.
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self-interest. The moral virtue of hard work isan underlying themein
the Bible, but the appeal here (and in most other passages) is not to
morality as such, but rather to the economic fruitsof morality. Itisthe
universal (or nearly universal) desire of men to improve their econo-
mic circumstances. Thisistheunderlying presupposition of thisprov-
erb. Only because there are God-created cause-and-effect relation-
ships between morality and hard work, and between hard work and
wealth, are large numbers of otherwise unconcerned and immoral
men motivated to disciplinethemselvesby means of hardlabor. Their
production blesses themselves and their families, and it also blesses
thosewho benefit through peaceful tradewith them. Per capitawealth
of many people is thereby increased.

In sharp contrast to the thesis of socialistic “liberation theology,”
God is not on the side of the poor as such. He is on the side of the
righteous, including the righteous poor. Most of al, Heisonthe side
of Hisownword, which setsforth the moral and occupational criteria
for escaping poverty. Poverty isto be shunned, just asimmorality is
to be shunned. Wealth isalegitimate goal and areward for shunning
immorality in one’' s occupation. More than any other specified cause
of poverty, the Bible singles out morally dissipated living, whose
chief occupational manifestation is slack hands.

Manual Labor

The contrast between lazy and diligent is not a contrast between
manual labor and intellectual labor. Solomon, who compiled these
proverbs (10:1), and who spoke 3,000 proverbs altogether (I Kings
10:32), was obviously not a manual laborer, nor did God or men
expect himto be. Hisreputation asawisejudge wasworld renowned,
even among kings (I Kings 4:34). This brought glory to God, for by
upholding the law of God, a nation builds afoundation of long-term
prosperity, and thisin turn elevates God' s reputation throughout the
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world (Deut. 4:5-8).* Rendering godly judgment in any occupationis
as important ajob as manual |abor.

Nevertheless, God has called most men throughout history to be
manual laborers. Not until the advent of the later phases of the
Industrial Revolution, in the mid-twentieth century, was the capital
base of northern Europe and the United States able to sustain a
majority of working people in occupations that did not require hard
physical labor. Until this period, the socia division of labor between
manual labor andintellectual labor had always been weighted heavily
on the side of manual |abor.

Output had always been low for most manual 1aborers because of
the lack of capital, including intellectual and entrepreneurial capital.
Per capita productivity did not permit the average family to store up
alarge quantity of surplus products beyond basic survival needs. So,
therewaslittleto offer intrade. Pre-industrial society was not suffic-
iently productiveto permit large numbers of intellectual workersand
professional tradesmen to exercisetheir callings. Low output per cap-
ita kept supplies of surplus goods low, so the division of labor was
retarded.

Toolsin Hand

Of course, we can also look at per capita productivity from the
demand side. Until the laws and ethics of the West sanctioned non-
manual, non-agricultural labor as alegitimate calling for the masses,
and until the West’ sfavorable outlook toward trade, money-lending,
and entrepreneurship encouraged the devel opment of alarge number
of non-manual laborers, the per capita productivity of the masses
remained low. Because most workers could afford to buy only simple
tools, and could sell into only minimally developed markets, only a

4. North, Inheritance and Dominion, ch. 8.
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few of them could increasetheir per capita productivity over thelong
haul. Until they had an opportunity to buy the mass-produced, price-
competitive consumer and capital goods and servicesof urban, indus-
trial civilization, they had only mere survival astheir primary incen-
tiveto sacrifice present incomefor the sake of increasing their capital
base of tools and education. Tools and education are the primary
means of increasing productivity in asociety aready marked by long
hours of hard work. In non-industrialized societies, once agricultural
laborers have produced a sufficient number of goods to insure their
survival for one more season, they generally reduce their work hours
and their rate of savings, thereby reducing their ability to trade with
non-agricultural workers. They prefer leisureto greater wealth. They
count leisure as wealth, which it is. But it does not compound.

It was the so-called “Protestant ethic” of the West that enabled
society to build up its capital base and simultaneously encourage the
development of an extensivedivision of labor. Theeffectsof thisnew
world-and-life view were comprehensive. The entire civilization of
Protestantism wastransformed. Thisiswhat the Bibleteachesmento
expect. A shift in a civilization's theology has implications far
beyond the confines of the sanctuary and the study.

Several of the medieval monastic orders displayed this same work
ethic. The Cistercians and Benedictines are good examples. Monks
took individual vows of poverty, worked long hours, consumed very
little, invented new agricultural tools, increased output, and sold at
low prices. The monasteries made great profits, which they re-
invested. Theseordersgrew rich. Then, every few centuries, they had
to be reformed to restore them to their original spirituality, which
rested on vows of poverty and celibacy.

Under Protestantism, especially Calvinism, but also Methodism,
anew ethical outlook spread to the general population of Northern
Europe. It affirmed that what the medieval sacerdotal orders had
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experienced — economic growth —is legitimate for all God-fearing,
God-obeying people and societies.

Conclusion

Laziness produces poverty. Thisisacontinuing themein the Book
of Proverbs. Lazinessis a manifestation of moral weakness.

Thisproverb appeal sto personal self-interest: visiblesuccess. This
isapositive sanction. But more fundamental isthe means of success:
righteousness. God is on the side of the righteous. He shows this by
blessing them for obedience.

Manual labor isrigorous. Mental labor can be rigorous. The con-
trast is not between categories of labor but rather qualities of labor.

What we call the Protestant ethic was basic to the coming of the
Industrial Revolution and its high output. Max Weber was correct in
1905.> This view has been denied by many scholars. Their bias
against covenant-breaking religion as a cause of poverty is balanced
only by their hostility to the idea of covenant-keeping religion as a
cause of wealth. Either resultindicatesthat religion has consequences
economically. This thought is offensive to modern scholars, who
begin with the assumption of theirrelevance of God except asasocial
delusion.

5. Gary North, “The ‘ Protestant Ethic’ Hypothesis,” The Journal of Christian
Reconstruction, 111 (Summer 1976).
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HARVESTING IN DUE SEASON

He that gathereth in summer is a wise son: but he that sleepeth in
harvest is a son that causeth shame (Prov. 10:5).

Timing is practically everything. Thisis acontinuing message in
the Bible. “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every
purpose under the heaven” (Eccl. 3:1). An overriding concern of the
godly man should be hislack of time. The strength of youth is not to
be wasted. “Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth,
while the evil days come not, nor the years draw nigh, when thou
shalt say, | have no pleasureinthem; whilethe sun, or thelight, or the
moon, or the stars, be not darkened, nor the clouds return after the
rain” (Eccl. 12:1-2). Jesus wordsreflect this same concern: “1 must
work the works of him that sent me, whileit isday: the night cometh
when no man can work” (John 9:4).

Solomon does not say that sleeping iswrong. What he saysisthat
sleeping late during the days of harvest is wrong. The sleeper has
failed to understand the rel ationship between timing and success. He
has assumed that he can rest at his discretion. The Bible says no.
People are to work for six days; they are to rest on the seventh (Ex.
20:10).* The sabbath rest comes at the end of time, when the ethical
battles of life are over. We celebrate the sabbath before the final day
of judgment because we honor ritualy what God has promised
definitively. But Paul’s image of the athletic event, especialy the
race, pointsto the necessity of running fast and hard whiletheraceis
in progress (I Cor. 9:24; Phil. 3:14; see also Heb. 12:1).

The image of the harvest was used by Jesus to motivate His

1. Gary North, The Snai Strategy: Economics and the Ten Commandments
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1986), ch. 4.
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disciples. “Thus saith he unto his disciples, The harvest truly is plen-
teous, but the labourers are few; pray ye therefore the Lord of the
harvest, that he will send forth labourers into the harvest” (Matt. 9:
37-38). The wealth potential of the harvest isenormous. It isso great
that thefew harvestersavailableto do thework areinsufficient, com-
pared to the extent of the crop. In other words, the value of the
laborer’s output is high because of the extensive crop. But time is
short. The burden on the existing harvesters is very heavy, not be-
cause there is an insufficient potential return on their labor, but the
opposite: there is a huge potential return, but also huge potential
waste if the crop is not gathered in due season.

Pacing Our selves

This proverb testifies to the existence of rhythmsin life. A man
must pace himself according to the conditions of the market. No
successful distance runner runs equally fast throughout a long race,
irrespective of the conditions of the course, the distance remaining,
his energy reserves, and the speed of his competitors. Similarly, the
farmer must pace himself in terms of the seasons. There are times
during the year when the pay-off for hard labor is relatively low.
There are times to sit and sharpen scythes, and there are times for
working intensely from dawn to dusk, in order to take advantage of
the brief period of the harvest. A dull scythe will wait another day in
the dead of winter; in due season, the harvest will not. Whatever is
not harvested on time will rot.

Theimagery of the harvest points to an all-or-nothing situation. It
comesonceayear. All thework and capital that has been invested in
order to produceacropis“ontheline’ during the harvest season. The
labor theory of value isincorrect. So is every other cost-of-produc-
tion theory. Just because the labor or capital inputs were valuable at
the time of planting in no way guarantees a profitable return on the
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investment. The unharvested crop isworth only what mulchisworth,
no matter how much capital and labor was invested at the planting.
The person who indulges himself and rests during the harvest throws
away the potential value of the crop. If he slegps, then he has placed
avery high price tag on his slumber — not the value of the capital and
labor over time that he invested, which is gone whether he sleeps or
not, but the value of the crop. He has calculated foolishly, and he
brings shame on hisfather, who is expected to haveinstructed himin
wisdom.

Maximum production is achieved by proper pacing. The person
who treats the whole year as if it were the harvest will deplete his
resourceswithout gaining acontinually high return on hisinvestment.
He will waste his emotional and physical reserves, as well as his
stock of capital. Life does not offer equally high rates of return every
day. What isimportant is performance over an entirelife span. There
isasort of “averagerate of return” for anentirelife. Thisiswhat men
are responsible for.

The man who neglectsthe harvest isafool. Hisinvestment’ srate
of returnistotally dependent on hisability and willingnessto harvest
his crop in due season. The higher the value of the harvested crop, the
higher his average rate of return on his investments over the whole
year. If hefailsto gather the crop during the harvest season, histotal
rate of return drops to zero, and so does his average rate of return. If
the value of the harvest is zero, then the value of the investment is
also zero. Thisisan agricultural application of the universally applic-
able economic doctrine of “sunk costs.”? In the ground, the present
value of the seeds, the fertilizer, and the worn-out equipment is
utterly dependent on the expected future value of the crop. If the crop

2. Gary North, An Introduction to Christian Economics (Nutley, New Jersey:
Craig Press, 1973), ch. 26.
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cannot be harvested, then the invested resources are of zero value.
Thisinvestment isrequired if thereisto be a harvest, but oncein the
ground, it is gone forever.

An analogy isthe college student who works hard throughout the
year, but who sleepsthrough thefinal exam. He hasjust lost a semes-
ter's tuition payments for that course, and he may have lost his
opportunity to return again for the next semester if thispullsdown his
grade point average. Thefailing grade is awarded irrespective of the
amount of effort that the student put into his preparation for the exam,
however important his preparation might have been, had he not slept
through the exam. But the analogy of the harvest is even more stark,
for the sleeping student at least retains some of the information he
learned, even if he fails the final exam. The sleeping harvester has
nothing left except perhaps some tax-reducing written receipts for
labor and capital expended in a missed opportunity.

Oncethe harvest season isover, the formerly sleepy harvester can
do nothing to reap his return. This, of course, is analogous to the
sleep of death. There is an irreversible aspect of time: “. . . it is
appointed unto men once to die but after this the judgment” (Heb.
9:27). Eastern religions often teach the doctrine of reincarnation, a
theology of nearly infinite opportunities over nearly eternal cyclical
time. But the Bible teaches the doctrine of linear time. A lost harvest
isforever lost. A lost life isforever lost. There is “only one life per
customer,” just as there is only one harvest per crop.

Thisexplicitly biblical perspective concerning time has made the
West industrious and hard-working. The concept of linear time made
possible the concept of economic devel opment. Prior to the Protestant
Reformation, and especially the seventeenth-century Puritans, neither
theol ogians nor social philosophers, East or West, believed that long-
term economic growth is possible. Long-term economic growth was
not characteristic of Western culture before Christianity. The rapid
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economic growth of modern times began in Protestant Britain and
spread to Protestant America. It hasbecomeanimported phenomenon
in pagan Third World nations, made possible initialy by an alien
imported worldview and imported capital.

Conclusion

Work requires a sense of timing. There is a time to work hard.
Thereisatimeto work at amore leisurely pace. In times of harvest,
long, hard work is required. He who ignores this will not have suc-
cess. Each person needs to pace himself according to the season.

Time is linear. This outlook is uniquely biblical in origin. The
ideas of creation, Fall, and redemption are presented in alinear fash-
ion. Thisoutlook made possible the concept of compound economic
growth, but only when coupled with the eschatological optimism of
postmillennialism, the view of many seventeenth-century Puritans.
Prior to the Puritans, the concept of linear history did not include the
concept of permanent expansion.

The harvest is an al-or-nothing period. The investments made
during the planting season come to fruition or failure in the harvest.
Thisindicates that the value of the inputs at the time they are put to
use depends on the expected final value of their output. The harvest
isthe output. Thus, to slumber during the harvest iseconomically sui-
cidal. Thelabor theory of value, like every cost-of-production theory,
is refuted by this proverb. The result of slumber at harvest time is
poverty, no matter what expenses were borne during planting.
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VISIBLE BLESSINGS

Blessings are upon the head of the just: but violence covereth the
mouth of the wicked (Prov. 10:6).

When we seetheword “blessing” or “blessed,” we are often deal -
ing with a beatitude. There are numerous beatitudes in the Book of
Proverbs.*

The second half of thisproverb is obscure. The King Jamestrans-
lators contrast violence and blessings. both are visible. Violence
“covers’ the mouth of the wicked, while blessings “cover” the head
of therighteous. But the New American Standard Bibletransatesthe
Hebrew word translated “cover” as “conceals.” The New English
Bible trandatesit as “ choked.”

The meaning of the verb isdebated, but there can be no doubt that
violence is associated with the mouth of the wicked, whether his
mouth concealsiit, is choked by it, or is covered by it. The mouth is
the place where violence lurks. The schemes of the wicked man are
set forth verbally. Eventually, his plans become plain. Thetongueis
compared to an untamed beast that requires a bridle to control it (Ps.
39:1; James 1:26; 3:2).

The righteous man controls his tongue; the unrighteous man does
not. It eventually revealswhat heis. Therighteous man can beidenti-
fied, this proverb tells us. He is known by the blessings on his head.
Obvioudly, thereissomeliterary reference here. Unless someonegoes
around wearing a crown of jurisdiction — and only kings, bishops,
military officers, and police officersare identified in thisway — bles-

1. They are: 3:13; 18, 33; 5:18; 8:32, 34; 11:26; 14:21; 16:20; 20:7; 22:9; 24:
25; 28:14, 20; 29:18. Gary Brady, Heavenly Wisdom: Proverbs simply explained
(Webster, New York: Evangelical Press, 2003), p. 252.
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sings are not literally worn on a person’s head. What is the frame of
reference? Most likely, it isthe oil of anointing. The words of Psalm
23 cometo mind: “Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth
over” (5b). It was God who anointed David. The effects of this
anointing become ever-more visible to his enemies.

The contrast between the righteous man and the unrighteous man,
between the wise man and the fool, is the underlying theme of Prov-
erbs. Thereisaway of wisdom and away of destruction. Those who
travel down each path are eventually distinguishable, in time and on
earth, according to Proverbs. Whatever dwellsin the heart of a man
eventually manifestsitself. But this does not answer these questions:
(1) Why should there be visible blessings and visible cursings? (2)
Why are the differences not limited to visible differencesin people’'s
personal behavior? Thisisthequestion of covenantal sanctions: point
four of the biblical covenant model.

The garden of Eden was to have served as atraining ground for
man. It was a place where Adam could have developed competent
judgment. His skillsasakeeper (protector) and dresser (gardener) of
the garden wereto have becomevisible. Eventually, hewas supposed
to have taken these judgmental skills into the world outside the
garden, in order to subdue it to the glory of God.

The dominion covenant involves visible blessings. The beauty of
the garden was to have been aesthetically more pleasing to man and
God than the natural beauty of the untamed earth. A man’ ssuccessin
exercising dominion was originally planned by God to have outward
manifestations. The very process of developing godly judgment was
a process of understanding and applying God’s standards to every
areaof life. When applied, these standards were to have been visible,
analogousto thevisible goodness of thecreationinresponseto God' s
perfect application of Hisown standards of performance. Thisiswhy
He could evaluate his own workmanship and pronounceit very good
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(Gen. 1:31) 2

Thereareprinciplesof cause and effect in the creation. Righteous-
ness|leadsto blessingsin history, both spiritual (inward) and domini-
cal (outward). The works of the righteous man’s hands are intended
to shine before men, just as his personal behavior is to shine. The
works of arighteous nation (Deut. 4:5-8)° and the church (Matt. 5:
14-16)* are al so to shine before men, calling attention to the superior-
ity of the Bibl€e' s principles of administration (garden keeping) to all
other principles. God did not do sloppy work in His own name when
He created all things. Neither individual s nor nations are to do sloppy
work in the name of God.

How are we to judge performance? By the stated principles of the
worker, and also by the results. The righteous plant bears good fruit.
By their fruits ye shall know them, Christ said (Matt. 7:20).° But the
analogy of the garden should point to the need for visible blessings:
successful performance of the gardening assignment was itself a
reward, namely, a more beautiful environment.

The cause-and-effect universe created by God enables usto judge
the quality of a person’ s performance by the results he achieves. God
seestoit that righteousnessreceives blessings. Theseblessingsareto
serve as visible signs of the covenant, which call forth even more

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas: Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 4.

3. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 8.

4. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginiaa Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 6.

5. 1bid., ch. 18.
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faithful adherence to that covenant: “. . . for it is he that giveth thee
power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he
sware unto thy fathers, asit isthisday” (Deut. 8:18).° Blessings are
given by God to reinforce men’ sgood behavior. Visibleblessingsare
to remind men of the reality of the covenantal foundation of society.
Good behavior isvisible; so are God' s blessings for good behavior.

It may take timefor these visible blessingsto appear. If the mouth
of the unrighteous eventually reveals the kind of character that lies
behind it, why shouldn’t the blessings of the righteous reveal the
character of both theindividual and the God who sovereignly controls
the universe? Why should the power of God not be made manifest to
al, just as the weakness of the unrighteous should be manifested?
Why should we regard it as odd that the rival cause-and-effect prin-
ciples, righteousness vs. unrighteousness, should produce visibly
different results?

In the short run, evil men can be blessed externally, asapreludeto
their destruction (Deut. 8:11-20).” Intheshort run, righteousmen can
experience poverty and external cursings (Job). In the long run, and
in the aggregate (soci ety as such), unrighteousness produces destruc-
tion (Deut. 28:15-68) and righteousness produces visible blessings
(Deut. 28:1-14) .2

Thereisatendency for Christian pietists to recoil in horror to the
ideathat righteousbehavior producesvisibleblessings. Pietistsresent
the biblical teaching that righteousness produces|ong-term affluence
and power, and that ethical rebellion produceslong-term poverty and
weakness. They seewidespread visibleblessingsof God aseither ran-
dom or else as a prelude to God’ s coming judgment.

6. North, Inheritance and Dominion, ch. 21.
7. 1bid., chaps. 21-22.
8. Ibid., ch. 68.
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The biblical doctrine of visible blessings teaches that redeemed
men are given external blessings in order to confirm them in their
faith, so that they may take on additional responsibilities. Pietists
resent thewholeideaof the dominion covenant, of whichthedoctrine
of visible blessings is a part. They prefer to believe that faithful
Christians will be burdened by internal responsibilities only, and
therefore any blessings that God pours out on His people will be
limited to the internal, psychological realm of man’s spirit. They
reject the idea that righteous behavior produces external blessings.
They areevenfurther away from an understanding of God’ sdominion
covenant than a reprobate like Ben Franklin was, for he was still
influenced by the Puritan thought, as he admitted in his autobiog-
raphy.® He could write that “honesty is the best policy,” not because
he believed in the God of the Bible, but because he had seen the
external results of such a God-ordained principle. Modern pietists
look at the wealth that the Protestant ethic has produced, and they
hidetheir eyesin disbelief, hoping to find another explanation. So do
humanists.

Conclusion
The undisciplined tongue tends toward violence. A righteous
person must exercise discipline over what he says. This is another
application of the general themein Proverbs: wisdom vs. foolishness.
There aretwo covenantal paths. Oneisrighteous. The other isnot.
Oneleadstoward dominion. The other leadstoward death. Each path

isvisible. Each has visible consequences.
This proverb opposes sloppy work. A man’s work should reflect

9. He read Cotton Mather’ s Essay to Do Good at the age of 11, he saysin his
autobiography. In aletter to Samuel Mather, 1773, he recounted a meeting he had
with Mather’ s forebear when Franklin was 23.
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his confession. A covenant-keeper’ swork should testify to the relia-
bility of the God of the covenant. This means that there are visible
results of confessions, and these results must reflect the lords of the
rival covenants. If they do not, then one or both of the representatives
are not acting consistently with his professed covenant’ s standards.
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THE STRENGTH OF CAPITAL

The rich man’swealth is his strong city: the destruction of the poor
istheir poverty (Prov. 10:15).

The structure of each proverb in the tenth chapter presents a posi-
tive-negative contrast. First, a benefit or desirable goal is presented.
This benefit islinked to wisdom and righteousness. Then anegative
is presented. This undesirable outcome is said to be the product of
foolishness or wickedness.

When Solomon speaks here of therich man, thereisno suggestion
that the rich manisin any way morally compromised. The reference
tohimisinthefirst half of thisproverb. Thus, it would be misleading
to conclude that there is anything innately objectionable either to
riches or to theideathat the rich man’ s wealth does serve asameans
of safety for him.

Conversdly, there is nothing said in favor of poverty. The poor
man’ s condition is not desirable. His poverty constitutes his destruc-
tion. Heisunableto place much confidencein hisexternal condition.
He has no high wall.

The question then arises: Why are riches referred to elsewherein
the Bible as a snare, atemptation? And why are poor people singled
out repeatedly as being blessed by God? If this proverb is true, then
what information are we missing in order to make sense out of all the
other verses that seem to teach the opposite?

ToBeAsGod

Man'’s premier temptation isto be as God (Gen. 3:5). Successful
men look at their condition in life, and they make afalse conclusion,
namely, that the work of their hands is responsible for al that they
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possess. This temptation clearly is greater in the life and experience
of arich man. The poor man may prefer not to take credit for hisim-
poverished condition. The rich man is proud of what his efforts sup-
posedly have produced (Deut. 8:17).

The danger to the successful person isthat he beginsto regard his
“wall” asan autonomous source of protection for him. Likethewalls
that surrounded ancient cities, the rich man’s wall may appear to be
nearly impervious to attack. His enemies are outside the gates; they
cannot bring him down.

In contrast, the poor man sees his poverty and recognizes that he
isaready destroyed. What the rich man fears, the poor man is exper-
iencing. He islesstempted to place histrust in his environment. His
environment has already proven to be aweak source of defense. He
isunlikely to place much confidenceiniit.

Isit an advantage to have a protecting wall? Most certainly. The
fact that Jericho’s wall did not withstand the blast of God did not
mean that Israel wasto build citieswithout walls or to tear down the
wallsthat existed when the Canaaniteswere destroyed. The people of
Jerusalem were supposed to keep the walls in repair. Under Nehe-
miah, the people of Jerusalem began the reconstruction of the wall,
which had been broken by Babylon (Neh. 2:17-18).

What good doesawall do? It forces an enemy to think twice about
the cost of attacking astronghold. The defendershavetimeto prepare
a defense against the onslaught of enemy forces. The capital invest-
ment inthewall servesasasource of security later on, when troubles
and dangers appear. A wall is a standing testimony to the future-
orientation of the builders. They cared enough to sacrifice present
consumption expenditures in order to defend themselves and their

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 21.
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heirs from attack.

A wall is an admission that an unexpected event can overturn a
city’s plans. It is a testimony to the power of the unexpected. The
same is true of riches. Capital in the form of cash or other readily
negotiabl e assets can be used to defend a business during hard times,
or to buy legal advice, or to establish anew businesswhen conditions
change. The “high wall” of wealth is a barricade against hard times.
It protects the rich man from disasters that would bankrupt a poor
man, causing him to sell himself into slavery or to go deeply into
debit.

The truly rich man is a man with net assets. He has little or no
debt. Hiscapital ishisown. Itisnot awall withaholeinit, asheavily
indebted capital is. He is not on the verge of poverty. The market
normally cannot bring him to his knees, making him destitute.

Wallscan bebreached. Destruction can cometo all men, including
the rich. But the rich man has a barrier that the poor man does not
possess. The higher the wall, the more difficult it is for enemiesto
scaleit. Therich man hasahigh wall. Heisnot easily overrun by his
enemies.

Conclusion

This is the description of a desirable condition. All men want
safety. All men fear the coming of destruction — the defensel ess con-
dition of the poor man. Thus, one of the blessings of covenantal faith-
fulnessiswealth: capital resourcesthat reflect economically the spir-
itually protected status of the redeemed man. The outward condition
of the man who is blessed by God ideally reflects hisinward, eternal
condition.
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JUST WAGES

The labour of the righteous tendeth to life: the fruit of the wicked to
sin (Prov. 10:16).

The contrast between righteousness and wickedness continues.
This proverb informs us of two types of wages: life and punishment.
The righteous man sells his labor services for a wage: life. This
proverb confirmsthe teaching of the commandment to honor parents
in order to attain long life (Ex. 20:12).! Long lifeisauniversally pur-
sued earthly goal. In contrast, the wicked man’s income is punish-
ment (“sin” in the KJV). There is a predictable correspondence
between each type of behavior and its appropriate reward.

The relationship between ethics and economics is obvious. God
declares certain actions righteous and otherswicked. Thereislifefor
those who act righteously, but people who defy God and pursue
wickedness are punished. The context of this proverb does not sug-
gest an exclusively heavenly reward. The preliminary manifestation
of eternal wagesistemporal.

Paul’ swords parallel this proverb: “Thewages of sinisdeath; but
the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom.
6:23). His focus was more clearly that of the final judgment. But
numerous proverbs makeit plain that earthly affairs are indicative of
the eternal condition that each person can expect. Thereisaprelimin-
ary reward system that reveals, however imperfectly, the spiritual
status of society’ s members.

This contrast between the two forms of wages refutes what was
once known as the labor theory of value. The classical economists

1. Gary North, The Snai Strategy: Economics and the Ten Commandments
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1986), ch. 5.
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from Adam Smith through John Stuart Mill, including Karl Marx,
relied on some version of this theory of value. They assumed that
human labor expended in productionisthebasisof market value. The
more labor that is used to manufacture a product, the higher its
market price.

Many unsolvable problemswere produced by theintellectual |abor
of those who held this theory. Why is it more profitable to invest in
capital in a leisure-oriented industrial nation than in sub-Sahara
Africa, wherethereis so much human labor available at cheap wages
to add to the production process? Why isarandomly discovered dia-
mond mine or gold mine so valuable, compared to years of labor
devoted to the development of a perpetual motion machine? Event-
ually, no matter how much time and effort its defenders spent on it —
and Marx’s second and third volumes of Das Kapital (published
posthumously) are lasting monuments to just how much labor they
expended — the market value of thisidea continued to fall.

Beginning in the early 1870’ s, there appeared an unconnected trio
of economists, subsequently called neoclassical economists,> who
argued that the market value of |abor is dependent upon the market
value of labor’ s output. The production of aheavily demanded prod-
uct or service that requires a highly specialized type of labor (e.g.,
brain surgery) will highly reward those who possess the particular
skill or resourcesinvolved. The high pricethat consumersarewilling
and able to pay will tend to lure other laborersinto the labor market
for this particular service. It istherefore not labor that givesvalueto
the product, neoclassical economists argued, but market demand by
consumers. In other words, consumers' subjective preferences and
objective purchases are economically authoritative in the market-

2. Carl Menger (Austria), Léon Walras (Switzerland), and William Stanley Jev-
ons (England).
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place. Their preferences, reveal ed through market competition, create
an objectively determined market value (price) for products and
therefore for both labor and land (resource) inputsthat produce these
products.

Two forms of labor may be expended on a particular task by two
different people. Their physically measurable labor may be close to
identical. Therighteous man in someinstances may receive the same
money wage as the wicked man, yet God rewards them differently in
eternity. But can their earthly wages differ? The Bible says yes. So
does economic theory.

How can this be? Doesn’t the free market pay equal wages for
equal work? No. It pays equal wages for equal net value, after costs,
produced by the workers. A lawless man is a higher-risk employee.
The employer wants hard-working peoplewho are honest and predic-
table on the job. He wants people with good reputationsin the com-
munity. He wants people who will stay with the company for many
years. The physically measurable daily labor output of two workers
may be the same, but the net value of each man’s output to the emp-
loyer (and therefore to the consumer) may be very different in the
long run. Their wages today may reflect this difference.

TheBible' sperspectiveiseven more subtle. Thereismoreto eco-
nomic rewards than the market’s rewards. There is aso the sover-
eignty of God. Oursis a personal universe created and sustained by
apersona God. He brings glory to Himself by rewarding those who
abide by Hiscommandments and who thereby bring honor to Him. In
the aggregate, righteous men buy themselves longer life spans? It is
God, not the market, who enables them to exercise dominion, on
average, longer than the wicked can.

3. Chapter 19.
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Conclusion

Earthly rewards reflect the spiritual kingdom for which a person
labors: two different kingdoms, two types of reward. Thus, there are
limits to the market as an institutional source of rewards for produc-
tive service. God sees men's hearts, and He rewards them accord-
ingly, although the market is one factor in the distribution of these
rewards, since God does not bless or punish men in an historical or
institutional vacuum.

Menwho work hard for the kingdom of God, honoring God’ slaws
and proclaiming His righteousness, receive more valuable rewards
than drunkards who rob, pillage, and die young. The external earthly
rewards of most citizens will reflect, in the long run, their ethical
condition, because their ethical condition regulates their economic
performance. The more closely the socia institutions of a society
conform to those specified in the Bible, the more predictable the
visible relationship will be between ethics and income.
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LEGITIMATE RICHES

The blessing of the LORD, it maketh rich, and he addeth no sorrow
with it (Prov. 10:22).

Tobegin, the Hebrew word translated hereas“rich” meansexactly
what it means in English: accumulation. The context in earlier pas-
sages where the word appearsis clear: wealth.

That | will not take from a thread even to a shoelatchet, and that |
will not take any thing that is thine, lest thou shouldest say, | have
made Abram rich (Gen. 14:23).

The LORD maketh poor, and maketh rich: he bringeth low, and lift-
eth up (I Sam. 2:7).

Be not thou afraid when one is made rich, when the glory of his
house is increased; For when he dieth he shall carry nothing away:
his glory shall not descend after him (Ps. 49:16-17).

He becometh poor that deal eth with aslack hand: but the hand of the
diligent maketh rich (Prov. 10:4).*

It would be incorrect to interpret this proverb as dealing with
spiritual richesin contrast to assetseasily exchanged inamarket. The
kinds of riches here are marketable riches. A person could put a“for
sale’ sign on them.

The tip-off is the second part of the promise: “. . . he addeth no
sorrow with it.” Why should Solomon have added this? Because in

1. Chapter 21.
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many passagesin the Bible, riches are associated with negative sanc-
tionsand sorrow. Solomon heredistinguishesrichesasblessingsfrom
riches as cursings. Thisis an important passage. It makes clear that
riches as covenantal blessings are not to be regarded as a liability.
They are not Trojan horses with sorrow hidden inside.

The spiritually wise man understands that riches increase one's
personal responsibility. Jesus taught this clearly.

And that servant, which knew hislord’ swill, and prepared not him-
self, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many
stripes. But he that knew not, and did commit things worthy of
stripes, shall be beaten with few stripes. For unto whomsoever much
isgiven, of him shall be much required: and to whom men have com-
mitted much, of him they will ask the more (Luke 12:47-48).?

There is an inescapabl e burden associated with riches. stewardship.
Every asset’s owner is legaly God' s agent and is therefore respon-
sibleto God for its administration (Luke 19:12-15) .2

Solomon says that when riches come from God in the form of a
blessing —apositive covenantal sanction —there isno negative sanc-
tion attached toit, i.e., sorrow, but there isadded responsibility. This
is an inescapabl e aspect of stewardship. This responsibility is not a
threat to the covenant-keeper. The covenant-keeper sees an increase
in hisresponsibility asamotivation to extend God’ sdominionin his-
tory. Thisis an honor, not a curse. It is a reason to rejoice, not shed
tears. To use amilitary example, it isthe equivalent of a promotion.
The threat to a military career is areduction of rank due to incom-

2. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 28.

3. Ibid., ch. 46.
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petence or disobedience to lawful authority. Y et areduction in rank
isareduction in responsibility.

Covenant Sanctions
The Mosaic law affirmed the existence of a predictable relation-
ship between covenantal faithfulness and external blessings.

And it shall come to pass, if thou shalt hearken diligently unto the
voice of the LORD thy God, to observe and to do all his command-
ments which | command thee this day, that the LORD thy God will
set theeon high aboveall nationsof the earth: And all theseblessings
shall come on thee, and overtake thee, if thou shalt hearken unto the
voice of the LORD thy God (Deut. 28:1-2).*

These are covenantal blessings. They are evidence of God’ sfaith-
fulness to His covenant people. He extends their dominion through
blessings of various kinds, which arelisted in the passage. These are
visible blessings. The Hebrew word translated as “blessings’ in
Deuteronomy 28:2 is the same Hebrew word in Proverbs 10:22.

Thispassage makesit inescapably clear that wealth isacovenantal
blessing of God. Thisdoes not mean that it cannot be used by God as
alureinto personal disaster. In Proverbs, there are numerous passages
that say specifically that God uses wealth asa snare to trap covenant-
breakers.

So, the presence of wealth in a person’s possession is not, in and
of itself, asignthat God |ooksfavorably onthe owner’ sefforts. When
wealth isaccompanied with apublic profession of faith in the God of
the Bible and also by outward conformity to God’s Bible-revealed

4. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.
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law, wealth can safely be presumed by the owner and those around
him to be alegitimate blessing from God.

Hostility to Wealth

Within every civilization, there are people who pursue weal th fan-
atically. There are other people who scorn wealth universally. Both
outlooks are marks of covenant-breaking. This proverb tells us that
wealth is not random. God directs the flow of wealth. He does so
within the context of binding covenant oaths under His authority.
“But thou shalt remember the LORD thy God: for it is hethat giveth
thee power to get wealth, that he may establish hiscovenant which he
sware unto thy fathers, asitisthisday” (Deut. 8:18).> He does so out-
side His covenant.

Thus saith the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand |
have holden, to subdue nations before him; and | will loose theloins
of kings, to open before him thetwo leaved gates; and the gates shall
not be shut; | will go before thee, and make the crooked places
straight: | will break in pieces the gates of brass, and cut in sunder
the bars of iron: And | will give thee the treasures of darkness, and
hidden riches of secret places, that thou mayest know that I, the
LORD, which call thee by thy name, am the God of Israel. For Jacob
my servant’s sake, and Israel mine elect, | have even called thee by
thy name: | have surnamed thee, though thou hast not known me (Isa.
45:1-4).

Solomon aso warns:. “Riches profit not in the day of wrath: but
righteousnessdelivereth from death” (11:4).°“Therich man’ swealth

5. Ibid., ch. 21.
6. Chapter 30.
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is his strong city, and as an high wall in his own conceit” (18:11).’

So, wealth must be seen within the context of the biblical coven-
ant: confession and obedience. When it is the product of covenantal
obedience, it islegitimate.

Conclusion
Riches can come without sorrow. They are tools of dominion.
They enable the steward-owner to accomplish more for God' s king-
dom, which iswhy heis held responsible for exercising greater res-
ponsibility (Luke12:47-48). Toimaginethat wealth necessarily prod-
uces sorrow and should therefore be avoided is the equivalent of
arguing that responsibility produces sorrow and should therefore be
avoided. This is the belief of pietists everywhere. They resent any
suggestion that the domain of responsibility is as broad and deep as
the domain of Satan, the squatter. They seek to limit their responsi-
bility. One manifestation of this attempt isto decry wealth as univer-

sally unholy. Solomon thought otherwise.

7. Chapter 53.
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A MATTER OF INHERITANCE

The fear of the wicked, it shall come upon him: but the desire of the
righteousshall be granted. Asthewhirlwind passeth, soisthewicked
no more: but the righteous is an everlasting foundation (Prov. 10:
24-25).

Hereisthefamiliar contrast between the covenant-breaker and the
covenant-keeper. Here also isadiscussion of sanctions. Each coven-
antal agent has his appropriate sanctions.

We begin with the fear of the wicked. The wicked person has a
dominant fear. Of course, he has more than one, but this proverb
speaks of fear in the singular. This fear is a constant concern in his
life. This proverb says that this dominant fear will come upon him.
That which he hasfeared most will arrivein hislife. That with which
he has been obsessed will overtake him. He has hoped to avoid it
somehow, but he will fail. God will thwart his plans to escape his
fear.

This proverb does not mention the fact that most fears of most
people never materialize. They worry, yet this emotional drain is
wasted. Jesus said: “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his
righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you. Take
therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take
thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil
thereof” (Matt. 6:33-34).!

Itiswith thisfact of life asabackdrop that this proverb’ swarning
gains its sharpness. The covenant-breaker is not living in an imper-

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 15.
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sonal universe operating in terms of a dialectical conflict between
statistical randomness and unbreakable natural law. Heislivingin a
universe governed by cosmic personalism.?

| am the LORD, and thereis none el se, thereis no God beside me: |
girded thee, though thou hast not known me: That they may know
from the rising of the sun, and from the west, that there is none
beside me. | am the LORD, and there is none else. | form the light,
and create darkness: | make peace, and create evil: | the LORD do al
these things. Drop down, ye heavens, from above, and | et the skies
pour down righteousness: | et the earth open, and let them bring forth
salvation, and let righteousness spring up together; | the LORD have
created it (Isa. 45:5-8).

Thesinner isknown by God and identified accurately asan enemy
of God. God has structured His universe to operatein terms of acov-
enantal, ethics-based system of causation. The sinner will be found
out. His constant fear will eventually come upon him.

This condition of vulnerability is contrasted with the condition of
the covenant-keeper. The covenant-keeper also lives in a world of
cosmic personalism. The covenantal structure of cause and effect
imposessanctionsin history.? Thesanctionsfor covenant-keeping are
positive. So, the desire of the righteous shall be granted. Again, this
proverb identifiesasingle concern: desire, in contrast to fear. Thisis
the defining desire of the covenant-keeper, in contrast to the defining
fear of the covenant-breaker. Jesus identified what should be the
defining desire of the covenant-keeper: to seek first the kingdom of

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas: Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.

3. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Ty-
ler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 4.
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God and hisrighteousness. “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and
ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you” (Matt. 7:7).*
This had been Solomon’ s experience. He had adesire. He asked God
to fulfill it. “ Give me now wisdom and knowledge, that | may go out
and come in before this people: for who can judge this thy people,
that isso great?’ (11 Chron. 1:10).

And God said to Solomon, Because thiswas in thine heart, and thou
hast not asked riches, wealth, or honour, nor the life of thine ene-
mies, neither yet hast asked long life; but hast asked wisdom and
knowledgefor thyself, that thou mayest judge my people, over whom
I have made thee king: Wisdom and knowledgeis granted unto thee;
and | will give theeriches, and wealth, and honour, such as none of
the kings have had that have been before thee, neither shall there any
after thee have the like (11 Chron. 1:11-12).

Time and Eternity

Thesecond, connected, proverb contraststherespectiveconditions
of the covenant-breaker and covenant-keeper. “As the whirlwind
passeth, so isthe wicked no more: but the righteousis an everlasting
foundation.”

Theimage of thewhirlwind isgraphic. A tornado or itsequivalent
rolls through a community, leaving devastation in its wake. A few
minutesbefore, there were homes, orchards, and storage buildings. In
abrief period, these are all gone. The labor of many people’'s hands
over long periods was invested for the sake of future gains. They
invested time and raw materials. They sacrificed. Then, inafew min-
utes, the whirlwind levels all of these dreams. The investments are

4. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 16.
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now of greatly reduced value. They may be negative: the cost of haul-
ingaway thedebris. Thisisthe condition of the covenant-breaker. His
future islittle more than a pile of rubble. Whatever he built will be
blown away. His efforts will leave no trace.

In contrast is the covenant-keeper. He is said to be a foundation.
This foundation is anchored in eternity. The word can be trand ated
“bottom.” It meanswhat it doesin English. “ Sowill | break down the
wall that ye have daubed with untempered morter, and bring it down
to theground, so that thefoundation thereof shall be discovered, and
it shall fall, and ye shall be consumed in the midst thereof: and ye
shall know that | anthe LORD” (Ezek. 13:14). In God' swrath, noth-
ing remains of a structure, but a covenant-keeper’s foundation is
eternal. The image here is of a collapsed wall. So, the passage is
pointing, not to a person, but to a person’s efforts in history. The
covenant-keeper’ sefforts are secure. Hewill leave morethan atrace.
Hiswork will serve as the starting point for successors.

Thiswork will be everlasting. Thisis the same word that is used
in apassage describing God' s covenant with mankind through Noah.
“ And the bow shall bein the cloud; and I will look upon it, that | may
remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living
creature of all flesh that isupon the earth” (Gen. 9:16). It will extend
down through the ages.

Conclusion

The sanctions are imposed by God in history. These sanctions are
positive and negative. Positive sanctions are the fulfillment of a per-
son’ sdesire and the guaranteed extension of hislegacy through time.
Negative sanctions are the advent of a person’s greatest fear in life
and the obliteration of his work down through time. It is the differ-
ence between establishing and cutting off.

Ultimately, thedistinctionisamatter of inheritance, thefifth point
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of thebiblical covenant model.> The sanctions have opposite effects:
the destruction of aperson’ sinheritance and the extension of inherit-
ance through time.

5. Sutton, That You May Prosper, ch. 5.
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UNRELIABLE SUBORDINATES

Asvinegar to the teeth, and as smoke to the eyes, so isthe sluggard
to them that send him (Prov. 10:26).

This proverb deals with the issue of the delegation of authority.
There is hierarchy in human institutions. Hierarchy is part of the
structure of God's covenant.*

The division of labor is mandatory for the extension of God’'s
kingdom in history. “Two are better than one; because they have a
good reward for their labour” (Eccl. 4:9). This division of labor is
both horizontal and vertical. We rely on those around us to provide
what we want when we want it at a price we are able to pay. These
people are outside our control. We must persuade them because we
cannot command them. We aso rely on people who are under us if
wework in ahierarchical organization. These people to some degree
are under our control. Economic progress is accompanied by the
growth in the number of such organizations.

A Lack of Omniscience and Omnipotence

Men are not omniscient. We cannot see what is going on beyond
avery limited view. We must trust othersto provide them with accur-
ate information. We can buy information from outside the organiza-
tion. We can also obtain information from within the organization.
Thisinvolvestheclassifying, identifying, collecting, selecting, evalu-
ating, and packaging of information, so that those above and below
inthe chain of command can make effective decisionsthat enablethe

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed.
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 2.
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organization to fulfill its goals.

Beyond the assembling of information thereisexecution. Men are
not omnipotent. They cannot force peopleto do exactly what they say.
In every organization, there are tasks assigned to specific people by
those who are higher in the chain of command. In agovernment bur-
eaucracy, the funding is collected by legal force at the top of the
pyramid. The money and authority are allocated downward. It is a
top-down system. In contrast is the profit-seeking privately owned
organization. Here, top decision-making is confined to budgeting,
developing general guidelines, and establishing success indicators,
i.e., standards of performance. Initiative in executing the plan lies at
the bottom. It is a bottom-up system with respect to execution of the
plan.?

Relying on Subordinates

Those higher in the chain of command become dependent onindi-
vidualsat lower levels. Everyoneinthe middle hastwo sets of depen-
dents: those higher and those lower. Those high in the operation rely
on subordinates to execute plans: applying general plans to specific
situations, i.e., areconciliation of the one and the many. Thisin turn
requires adegree of initiative by the plan’ simplementers. It involves
personal responsibility. Others in the organization are dependent in
the organization of the smooth, integrated, predictable fulfillment of
assignments.

Those who are lower in the chain of command require guidance
from those abovethem. Thoseabovethem arein charge of explaining
the general rulesto those below. Lower-level employeesalso require
budgeted assets in order to fulfill their assignments. This demands

2. Onthe differences between these two organizational models, see Ludwig von
Mises, Bureaucracy (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1944).
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attention to details and also leadership abilities. It is not enough to
give orders. There must be follow-up.

In every organization there are go-getters and sluggards. The goal
of the organization’ sdirectorsisto hiremore of the former and fewer
of thelatter. The sluggardsrequire nagging in order to persuade them
to do threethings:. (1) do what they said they would do; (2) do it with
the assets allocated; (3) do it on time. They may also require other
forms of negative sanctions.

Sluggards reduce the efficiency of the organization that employs
them. Too much time and energy must be expended to get sluggards
to perform at minimal standards. Those highin the chain of command
who become dependent on sluggards must constantly interveneto get
the sluggards to do their jobs well. Those higher up have their own
operations at risk at all times. Sluggards increase thisrisk. They are
like fools. “He that sendeth a message by the hand of afool cutteth
off the feet, and drinketh damage” (Prov. 26:6).

Conclusion

The sluggard is an annoyance both to those above and below him.
This proverb mentions only those above him. They are in charge.
They will take the blame if the sluggard fails to deliver the specified
goods or services on time and within his budget. Those below him
will also suffer from hislack of attention to hisassignment. They are
dependent on the hierarchy to deliver the guidelines, interpretations,
and assetsnecessary to compl etetheir assignments. A sluggard threat-
ens them, too.
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MEASURING OUT JUSTICE

Afalse balanceis abomination to the LORD: but a just weight ishis
delight (Prov. 11:1).

This is a comment on the Mosaic law: “Y e shall do no unright-
eousness in judgment, in meteyard, in weight, or in measure. Just
balances, just weights, ajust ephah, and ajust hin, shall ye have: | am
the LORD your God, which brought you out of the land of Egypt”
(Lev. 19:35-36).!

Here, we are told how God responds to dishonest weights and
measures, aswell asto honest ones. Theformer angersHim; thelatter
delights Him. This message is repeated in Proverbs.

A just weight and balancearethe LORD’ S: all theweights of the bag
are hiswork (16:11).2

Diversweights, and diversmeasures, both of them arealike abomina-
tion to the LORD (20:10).3

Divers weights are an abomination unto the LORD; and a false
balanceis not good (20:23).

Just weights areidentified as God’ swork (16:11). The same Heb-

1. Gary North, Leviticus. An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 19; cf. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion:
The Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia
Dominion Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 19.

2. Chapter 51.
3. Chapter 56.
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rew word isfound in the commandment to honor the sabbath, which
iscontrasted with work. “ Six days thou shalt do thy work, and onthe
seventh day thou shalt rest: that thine ox and thine ass may rest, and
the son of thy handmaid, and the stranger, may be refreshed” (Ex.
23:12). By identifying just weights as God's work, this proverb
impliesthat God took an activerolein creating standards. They were
not an afterthought, let alone the product of would-be autonomous
men’ s woul d-be autonomous minds.
In Deuteronomy, this point is driven home.

Thou shalt not have in thy bag divers weights, a great and a small.
Thou shalt not have in thine house divers measures, a great and a
small. But thou shalt have aperfect and just weight, aperfect and just
measure shalt thou have: that thy days may belengthened intheland
whichthe LORD thy God giveth thee. For all that do suchthings, and
all that do unrighteously, arean abomination unto the LORD thy God
(Deut. 25:13-16).*

Notice that there is a blessing attached to thislaw: long life. This
same blessing is associated with the commandment to love one’ s par-
ents(Ex. 20:12).> Whilethisproverb does not specifically say that the
use of unjust weightswill shorten men’slives, theideaisimplied by
the contrast.

Why should just weights have such importance that God would
promise long life to those who honor thislaw? Thisis a major posi-

4. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 64.

5. Gary North, The Snai Srrategy: Economicsand the Ten Commandments, 2nd
ed. (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [1986] 2006),
ch. 5.
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tive sanction — indeed, it is a universally sought-after sanction.
Wherever this sanction isinvoked by atext —and it isinvoked only
twice in connection with aMosaic law —we should take the law ser-
ioudly. The law is alife-and-death matter.

Representative I nfractions

Weights and measures are representative of justice in general, as
Leviticus 19:35 indicates. “unrighteousnessin judgment.” Leviticus
19:37 bringsthereader back to the chapter’ soverall topic. “ Therefore
shall ye observe all my statutes, and all my judgments, and do them:
| anthe LORD.”

Tampering with weights is a form of deception. It is a form of
theft. The seller, who is a specialist in hisfield, uses his specialized
knowledgeto defraud abuyer, who presumably islesswell informed.
The social division of labor, which isablessing to society asawhole
because of specialized production, isbeing misused by a person who
possesses specialized knowledge. Thiskind of fraud is easy to perp-
etrate because so few people will recognize it. The seller makes a
small profit on every transaction — so small that few people will ever
notice it. The fraud is widespread in the sense of multiple victims.

The Bible singles out this crime as representing crime in general.
The perpetrator thinks he will not be caught. He thinks that God will
not see or will not care or will not intervene on behalf of the victims.
Thisis characteristic of criminals.

Thewicked, through the pride of hiscountenance, will not seek after
God: God is not in al his thoughts. His ways are always grievous;
thy judgmentsarefar above out of hissight: asfor al hisenemies, he
puffeth at them. He hath said in his heart, | shall not be moved: for
| shall never be in adversity. His mouth isfull of cursing and deceit
and fraud: under histongueis mischief and vanity. He sitteth in the
lurking places of thevillages: in the secret places doth he murder the
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innocent: his eyes are privily set against the poor. He lieth in wait
secretly asalionin hisden: heliethinwait to catch the poor: he doth
catch the poor, when he draweth himinto hisnet. He croucheth, and
humbl eth himself, that the poor may fall by his strong ones. He hath
said in hisheart, God hath forgotten: he hideth hisface; hewill never
seeit (Ps. 10:4-11).

The Psalmist — Solomon’ s father — then called on God to avenge
the victims.

Arise, O LORD; O God, lift up thine hand: forget not the humble.
Wherefore doth the wicked contemn God? he hath said in his heart,
Thou wilt not require it. Thou hast seen it; for thou beholdest mis-
chief and spite, to requite it with thy hand: the poor committeth him-
self unto thee; thou art the helper of the fatherless. Break thou the
arm of the wicked and the evil man: seek out hiswickednesstill thou
find none (Ps. 10:12-15).

Conclusion

God sees. He evaluates in terms of His permanent ethical stan-
dards. Hejudges men’ sweightsand measuresin termsof Hisweights
and measures. Through the supernatural handwritingonthewall, God
told Babylon’ sfinal king, “ TEKEL ; Thou art weighed in the balances,
and art found wanting” (Dan. 5:27).

A constant themein the Mosaic law and Old Testament revelation
is the necessity of honest weights and measures. This is a crucia
manifestation of a society’s commitment to God' s covenant.
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DEFENSIVE WALLS

Riches profit not in the day of wrath: but righteousness delivereth
from death (Prov. 11:4).

There is no concept of the final judgment in the Old Testament.
Thedoctrines of thefinal judgment, hell, heaven, thelake of fire, and
the post-resurrection new heaven and new earth are all exclusively
New Testament doctrines.* So, this proverb refersto history. Thisis
not to say that these dual principlesdo not apply alsoto eternity. They
do. But that is not its focus here. If we are to understand how it
appliesto us, we must first understand how it was believed to apply
under the Mosaic covenant.

The day of wrath in the Old Testament was aday of judgment that
altered a person’slife. This might be a military battle. It might be a
personal confrontation between rivals. It was a day of judgment for
men or institutions. Such an event would permanently changethe pat-
tern of history, either personal or national. The prophet | saiah warned
Judah of the day of the Lord.

Thelofty looks of man shall be humbled, and the haughtiness of men
shall be bowed down, and the LORD aone shall be exalted in that
day. For the day of the LORD of hosts shall be upon every one that
is proud and lofty, and upon every onethat islifted up; and he shall
be brought low (Isa. 2:11-12).

When that judgment arrived over a century and a half later, the

1. The new heavens and the new earth are both taught in Isaiah 65, but they
refer to the earth. There are till sinners. Thereisstill death (Isa. 65:17-20). This
isamillennial prophecy, not afinal judgment prophecy.

156



Chapter 30. .. Proverbs11:4

prophet Jeremiah lamented,

Theyoungand theold lieon the ground in the streets: my virginsand
my young men are falen by the sword; thou hast dain them in the
day of thine anger; thou hast killed, and not pitied. Thou hast called
asin asolemn day my terrors round about, so that in the day of the
LORD’ S anger none escaped nor remained: those that | have swad-
dled and brought up hath mine enemy consumed (Lam. 2:21-22).

The Walls of Protection

Men build up walls. In the era of gunpowder, city walls no longer
protect against invaders. Cities no longer bother to build walls. But
there are walls nonetheless. The favored wall is wealth. “The rich
man’s wealth is his strong city, and as an high wall in his own con-
ceit” (Prov. 18:11).2 Therichman’ sassumptionisthis: “ Every person
hasaprice.” He assumesthat he can buy hisway out of every predic-
ament. But to do this, he needs wealth. The greater the predicament
he expects, the greater the wealth he thinks he will require.

Thisproverb challengesthisassumption. Therewill comeapredic-
ament that is too great for a rich man to escape through his wealth.
When an invading army penetrates the city’s walls, its troops will
collect the wealth of all the inhabitants. Why bargain with a rich
man? Besides, who can enforcethetermsof theagreement? Themore
ruthless the army, the less reliable the enforcement of contracts.

In contrast is the wall of righteousness. It offers hope that wealth
does not. But why? This proverb does not say. But we know this: in
an impersonal universe, there could be no such guarantee, no such
hope. There would be no sovereign agent to enforce the promise. So,
this proverb is atestimony to the cosmic personalism of the created

2. Chapter 53.
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universe.® Causation is not impersonal, nor isit ethically neutral.

Thisbeing the case, this proverb’ smessageisthat ethicsis prefer-
able to riches as a way to avoid the threat of destruction. The rich
man’ swall will be breached by the enemy. The righteous man’ swall
will not.

Conclusion

This proverb dealswith faith. It raises this question: What should
a wise person trust as his barrier against disaster, money or right-
eousness? This proverb is clear: righteousness. Y et this covenantal
fact is difficult for even covenant-keepers to believe in their own
lives. It takes years of self-discipline in terms of God's law to per-
suade a person that this proverb is true. A covenant-keeper should
know thisin principle from the day he reads this proverb and others
likeit, but it usually takes years of evidence to persuade him. People
are slow learners. They are also evidentialists rather than presup-
positionalists when it comes to truths that are difficult to believe.

3. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas: Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.

158



31

A MULTITUDE OF COUNSELORS

Whereno counsel is, the peoplefall: but in the multitude of counsel-
lorsthereis safety (Prov. 11:14).

Herewe have acorporate view of society. The Hebrew word, ‘am,
is a collective noun. The context is national. The national covenant
forms the basis of this collective.

Societies require counselors. Every society has counselors. At
every level of society, decision-makers seek counsel. So, the phrase,
“whereno counsdl is,” hasto be a metaphor for unwise counsdl. It is
empty counsel. It counts for nothing. This principleisnot limited to
civil government.

Inlsrael, therewere court prophetswho were ontheking' spayroll.
They were usually false prophets. They spoke what the king wanted
to hear, but in the name of God. This counsel is contrasted with a
multitude of counsel. So, it must be a form of poor counsel. This
proverb’ swords contrast no counsel with amultitude of counsel. But
thisis never the situation, for someone is aways advising the repre-
sentatives of society to take a particular course of action on behalf of
the society. | conclude that the contrast is between unitary counsel
and a cross-section of opinion.

Unitary counsel has multiple defects. First, it must exclude com-
peting views. To do this, there must be asystem of information filter-
ing, so that the decision-makers hear only one side regarding any
decision. Thisfiltering system must involve conscious deception of
those at the top by those in charge of the flow of information. This
proverb indicatesthat thiskind of unitary counsel isthe equivalent of
no counsel at all.

The second problem is that a committee with a unified agendais
after something. Itsmembershave something to gain: fame, influence
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with key groups outside the counsel, money from a special-interest
group, or the approval of the decision-makers, who hear only what
they want to hear. When the decision-makers seek confirmation rather
than counsel, the Bible speaks of this arrangement as being without
counsel.

What Is Counsdl?

Counsel isan assessment of the unknown future by specialistswho
know something about the past. The problem for the decision-maker
IS to assess the degree of correspondence of counsel regarding the
past with that which is unknown about the future. First, counselors
with expertise regarding the past are alwaysin conflict. The more of
them who are consulted, the greater the degree of disagreement over
what really happened, what it meant, and what the objective results
were.

Second, that which is asserted about the past must be assessed by
the decision-makersin terms of three problems: itsaccuracy, itsrele-
vance to the problem at hand, and its enforceability by the hierarch-
ical system of control available to the decision-maker. A decision-
maker can issue lots of orders. Will the orders be carried out as he
intended, or even at al? Bureaucrats are self-serving. They are dso
specialists in blocking or deflecting orders from above, as well as
requests from below.

This proverb assumes that there is covenantal agreement, estab-
lished by confession and institutional discipline, in the nation. That
IS, it assumes that there is a unitary worldview regarding God, man,
law, causation, and time. Thisisasociety created by covenant. There
isaunitary confession: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one
LORD” (Deut. 6:4).

Second, this proverb assumes that within this unitary confession
there is disagreement regarding the appropriate course of action.
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There are experts and non-experts in society who have strong opin-
ions. They arein possession of truth. Informationiswidely dispersed.
In order to gain the advantage of accessto the truth that isrelevant to
the decision at hand and enforceable by the chain of command, the
decision-makers must listen to awide range of opinions.

These opinions are not matched with authority. They are opinions
without judicial responsibility. The decision-makers have both auth-
ority and responsibility. They cannot evade the problem at hand. So,
they seek to deal with it by gaining access to information that a
screening committee of court prophets could not possess.

The Division of Intellectual L abor

Theeconomist and social theorist F. A. Hayek madethisprinciple,
theintellectual division of labor, the cornerstone of hislong and dis-
tinguished academic career. In what hasbecomeaclassic essay, “ The
Use of Knowledgein Society” (1945), Hayek argued against central
economic planning because no committee of planners can possessthe
knowledgethat individual s possess acrossthe society. They know the
relevant facts of their particular situations. No distant committee can
know this.*

Unlike afree market, which has a price system to adjust specific
supply and demand, which in turn pressures market participants to
adjust their plansintermsof prices, the central government possesses
no comparable method of bringing this decentralized knowledge to
bear on the problem at hand. The decision-makers are not able to
collect and assessall therelevant information. So, they listento repre-
sentativesof particular groupsor viewpoints. Thereisaways screen-

1. F. A. Hayek, “The Use of Knowledge in Society” (1945), in Hayek, Indiv-
idualism and Economic Order (University of Chicago Press, 1948), ch. 4. See
http://snipurl.com/knowledgehayek.
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ing of information. Decision-makersare not God. They are not omni-
scient. But by puttinginformation supplierson noticethat many view-
points will be heard and assessed, the decision-makers call forth far
moreinformation than aclosed screening committee representing one
interest group could possibly produce.

This proverb recommends that decision-makers listen to many
points of view before deciding. Their goal should be better informa-
tion. Solomon understood another principle of decision-making. “He
that isfirst in his own cause seemeth just; but his neighbour cometh
and searcheth him” (Prov. 18:17). Thisalso appliesto decision-mak-
ing outside of the courtroom.

Every Level of Decision-Making

The principle of multiple counsel appliesto every level of decis-
ion-making. The individual must make decisions. He should seek
multiple counselors.

The free market is the consummate social institution for seeking
and gaining counsel. Thepricesystemisaconstant source of updated
information. People buy and sell in terms of a price, which in turn
sends more signals and therefore more information.

Everyoneisresponsible for what he does. Jesus warned: “A good
man out of the good treasure of the heart bringeth forth good things:
and an evil man out of the evil treasure bringeth forth evil things. But
| say unto you, That every idle word that men shall speak, they shall
give account thereof in the day of judgment. For by thy words thou
shalt bejustified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned” (Matt.
12:35-37). If this applies to words, how much more doesit apply to
deeds. This should create an incentive for every individual to seek
counsel from others who have experience in the area of decision-
making that faces him.
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Conclusion

A society will fall when the people have no counsel. In this con-
text, this refers to empty counsel: counsel in opposition to God’'s
counsel, as revealed in the Bible. A society of covenant-breakers
operates in terms of empty counsel.

Withinthe covenantal confession of subordinationtothetrinitarian
God of the Bible, there is awide range of experience, information,
and opinion. While decision-makers should be self-governed under
biblical law, they also aretold to seek awide range of opinions. The
one — the unitary covenant under the trinitarian God — must not ex-
clude the many: a multitude of counsel. Biblically, this principle
honors the Trinity. In the Trinity, the one and the many are equally
ultimate. This unitary confession requires the consideration of many
applications of the confession.

163



32

TURN LOOSE TO GATHER IN

There is that scattereth, and yet increaseth; and there is that with-
holdeth more than is meet, but it tendeth to poverty. Theliberal soul
shall bemadefat: and hethat water eth shall be watered al so himself.
He that withholdeth corn, the people shall curse him: but blessing
shall be upon the head of himthat selleth it (Prov. 11:24— 26).

This string of proverbsis held together by one theme: scattering
and prospering. This concept relies on what appear to be contradic-
tions or antinomies. Throw away and gather in; hold on tight and
become poor: these seem contradictory. These linked proverbs point
to asystem of cause and effect that operates outside of men’ sfamiliar
patterns.

Y et, on closer observation, these patterns are familiar after all. A
farmer knowsthat by scattering seeds, hewill reap agreat crop. Simi-
larly, if he withholds too much of his seed — more than is “meet,”
meaning fit —and refusesto scatter them, hewill reap amost no crop.
He will fall into poverty.

Thisisaprincipleof investment. Investment requiresfuture-orien-
tation. A person looks at what he possesses now. He wants greater
wealth in the future. In order to attain this goal, he must surrender
control over that which he possesses today.

He can plant seed. This seed he cannot grind into flour and bake
into bread. To eat seed that isfit —meet —for planting isto “eat your
seed corn,” thetraditional phrasetellsus. We eat our future increase.
We consume morein the present at the price of consuminglessinthe
future. There is no such thing as a free lunch.
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The Process of Time

Timeisontheside of therighteous. All of cause and effect is. Paul
wrote: “And we know that all things work together for good to them
that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose’
(Rom. 8:28).!

When men scatter seed, they expect to prosper over time. When
men becomegrasping, refusing to scatter seed, they become poor over
time. The process of compounding — positive and negative — takes
time.

Timeisrelentless. It waits on no man. It has a negative aspect for
covenant-breakers and a positive aspect for covenant-keepers. An
individual is soon forgotten, but covenant-keepers flourish through
the ages. God intervenes to keep the inheritance of covenant-keepers
growing.

Asfor man, hisdaysareasgrass: asaflower of thefield, so heflour-
isheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place
thereof shall know it no more. But the mercy of the LORD isfrom
everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear him, and hisrighteous-
ness unto children’s children; To such as keep his covenant, and to
thosethat remember hiscommandmentsto do them (Ps. 103:15-18).

The process of scattering and withholding are aspects of rival
viewsof cause and effect. The covenant-keeper perceivesthat timeis
on hissideand theside of hiscovenantal heirs. The covenant-breaker
knows, as Satan knows, that histimeis short. Hislegacy compounds
at a negative rate. “For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and
the placethereof shall know it no more.” Heretoday; gonetomorrow.

1. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), ch. 6.
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Owner ship and Disowner ship

A farmer owns seed. He will also own any crop produced by this
seed. He can increase hiswealth in the future by surrendering seed in
the present. He invests. What the individual knows to be true within
thejudicial context of ownership, thisproverb implies—but does not
explicitly say — also appliesto the principle of wealth transfer. This
proverb impliesthat the same principle of wealth accumulation also
applies to the realm of disownership.

Thisiscontrary to what theworld regards as common sense. Cause
and effect teach that if you give away wealth, you will possess less
wealth. Thereisafinitequantity of goods, including time. That which
is given away istransferred to someone else. Aristotelian logic says
that one object cannot be in two places at once. Isthis proverb argu-
ing against Aristotelian logic?

The farmer surrenders control over seedsin the present. He hopes
to own more seeds in the future. The process of agricultural produc-
tion takes time.

This proverb relies on the same concept of time. When men sur-
render control over their wealth in the present, they can accumulate
greater wealth in the future. But in this case, the control is legal
control. Donors will not own the increase, if any, of whatever they
give away. When you turn grain into bread and then give away the
bread, you have neither seed nor bread. Y ou do not have grain in the
ground, either. Yet this proverb says that in fact you do have the
equivalent of seed in the ground. The Preacher — Solomon — wrote
elsewhere: “ Cast thy bread upon thewaters: for thou shalt find it after
many days’ (Eccl. 11:1).

“Theliberal soul shall be made fat: and he that watereth shall be
watered also himself” (v. 25). The Hebrew word, berakah, is trans-
lated “liberal.” Thisisarare trandation. In dozens of passages, it is
trandlated as” blessing” or “blessed.” We seethisintheserelated pas-
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sages.

I have been young, and now am old; yet have | not seen therighteous
forsaken, nor his seed begging bread. Heis ever merciful, and lend-
eth; and his seed is blessed (Ps. 37:25-26).

He that hath a bountiful eye shall be blessed; for he giveth of his
bread to the poor (Prov. 22:9).

A faithful man shall abound with blessings: but he that maketh haste
to be rich shall not be innocent (Prov. 28:20).2

Hethat giveth unto the poor shall not lack: but hethat hideth hiseyes
snall have many acurse (Prov. 28:27).

Give, and it shall be given unto you; good measure, pressed down,
and shaken together, and running over, shall men give into your
bosom. For with the same measure that ye mete withal it shall be
measured to you again (Luke 6:38).°

The blessed soul istheliberal soul. Heisalso the blessings soul —
the source of others' blessings. He watersthe parched soil. Sowill he
be watered. Thereis cause and effect. Thisis a system of expansion
— growth — but not for the covenant-breaker.

In contrast is the man who withholds corn in a crisis. “He that
withholdeth corn, the people shall curse him: but blessing shall be
upon the head of him that selleth it” (v. 26). Note: the blessed man
sellsgrain. Hedoes not giveit away. He asksfor somethingin return.

2. Chapter 82.

3. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 11.
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But the cursed man keeps grain for himself. Presumably, he is not
planning to eat it. Someone with only enough corn to feed hisfamily
will not be the target of curses. The accused isaforestaller: aperson
who controls a sufficient quantity of grain to raise the price by refus-
ing to sell it. What he doesisin contrast with the liberal man.

What is unique hereisthe suggestion that the man who sellsgrain
in afood shortage is like one who scatters his wealth. He will tend
toward prosperity. In contrast, the man who holds onto more than is
meet — fitting — tends toward poverty. Y et the grain seller receives
less money than if he waited until the famine grew worse. The grain
hoarder hopes to receive more money per quantity of grain. Yet he
tends toward poverty.

Thisisnot the system of cause and effect imagined by the modern
economist, who affirmsaworld of cosmicimpersonalism. Itisrather
the system of cause and effect proclaimed by God, in both the Old
and New Testaments. Jesus Christ is the ultimate liberal soul, the
example of the system of prospering by letting go.

And Jesus answered them, saying, The hour is come, that the Son of
man should be glorified. Verily, verily, | say unto you, Except acorn
of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it dig, it
bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth hislife shall loseit; and he
that hateth hislife in thisworld shall keep it unto life eternal (John
12:23-25).

Conclusion
Welivein God’' sworld. Men are governed by God in terms of the
ethical principlesof biblica law. Thisincludessocieties. God governs
cause and effect intermsof biblical law. Thisisthe Bible's covenan-
tal theory of sanctions.
This proverb describes the principle of turning loose in order to
gather in. Thisprincipleappliesto seedsin farming, wherethefarmer
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owns the seeds and also any future crop. It also applies to entire
societies. So, a covenant-keeper can turn loose (disown alittle) and
confidently expect to gather in (own more), even though he surren-
ders ownership of whatever isturned loose. This covenantal system
of cause and effect operates within God' s sphere of ownership, not
just inside the individual’s sphere of ownership. God owns every-
thing: “For every beast of the forest is mine, and the cattle upon a
thousand hills’ (Ps. 50:10). The individual covenant-keeper, acting
asasteward of God's property, can safely give away God’ s property
for covenant-honoring projects. More will follow, as surely asacrop
follows planting, because it is God' s property.
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TWO KINDS OF EXPANSION

Hethat trusteth in hisriches shall fall: but the righteous shall flour-
ish asa branch (Prov. 11:28).

Thisproverb parallels Proverbs 11:4: “ Riches profit not in the day
of wrath: but righteousness delivereth from death.”* This proverb is
more genera. The earlier proverb istrue becausethisproverbistrue.
Thisproverb is an application of an even more general proverb: “No
man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love
the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye
cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24). What is mammon? It
isthis principle: “More for mein history.”?

The Old Testament had no explicit concept of a final judgment.
So, thisproverb refersto thisworld: history. Y et we know that some
peoplewho pursuerichesdo not fall. They dierich. How can thisfact
—afact acknowledged by Asaphin Psalm 73 —bereconciled with this
proverb? The proverbs are rules illustrating the operation of God’s
covenant in history. Thefifth point of the biblical covenant model is
inheritance.® The following principle governs inheritance: “A good
man |leaveth an inheritance to his children’ s children: and the wealth
of the sinner is laid up for the just” (Prov. 13:22).* Applying this

1. Chapter 30.

2. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectroni c edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educationa Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 14.

3. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Ty-
ler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 5.

4. Chapter 40.
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insight to this assertion — he who trusts in his riches shall fall —we
concludethat the mammon-wor shi pping person fallsby way of inher-
itance. What a man does in this life will be judged by God finaly.
This was not an Old Testament insight. But there is a preliminary
manifestation of final judgment: God’ sjudgment of the heirs. Thisis
acentral themeof the Old Testament: Who will inherit, and what will
he inherit? This was Abram’s question to God in what he believed
(inaccurately) was his old age.®

And Abram said, Lord GOD, what wilt thou give me, seeing | go
childless, and the steward of my house isthis Eliezer of Damascus?
And Abram said, Behold, to methou hast given no seed: and, lo, one
born in my house is mine heir (Gen. 15:2-3).

Inheritance was on his mind. Inheritance had been the positive
sanction God had offered him before he left Ur.

Now the LORD had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country,
and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that
I will shew thee: And | will make of thee a great nation, and | will
bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing:
And | will blessthemthat blessthee, and curse himthat curseth thee:
and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed (Gen. 12:1-3).

So, the biblical covenant model testifies against any concept of
personal success that is limited to the lifetime of the achiever. To
assess aman'’ s success, we must ask: “Who were his heirs, and what

5. *And Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’ s tent, and took Rebekah, and
she became hiswife; and he loved her: and | saac was comforted after his mother’s
death. Then again Abraham took awife, and her name was Keturah. And she bare
him Zimran, and Jokshan, and Medan, and Midian, and Ishbak, and Shuah” (Gen.
24:67-25:2).
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did they do with their inheritance?”’

Solomon was a personal failure. His son Rehoboam lost the king-
dom because of his policy of high taxation (I Kings 12). He did not
possess his father’s wisdom — a wisdom that his father had sur-
rendered by marrying hundreds of wives (I Kings 11:3), which vio-
lated God's law for Isragl’s kings (Deut. 17:17),° a law that Solo-
mon’ sfather David had alsoviolated (I Sam. 25:42-43; 1| Sam. 5:13),
with terrible consequences for his family (I1 Sam. 13).

Solomon did not pursueriches, but riches cameto him. He did not
give these riches away. Thus, he accumulated riches, in violation of
God'slaw for Isragl’ skings. “Neither shall he multiply wivesto him-
self, that his heart turn not away: neither shall he greatly multiply to
himself silver and gold” (Deut. 17:17).” He acted contrary to hisown
principles, as set forth in the Book of Proverbs. These wealth-related
proverbs are difficult to believe. They are even more difficult to im-
plement personally.

A Flourishing Branch

Inmost instances, theKJV trandatorstrand ated thisHebrew word
as “leaf.” The word relates to foliage. Leaves are temporary things.
Branches are more permanent. So, the translators selected “branch.”
There are multiple Hebrew words trandlated as “branch.”

A leaf reflectsthe health of atree. A deciduoustree with no leaves
in summer isadead tree. Leavesin abundance indicate growth. This
proverb indicates that righteousness is like a flourishing leaf. To
flourish isto possess a benefit. “ The righteous shall flourish like the

6. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), pp. 659-60.

7. Ibid., pp. 660-61.
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palmtree: he shall grow like acedar in Lebanon. Those that be plant-
ed in the house of the LORD shall flourish in the courts of our God”
(Ps. 92:12-13).

To berighteousisto become the recipient of God' s tokens of the
good life. Thereis expansion. Y et thisis what the man who pursues
riches also desires. He wants the expansion of his wealth because
riches are a positive sanction. Y et this proverb and otherstell usthat
the pursuit of richesis a snare and a delusion.

Surely every man walketh in avain shew: surely they are disquieted
invain: he heapeth up riches, and knoweth not who shall gather them
(Ps. 39:6).

Therighteousalso shall see, andfear, and shall laugh at him: Lo, this
is the man that made not God his strength; but trusted in the abun-
dance of hisriches, and strengthened himself in hiswickedness (Ps.
52:6-7).

Wilt thou set thine eyes upon that which is not? for riches certainly
make themselves wings; they fly away as an eagle toward heaven
(Prov. 23:5).

As the partridge sitteth on eggs, and hatcheth them not; so he that
getteth riches, and not by right, shall leave them in the midst of his
days, and at his end shall be afool (Jer. 17:11).

Conclusion
Thisproverbisclear: hewho trustsin richeswill fall. Hetrustsin
avisible sanction rather than in the God who awards positive sanc-
tions. This is what Moses warned against. “And thou say in thine
heart, My power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me this
wealth. But thou shalt remember the LORD thy God: for it is he that
giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant
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which he sware unto thy fathers, asit isthisday” (Deut. 8:17-18).2
In contrast, therighteous man flourishes. It isnot what he ownsbut
what he is ethically that marks him as a beneficiary of covenant
blessings. Ethical conformity to God’ slaw isof great positive conse-
guence. The piling up of richesis of great negative consequence.

And he spake a parable unto them, saying, The ground of a certain
rich man brought forth plentifully: And he thought within himself,
saying, What shall | do, because | have no room where to bestow my
fruits? And he said, Thiswill 1 do: | will pull down my barns, and
build greater; and there will | bestow all my fruits and my goods.
And | will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for
many years, take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry. But God said
unto him, Thou fooal, this night thy soul shall be required of thee:
then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided? Soishe
that layeth up treasure for himself, and isnot rich toward God (L uke
12:16-21).°

8. North, Inheritance, ch. 21.

9. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 25.
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CONFIDENCE IN THE FUTURE

The wicked are overthrown, and are not: but the house of the right-
eous shall stand (Prov. 12:7).

This proverb deals with inheritance. Inheritance is the fifth point
of the biblical covenant model.

The proverbs refer to tempora affairs. There was no explicit
concept of final judgment in the Old Testament. So, the events des-
cribed here relate to history: in time and on earth.

The general contrast is between the wicked and the righteous. The
wicked are overthrown. They do not survive. Y et no person survives.
Death takes all men. So, in what does the contrast consist?

This proverb indicates that there is no trace of the wicked after
they are gone. This does not mean that the historical record does not
provide documentation of their deeds. It meansthat their dreams and
schemes do not survive their overthrow. Their institutions do not
persevere. In modern times, thiswas demonstrated on August 19-21,
1991, when the Soviet Union committed suicide. The Communist
Party ceased to rule the nation. There was no revolution and virtually
no bloodshed. The leaders of the Party simply gave up their attempt
to rule the nation that the Party had ruled since 1917. The Soviet
Union was the largest empire in recorded history to surrender power
without bloodshed.

The context of this proverb becomes clearer with respect to the
righteous. This proverb says that “the house of the righteous shall
stand.” Whereasthe wicked are no more, therighteous|eave aninsti-
tutional legacy: a house. It is not overthrown. It sustains the dreams

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyl-
er, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 5.
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and schemes of the founders.

Theissueis covenantal. Covenants are established by confession,
mutual promises, and oath-signs. To survive the process of time,
these three factors must persevere. The confession may be modified.
“Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD (Deut. 6:4) does
not change, but it ismodified. “ And without controversy great isthe
mystery of godliness. God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the
Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed onin the
world, received up into glory” (I Tim. 3:16). The promises do not
change, but the recipients do.

But ye are achosen generation, aroyal priesthood, an holy nation, a
peculiar people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who
hath called you out of darknessinto his marvellous light: Which in
time past were not a people, but are now the people of God: which
had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy (I Peter 2:9—
10).

Finally, the requirement of the oath is not abolished, but the oath-
signs are replaced with new ones. The Lord’'s Supper has replaced
Passover. Baptism has replaced circumcision.

The Per severance of the Saints' L egacy

There is preservation through time for the institutional legacy of
therighteous. Thisdoesnot apply tothewicked. Thereisan historical
problem here: Islam. It came out of nowherein 632. Islam conquered
North Africain eight decades, 632—712, and there has been no trace
of reconquest by Christianity. In 732, Arab warriors crossed the Pyre-
nees and moved into what is now France. They were defeated at the
Battle of Toursthat year. They retreated back into Spain. They were
not completely driven out by Spanish military forces until 1492.
Today, Muslims are in the process of reconquering Spain through
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immigration and high birthrates. They aredoingthesamein Italy and
France. Unless their birth rates fall — as seems to be happening —
bel ow the non-Muslim population’ shirth rates—thisisnot happening
— Europe will go Islamic unless Muslims abandon Islam.

If this proverb remainstrue, then it has yet to be proven by all the
facts. Christianity and Islam are the two largest religions. They have
about the same number of adherents. Each side professesbelief inthis
proverb. Each side awaits the disappearance — the overthrow — of the
other.

Confidencein the Future

The righteous have a legitimate hope in the future. Their legacy
will persevere. The legacy of the wicked will not. The capital and
labor that they invest today will produce consequencesin the future.
The work of the covenantally faithful is cumulative. This proverb
deniesthat the righteouswill be overthrown in history. It affirmsthat
the wicked will be overthrown, just as their covenant-breaking
ancestors were overthrown. Theforces of history are not impersonal.
They are personal.? God in history brings to pass what this proverb
insists must happen.

Covenant-keepers can confidently sacrifice present income and
leisure for the sake of building up the house of the righteous. This
house will not be overthrown in history. In contrast, covenant-
breakers have no legitimate hope that their house will not be over-
thrown in history, for it will be. This proverb isclear.

Conclusion
Covenant-keepers possess | egitimate hope in the process of com-

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 1.
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pound growth. Their house will persevere. Investments made today
in building up God’ s kingdom institutions will multiply: compound
over time. Thisisnot true of investments made by covenant-breakers.
While some of their ingtitutional legacy can persevere, covenant-
keepers will inherit it. “A good man leaveth an inheritance to his
children’ schildren: and thewealth of thesinner islaid up for thejust”
(Prov. 13:22).3

When covenant-keepers understand and believe this proverb, they
receive aremarkable gift: confidence in the long-run pay-off of their
efforts. Thisis atremendous psychological advantage.

3. Chapter 40.
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MORE ISBETTER

Hethat isdespised, and hath a servant, isbetter than hethat honour-
eth himself, and lacketh bread (Prov. 12:9).

Here are a pair of comparisons, each with two aspects. The first
person is despised: anegative factor. He possesses sufficient wealth
to afford a servant: a positive factor. The second person is a self-
inflated person who possesses so little wealth that he lacks bread,
whichisalow-priced yet vital commodity. He therefore suffersfrom
two negative factors. The first person is said to be better than the
second.

Inwhat senseishe better? The Hebrew word translated as* better,”
towb, isas broad asthe Englishword, “good.” It conveysthe sense of
positive. “And God saw thelight, that it was good: and God divided
the light from the darkness” (Gen. 1:4). It a'so can mean ethically
good, asin the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:9). It
can mean good as in good looking. “ And the damsel was very fair to
look upon” (Gen. 24:16a).

The first man is despised. Those around him assess his contribu-
tion to society negatively. They impute a negative image to him. But
no one doubts that he possesses wealth. He has a servant. He has
therefore earned or inherited wealth. He is not respected as a person,
but what he possessesis desirable.

The second man is a self-promoter. Perhaps he has great self-
esteem. If so, he is severely self-deceived. He has achieved nothing
of value. He does not sell a service to the community for which any-
one is willing to pay him much. His lack of accomplishment is
reveal ed by hiseconomic condition: hunger. Thereisthereforeagreat
discrepancy between his words and his deeds.
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Wealth as a Positive Factor

This proverb contrasts two negatives. being despised and self-
promotion that isnot justified by actual performance. Being despised
is a negative factor. Self-promotion is also a negative factor. “Let
another man prai se thee, and not thine own mouth; astranger, and not
thineownlips’ (Prov. 27:2). But thisproverb insiststhat the despised
man is better than the self-promoter.

Thedistinguishing factor between themiswealth. Thisiswhy this
proverb isimportant in an economic commentary on the Bible. The
first man possesses wealth. The second man does not. The disparity
isconsiderable. To have enough wealth to hire aservant isto possess
considerablewealth. Human | abor isthe most versatilefactor of prod-
uction. It can be used to produce value in many ways. It therefore
commands a high price, for many employers compete for labor ser-
vices. A servant has numerous employment opportunities. If heisa
slave, he is nonetheless valuable. Other men will bid for his labor
services by seeking to purchase him from his owner. His owner has
wealth.

In stark contrast to the servant’s owner, the self-promoter cannot
even afford bread. Bread is alow-cost commodity in most circums-
tances. It is widely produced. It is at the low-price end of the food
supply. It isaso vital. A person who cannot afford bread is in des-
perate shape. He surely cannot afford more expensive food. Yet if he
cannot obtain food, hewill die of starvation. He istherefore close to
becoming either a thief or a charity case. Anyone in Mosaic Israel
who was acharity case had no servicesworth purchasing for the price
of bread. Such a person might seek to become a gleaner during the
harvest season, which did not last very long. Thelaws governing this
form of charity were seasonal; they did the poor person no economic
good outside of the harvest season. Gleanersworked hard inthefields
to collect the morally compulsory charity that God specified for the
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poor (Lev. 19:10;* Deut. 24:26%). But that law applied only during the
harvest season, a short period. This man is so destitute of productive
skills that he cannot feed himself.

This proverb does not compare negatives. being despised vs. self-
promoation. It compares a positive factor to a negative. The positive
factor iswealth. The negative is poverty.

Thiswould seem to be astraightforward conclusion. Few societies
would not recognize its truth. But in modern Christian socialist cir-
cles, thisconclusionisunacceptable. Thesocialist endorsessomever-
sion of egalitarianism. He insists that the primary economic role of
civil government isforcibly to redistributeincome and capital toward
equality. The socialist regards great disparities of wealth as morally
objectionable and therefore socially objectionable. So, he must reject
the conclusion | have made regarding the presence of a significant
disparity of wealth as being the biblically deciding factor in evaluat-
ing the preferability of being either a despised man with a servant or
a hungry self-promoter.

If my conclusioniscorrect, then egalitarianismisafaseideal. The
Bible not only does not recommend the use of force to redistribute
wealth, it presents wealth as alegitimate success indicator. The des-
pised man with a servant is better off than a hungry self-promoter.
This concept of “better off” isto be taken here in a broad sense, not
merely as an accounting concept.

1. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 11; North, Boundariesand Dominion: The Econo-
mics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Edu-
cational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 11.

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 61.
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Accur ate Self-Assessment

The person who is despised is not despised for having a servant.
From Abram to the kings of Israel, men hired servants. There are
almost 600 referencesto the Hebrew word for “ servant” or “ servants’
in the Old Testament.

Having a servant is part of the social division of labor. A servant
doeswork of lower value, or work that is beyond the skill of hisem-
ployer. More work gets done by two men working together than by
one man working alone. The Preacher — Solomon — insisted: “Two
are better than one; because they have agood reward for their labour.
For if they fall, the one will lift up hisfellow: but woe to him that is
alone when hefalleth; for he hath not another to help him up” (Eccl.
4:9-10). A servant islow in the hierarchy, but he is nonethel ess part
of the social division of labor.

To hire a servant requires productivity or inherited wealth. This
person has enough wealth or productivity to put aservant towork. He
provides employment to the servant. Together, they provide output
for others. For some reason, the person with the servant is despised.
But those who despise him are awarethat heissufficiently successful
to hire a servant.

In contrast is a person who announces to others that he is a suc-
cess. He honors himself. Yet he lacks sufficient wealth or produc-
tivity to buy bread, let alone hire aservant. This proverb saysthat he
isafailure—worsethan adespised person. He should not beimitated.

The Bibleisclear on thisissue: the self-promoter is self-deluded.
He is skating on thin ice. Jesus warned:

When thou art bidden of any man to a wedding, sit not down in the
highest room; lest a more honourable man than thou be bidden of
him; And he that bade thee and him come and say to thee, Givethis
man place; and thou begin with shame to take the lowest room. But
when thou art bidden, go and sit down in the lowest room; that when
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hethat bade thee cometh, he may say unto thee, Friend, go up higher:
then shalt thou have worship in the presence of them that sit at meat
with thee. For whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he
that humbleth himself shall be exalted (Luke 14:8-11).3

A False Front

This man lacks bread. In an urban setting, where most people do
not know each other, he may be able to get away with the deception
for atime. If he wears good clothes, using debt to buy these clothes,
he may escape detection. A salesman may buy an expensive new car
inan attempt to create theillusion of hissuccess. But such subterfuge
rarely works. Herunsout of money before hisfalsefront producesthe
deals he hopes to make as hisway out of poverty. Inarural or small-
town community, this deception has no possibility of being success-
ful. People know that he does not have money. They are well aware
of the discrepancy between histalk and his performance.

This proverb does not indicate that this man is an urban resident.
Heispictured asamore universal personality type. Heisaman who
seeks to inflate his own ego by claiming a degree of success that he
dies not possess. He has no success. He is poverty-stricken.

This proverb indicates that such a person is at the bottom of the
socia pyramid. He is the model of what not to be. He is used for
comparison’s sake. Better to be despised with only one servant than
aself-honoring poor person. Helacks humility. As Jesus pointed out,
such a person is ready to sit at the head of the table. But his self-
assessment is not the assessment that matters. The host’ s assessment
iswhat counts. The host is not deceived. He will lead the person to
the lowest place — not exactly a place of dishonor, but barely inside

3. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 33.
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the feast. It becomes a place of dishonor because the host leads the
man, in full public view, to the fringes of social acceptance.

In some cases, according to Jesus, the stakes are even higher.
“Many will say to meinthat day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied
in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name
done many wonderful works? And then will | profess unto them, |
never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity” (Matt. 7:22—
23).

Conclusion

Wealthisnot the only successindicator. Thisproverb impliesthat
it would be better to be wealthy and loved than wealthy and despised.
What society would not acknowledge this? But the contrast hereis
not between a wealthy despised man and a wealthy beloved man. It
is between two negative conditions: being despised and being a self-
promoter. The distinguishing characteristic is not found in the pri-
mary descriptions of thesetwo men. It isthe secondary characteristic:
wealth vs. poverty. Wealth is better than poverty.

A self-promoter had better have a degree of success that corres-
ponds to the level of his self-promotion. Thisis not the case here.

It isbest to follow Jesus' recommendation: start at the bottom and
let the host lead you to a higher position. Thereisless of acrowd at
the bottom. Entry is easier.
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THE OBJECT OF OUR LABOR

Hethat tilleth hisland shall be satisfied with bread: but he that foll-
oweth vain personsis void of understanding (Prov. 12:11).

A farmer tillshisland. He producesthe grain that in turn produces
bread. Hislabor input —tilling the soil —is part of the necessary proc-
essfor producing bread. Hislabor has a specific goal: the production
of bread. Thisis a universally known product. It is a source of life,
but it iscommon. Common men produceit. Thereisnothing prestig-
ious about producing bread. There is also nothing prestigious about
producing the grain used to bake it.

The core issue here is personal satisfaction: contentment. Thisis
one of God’ sgreatest gifts. Thisisstressed inthe New Testament far
more than in the Old Testament.

Not that | speak in respect of want: for | have learned, in whatsoever
state | am, therewith to be content (Phil. 4:11).

And having food and raiment let us be therewith content (I Tim.
6:8).!

L et your conversation be without covetousness; and be content with
such things as ye have: for he hath said, | will never leave thee, nor
forsake thee (Heb. 13:5).

The farmer hasfound hisarea of serviceto God and to the society
at large. He is content to plow the fields. It is hard work, but he is

1. Gary North, Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Timothy (Harrisonburg, Virginiaz Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [2001]
2006), ch. 10.
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content to be doing it. His work and knowledge and tools over time
produce hisfood. Heis not looking to do big things. Heislooking to
do personally important things, beginning with producing a crop.

The Pursuit of Vanity

TheHebrew word translated hereas*“vain” iselsewheretranslated
as“empty.” “And they took him, and cast him into a pit: and the pit
was empty, there was no water in it” (Gen. 37:24). The Bible com-
pares this kind of moral emptiness with lack of moral weight. “And
they gave him threescore and ten pieces of silver out of the house of
Baal-berith, wherewith Abimelech hired vain and light persons,
which followed him” (Jud. 9:4).

We speak of someoneimportant in hisfield asaheavyweight. We
speak of someone without importance in his field as a lightweight.
The word in this context goes beyond importance. These people are
leaders. They are able to attract followers. Y et they themselves are
empty. They do not perceive that they are empty. If they did, they
would depart from their leadership positions. Their followersalso do
not perceive that they are empty. If they did, they would follow
others.

Thefollower is devoid of understanding. So, there is a match-up.
Empty peoplewithout sufficiently good judgment to assesstheir own
emptiness attract followerswho are devoid of understanding, who do
not have the ability to assess the condition of their |leaders. Jesus had
ametaphor for this situation. “Let them alone: they be blind leaders
of the blind. And if the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the
ditch” (Matt. 15:14).

If avain person and hisjudgment-lacking followers pursue agoal,
itisclear what the goa is: vanity. Thisiswhat the Preacher — Solo-
mon —warned against in Ecclesiastes. “1 have seen all the worksthat
are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and vexation of
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spirit” (Eccl. 1:14). Then what is to be done? After surveying the
affairs of life, he comes to a recommendation:

Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth; and let thy heart cheer theein
the days of thy youth, and walk in the ways of thine heart, and in the
sight of thine eyes: but know thou, that for al these things God will
bring thee into judgment. Therefore remove sorrow from thy heart,
and put away evil from thy flesh: for childhood and youth are vanity.
Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil
days come not, nor the years draw nigh, when thou shalt say, | have
no pleasure in them (Eccl. 11:9-12:1).

Thisrecommendation isbased on aconclusion —aconclusion that
in turn was based on a lifetime of contemplation, observation, and
personal experience.

Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep
his commandments: for thisisthe whole duty of man. For God shall
bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it
be good, or whether it be evil (Eccl. 12:13-14).

Satisfaction With Conventional Returns

Theissue of satisfaction is one of the most difficult to solve. The
more opportunities that men possess for both service and consump-
tion, the more complex the problem of satisfaction becomes. The
dying words of Cecil Rhodes of Rhodesia come to mind: “ So much
to do. So little time.”

This proverb contrasts two people: atiller of the soil and afol-
lower of vain people. The farmer has agoal: bread. The goal of the
follower is unspecified.

Thefarmer’sgoal islimited. Bread is called the staff of life, but it
is exceedingly common. It was far more common in Mosaic Isragl.
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Grain wasthe chief product of most farming in the Middle East. For
a low-productivity, pre-capitalist agricultural society, grain is the
source of life. It sustains most of the population. A mantoilsover the
ground to grow grain, which is used to make bread, which sustains
life. Bread is ano-frills product that is central to society. Jesus' rec-
ommended prayer request, “ Give usthis day our daily bread” (Matt.
6:11),' encapsulates the fundamental request: to sustain life.

Thisis a central goal. It is aso alimited goal. The farmer must
devote most of histime to the procedures of producing bread. There
is neither significant spare time nor spare output in a pre-capitalist
agricultural society. Output is low. The farmer is not easily side-
tracked. He budgets his time and his capital well in advance. He
pursues a narrow goal by means of a specific plan. The plan reflects
decadesof tradition. Thingsareto bedoneinafamiliar pattern. There
islimited creativity involved.

In contrast is the man who follows vain persons. The word for
“follows’ isliterally “runsafter.” The meaning of vanity hereisemp-
tiness. The person’slifeis marked by vain pursuits. A later proverb
says. “He that tilleth hisland shall have plenty of bread: but he that
followeth after vain persons shall have poverty enough” (28:19).2
Following empty leaders, he comes up empty-handed.

People do not deliberately follow losers. They prefer to follow
winners. They hope to participate in the successful ventures of suc-
cessful people. They expect successto trickle down to them because
of their joint participation.

The person described hereis not following winners. Heisfollow-

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronicedition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), pp. 116-20.

2. Chapter 81.
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ing empty people. But these empty people radiate the trappings of
success. Their followersdo not perceive that the leaders' dreamsand
schemes are futile. It is a case of the blind leading the blind into the
ditch.

Then came his disciples, and said unto him, Knowest thou that the
Pharisees were offended, after they heard this saying? But he ans-
wered and said, Every plant, which my heavenly Father hath not
planted, shall be rooted up. Let them alone: they be blind |eaders of
theblind. And if the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch
(Matt. 15:12-14).

Folk sayings drive home the warning: “All that glitters is not
gold.” In Texas, they say: “He is al hat and no cattle.” Thereisa
deception as old as paper money: aroll of worthless counterfeit bills
wrapped in a high-denomination bill. There is also the hidden phen-
omenon of consumer debt. A person may wear fine clothesand drive
an expensive car, but heisliving on the edge of bankruptcy.

Such people attract followers. If they aso talk agood line, their
appeal is even greater. But they are empty in every sense. They live
alie. Those who are attracted to them will participate, not in their
success, but in their failure.

Rates of Return

The message of this proverb isthis: the day-to-day activities of a
farmer who plants seed and caresfor hiscrop will pay off. Heand his
family will eat. There is no hint that he will get rich. But he will
survive. In contrast isthe vain pursuit of the man who follows empty
people. His plans will come to nothing.

The systematic pursuit of conventional returns on one’'s conven-
tional labor is the working model of this proverb. There is nothing
spectacular about bread. There is nothing spectacular about farming.
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Y et the man who diligently sets a conventional goal and follows a
conventional planwill find success. The person who hashbig plansfor
achieving above-average returns, and who then seeks out smooth
talkerswho promise above-averagereturns, will find that he achieves
below-average returns.

When a man adopts an innovation in the field in which he has
experience, he is seeking an above-average rate of return. He is not
satisfied with his previous level of success. He seeks greater output
per unit of resource input. Thisisthe motivation for economic prog-
ress. Itisthe underlying impetusfor compound growth in every field.
Does this proverb suggest that such a motivation isillegitimate?

The proverb’s farmer is not being contrasted with a highly inno-
vativefarmer. Heisbeing contrasted with achaser after dreams. The
man who runs after vain persons has no experience in the day-to-day
activities of specialized production. Or, if he has such experience, he
has abandoned it. Heis not evaluating the potential success of anew
technology in terms of his long experience with older technology.
Instead, he is following after empty people. He does not recognize
counterfeit claims and strategies when he sees them.

Real estate entrepreneur John Schaub sells a seminar, “Making It
Big on Little Deals.” The wealth-accumulation strategy works. For
over three decades, | watched as he accumulated dozens of homes,
now mostly paid off by his renters. He has done this one house at a
time. Hislong-term goal isto leave most of them to charity when he
dies, with the fundsto be used to build housing for the working poor.
Meanwhile, he has provided clean housing for renters at dlightly
bel ow-market rents. Thisway, they move out of hishousesless often,
which saveshim time and money in replacing them with new tenants.

In the congested field of get-rich-quick schemes, real estate is a
popular one. Late-night television hucksters sell the dream of great
wealth through real estate speculation. Schaub does not promote his
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coursesor newsletter in thisway. He barely promotesat al, as| have
been telling him for three decades. He recommends buying strategies
similar to those recommended by the hucksters, but accompanied by
careful, self-disciplined, time-intensive preparation. He does not
oversall his subscribers and attendees. He has made afortune in real
estate, not through the sale of courses on real estate. He offers only
two courses per year, always in the same two cities.

The difference between the two sorts of information sellersisthe
difference between plowing afield and speculating in grain futures.
The farmer will probably bring in a crop and re-plant next season.
The commodity speculator will probably lose his money. Most of
them do.

Conclusion

Thefarmer isasteady-as-you-gofellow. Thevanity-chaser isready
to buy based on flash, glitter, and promises. The farmer knows his
field. The vanity-chaser does not. The farmer is satisfied with the
most mundane of products: bread. The vanity-chaser is not satisfied
with anything. The farmer wants bread. The vanity-chaser wants
more. The pursuit of moreisthe pursuit of mammon. Jesus warned:
“No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and
love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other.
Y e cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24) .3

Bread sustainslife. Moreis unbounded: beyond mere sustenance.
Bread isproduced with asystematic plan with aspecific time of com-
pletion. Moreisopen-ended, which meansthat no planisappropriate.
Successful plansmust haveidentifiable, measurablegoals, i.e., limits.

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 14.
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Vanity-chasersresist the concept of limits. Therefore, they reject the
idea of systematic plans with limited, measurable goals.

The steady work of afarmer tilling hisfieldsispreferableto alife
spent in pursuit of goas announced by empty men. The grand
schemes of empty men can absorb alifetime of effort. But when life
isover, al the effort has been wasted. It islike seed planted in rocky
soil in a parched place (Matt. 13:5-6). The labor theory of valueis
incorrect. Labor’ s value derives from the value of labor’s output. In
the case of farmers. bread. In the case of vain men: emptiness that
matches their spiritual condition.
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DILIGENCE AND DOMINION

The hand of the diligent shall bear rule: but the dlothful shall be
under tribute (Prov. 12:24).

Thisproverb dealswith hierarchy, point two of the biblical coven-
ant model.! There will always be rulers who rule over servants. The
ingtitutional question is this: What is the basis of hierarchy in any
organization? Thisis an application of a more comprehensive ques-
tion: What is the foundation of rulership in agodly social order?

What is the meaning here of “hand”? It means power in the sense
of rulership. It implies taking responsibility. We see this meaning in
God' s transfer of civil power to Noah after the Flood. “And surely
your blood of your liveswill | require; at the hand of every beast will
| requireit, and at the hand of man; at the hand of every man’ sbrother
will | require the life of man” (Gen. 9:5).

What does “tribute” mean? It has to do with subordination. “Y et
it came to pass, when the children of Israel were waxen strong, that
they put the Canaanitesto tribute; but did not utterly drive them out”
(Josh. 17:13). Thiswas tribute extracted politically. The Canaanites
wereforced to servethelsraelites by paying them something of value.

Thetext of this proverb does not imply political tribute. It implies
economic tribute. But what is economic tribute? This proverb does

not say.

Economic Tribute
Deuteronomy 28 outlines atwo-fold system of sanctions: positive

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed.
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 2.
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and negative. Verses 1-14 present the positive.? Among the list is
this:

The LORD shall open unto thee hisgood treasure, the heavento give
therain unto thy land in his season, and to bless all the work of thine
hand: and thou shalt lend unto many nations, and thou shalt not bor-
row. And the LORD shall make thee the head, and not the tail; and
thou shalt be above only, and thou shalt not be beneath; if that thou
hearken unto the commandments of the LORD thy God, which |
command thee this day, to observe and to do them (Deut. 28:12—
13).32

Verses 15-68 present the negative sanctions, among which isthis:

Thestranger that iswithin thee shall get up abovetheevery high; and
thou shalt come down very low. He shall lend to thee, and thou shalt
not lend to him: he shall be the head, and thou shalt bethetail (Deut.
28:43-44).

Thedefiningissue hereisdebt. Hewhoisin debt is subordinate to
hiscreditor. “ Therich ruleth over the poor, and the borrower is serv-
ant tothelender” (Prov. 22:7).* The servant ispaying theruler for the
loan that the ruler had extended to him. He is in a form of lega
bondage.

This proverb indicates that the slothful person is not in a strong
bargaining positionin relation to thediligent person. Thiscould mean

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.

3. Ibid, ch. 69.
4. Chapter 66.

194



Chapter 37 ... Proverbs 12:4

debt. It could also mean employment options. Theslothful person has
no economic reserves. When labor becomes plentiful at yesterday’s
wages, the slothful person may have to lower hisasking pricefor his
labor. He has no money or food in reserve. He cannot take time to
shop for better employment opportunities. He pays tribute to the
employer in the form of low-cost labor services.

This proverb in no way hints that this hierarchical relationship is
immoral. Throughout Proverbs, the reader is warned of negative
economic sanctions that face slothful workers. These warnings are
consistent with the negative sanctions presented in Leviticus 26 and
Deuteronomy 28. There is a system of ethical cause and effect in
history. Ethical performance has predictablewealth effects. Thisisan
aspect of point four of the biblical covenant model .

The diligent person becomes the beneficiary of the tribute paid by
the slothful person. The focus here is on production. The slothful
personisnot highly productive. Thisishis problem. Hewould be far
better off financially if hewerediligent. So, for that matter, would the
diligent person be. It is better to hire the services of aproductive per-
son than an unproductive person. Thisiswhy theunproductiveperson
must offer towork at low wages. Thisisall that his productivity war-
rants.

A diligent person is better off in asociety of diligent people than
in asociety of slothful people. In aland of sloth, he may find more
peopleto pay tributeto him, but their output isbelow par. Thisiswhy
they are cheap to hire. Heisaruler in aland of losers. It is better to
be a common person in a society of high producers. The economic
competition is stiffer, but the wealth per capitais higher.

There is a phrase, “in the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is
king.” But heisking over people who cannot see. Better to be atwo-

5. Sutton, That You May Prosper, ch. 4.
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eyed man in a society of two-eyed men.

Conclusion
Dominion through diligence is the pattern. The slothful personis
unlikely to exercise dominion. He is more likely to be in debt to, or
on the payroll of, the diligent person. The diligent person leads. He
makes decisions as to what must be done. The slothful person is a
follower. Heisnot in aposition to make decisionsfor others. Hedoes
what heistold. He does thisineffectively.
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CHARACTER AND CAPITAL

The soul of the sluggard desireth, and hath nothing: but the soul of
the diligent shall be made fat (Prov. 13:4).

We have another pair of contrasts: the sluggard and the diligent.
Thefirst isadreamer. The second is adoer.

The Book of Proverbsis forthrightly opposed to sluggards. Lazy
people are contemptuous of work, Solomon informs us in proverb
after proverb. They arelosers, and they deserveto belosers. A contin-
uing message of Proverbsisthat God' s system of causation isrigged
against sluggards.* They cannot win.

We have to deal with the Hebrew word translated here as “soul.”
It refers to anything that breathes. It means “life.”

And it came to pass, when they had brought them forth abroad, that
he said, Escapefor thy life; ook not behind thee, neither stay thouin
all the plain; escape to the mountain, lest thou be consumed (Gen.
19:17).

Behold now, thy servant hath found gracein thy sight, and thou hast
magnified thy mercy, which thou hast shewed unto mein saving my
life; and | cannot escape to the mountain, lest some evil take me, and
| die (Gen. 19:19).

The soul of the sluggard, like the soul of the diligent, ishislife. It
defines him. His life is marked by longings. He wants to achieve
certain thingsor obtain certain things. Y et he faces aproblem: he has
nothing. He has no capital. Without capital, he cannot finance proj-

1. Chapter 8.
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ects that might enable him to buy the things of his dreams.

In contrast is the soul of the diligent. It will be made fat. What is
fatness? Sometimes, it refersto bodily weight. “ Thelight of the eyes
rejoiceth the heart: and agood report maketh the bonesfat” (Prov. 15:
30). In this case, the fatness promised is not the product of calories.
The soul of man is not fattened up like an animal being prepared for
the butcher. What does fat have to do with life? This passage refers
to the fatness of life.

Thesluggard hasalean soul. Thisconditionisexpressly attributed
to the Israelitesin the wilderness. “ They soon forgat his works; they
waited not for his counsel: But lusted exceedingly in the wilderness,
and tempted God in the desert. And he gave them their request; but
sent leannessinto their soul” (Ps. 106:13-15). Theword for soul here
isnephesh —just asit isin this proverb.

Dreaming and Doing

Thisproverb saysthat the soul of the sluggard desires. The soul of
the diligent will be made fat. This contrasts what the sluggard wants
with what the sluggard possesses. The sluggard is frustrated by his
lack of wealth. He has great dreams and no assets. There is a com-
plete disconnect between dream and reality.

Thediligent person isdefined by hiswork. This proverb pointsto
the connection between cause and effect. He works, and theresult is
fatness. Hislifeis complete. Heis not longing after things he cannot
have. He has a strong work ethic. This is the source of his fatness.
Thereisatight connection between labor and reward. “He becometh
poor that dealeth with a slack hand: but the hand of the diligent
maketh rich” (Prov. 10:4).2

One man dreams but does not do. The other man does and reaps a

2. Chapter 21.
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reward. Thesearetwo waysof life. The apostle James offered asimi-
lar connection: “But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only,
deceiving your own selves’ (James 1:22). The sluggard is self-
deceived. He hasgreat dreams and no output. He does not have apath
to his dreams based on diligent labor.

Thediligent person also has dreams. “ The thoughts of the diligent
tend only to plenteousness; but of every one that is hasty only to
want” (Prov. 21:5).2 He has a pathway in mind: from here to there.
What isthe meaning of plenteousness? The Hebrew word only occurs
three times in Scripture. It is trandlated as “profit” and “preemin-
ence.”

In al labour there is profit: but the talk of the lips tendeth only to
penury (Prov. 14:23).*

For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts; even one
thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they
haveall onebreath; sothat aman hath no preeminence above abeast:
for al isvanity (Eccl. 3:19).

Plenteousness means advantage. The diligent person seeks per-
sona advantage. He wants to distinguish his work, and therefore
himself, from the run-of-the-mill performer. He has great things in
mind. What distinguishes him from the sluggard is not the presence
of dreams. What distinguishes him is his diligence. He does high
quality work. God rewards him for both his dreams and his effort.

3. Chapter 61.
4. Chapter 45.
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Fat Souls

TheHebrew word translated “ soul” isnephesh. It can mean breath.
It meanslife.

Fatness in the Old Covenant era was a thing to pursue. It was a
sign of God’ sblessing. “ The sword of the LORD isfilled with blood,
it is made fat with fatness, and with the blood of lambs and goats,
with the fat of the kidneys of rams: for the LORD hath a sacrificein
Bozrah, and agreat slaughter in the land of Idumea’ (Isa. 34:6). Ina
low-productivity agricultural world, meat was a specia meal. Meat
was for special occasions. Fat is what gives flavor to meat. Fat was
reserved for God in the sacrificial system: the whole burnt offering
(Lev. 1).°

The meaning of this proverb is that the diligent person’s life is
marked by special blessing. There istherefore a predictable relation-
ship between diligence and success. This success is not merely the
accumulation of possessions. It is successful living generaly.

Unfulfilled Dreams

In contrast to the full life of the diligent person is the life of the
sluggard. Thispersonisnot committed to hiswork. Heprefersleisure
to work. This attitude is reflected in his performance.

The sluggard desires success. He dreams of success. He possesses
nothing. Here, thefocusison goods. The contrast between dream and
reality is sharp.

Why does he possess nothing? This proverb does not say, but it
implies that his performance is substandard. He is a sluggard. He is

5. Gary North, Leviticus. An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 1; Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economicsof Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 1.

200



Chapter 38. .. Proverbs 13:4

not marked by a commitment to labor. He is not diligent about his
work.

The message hereisclear: thereisarelationship between laziness
and poverty. The sluggard has great dreams, but these dreams are not
trandlated into performance.

Thereisabook written by amind-over-matter promoter, Napoleon
Hill: Think and Grow Rich. It has sold millions of copies. His most
famous statement is this: “What the mind of man can conceive and
believe, it can achieve.” Thisis humanism’s creed. It isalso aform
of mysticism: an affirmation of temporal causation that isdirected by
autonomous thought without physical mediation. Those who adopt
his techniques of mental visualization are generally unaware that
these are techniques of eastern mysticism, which kept Asia poverty-
stricken while the West grew rich, 1500-2000. The basic outlook of
this philosophy of causation isthis: “You can become anything you
believe you can become. Thisis because you make your own reality
through imagination.” There is a pseudo-Christian variant of this
philosophy, made famous in the 1950's by Rev. Norman Vincent
Peale, especially in his book, The Power of Positive Thinking. Peale
became anational figure in the United States. He was a pastor in the
Reformed Church of America, whose officia theology hasnothing to
do with Peal€' s philosophy.

This proverb challenges any philosophy of think and grow rich.
The sluggard can think al he wants; he is still a sluggard. He can
think of himself as overcoming the limits around him. He is still a
sluggard. The biblical concept of causation hasto do with a positive
confession — not of faith in man but faith in God. It istied to goal-
setting and careful planning, not visualization and repetition of self-
affirming formulas. The most famous of these formulasin the early
twentieth century was French pharmacist Emile Coué sdictum, to be
repeated at the beginning and end of each day: “Every day in every
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way, | am getting better and better.” He called his system “ autosug-
gestion.”

Conclusion

The sluggard is not dreaming of achieving psychological satisfac-
tion. He is dreaming of measurable wealth. He possesses nothing.

His condition is contrasted with the condition of the diligent per-
son. This contrast leads to a conclusion. The diligent person has a
legitimate expectation of measurable wealth. This success is not
limited to psychological satisfaction, whichis perceptible only to the
individual. The fatness described here is not limited to the internal
realm of feeling.

Solomon does not denigrate measurable wealth. On the contrary,
he affirms its legitimacy. He disparages the slothful person because
that man’s dreams of success — dreams not matched by diligence —
produce poverty. Poverty is seen as aliability.

Here is another presentation of the basics of success and failure.
The sluggard is amoral failure; therefore, he fails visibly. His char-
acter markshimasamoral failure. Heislazy. Hischaracter manifests
itself in his behavior and then in his capital. He has nothing.

Thecontrast isbetween|azinessand diligence. Thisisacontinuing
themein Proverbs. “How long wilt thou sleep, O sluggard? when wilt
thou arise out of thy eep?’ (6:9). Heis easily thwarted by discom-
fort. “ Thesluggard will not plow by reason of the cold; therefore shall
he beg in harvest, and have nothing” (20:4). Heis conceited, believ-
ing himself to be beyond limitsthan hamper others. “ The sluggard is
wiser in his own conceit than seven men that can render a reason”
(26:16). In contrast is the diligent man. The diligent man is a mora
success; therefore, he succeeds visibly. His character markshimasa
moral success. He is not lazy. His character manifests itself in his
behavior and then in his capital. He has afat soul.
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WEALTH ACCUMULATION

Wealth gotten by vanity shall be diminished: but hethat gathereth by
labour shall increase (Prov. 13:11).

This proverb acknowledges that it is possible for morally empty
peopleto accumul atewealth. It al so assertsthat thiswealth will even-
tually be diminished. That which is accumulated in the short run is
not retained in the long run.

In contrast, thefruitsof |abor are positive. Inthiscase, |abor means
honest labor. It is not that vain people do not labor. It is that their
labor isan extension of their worldview. They are spiritually empty.
Thus, the visible results of their efforts do not persevere. This view
is consistent with the more general proverb: “A good man leaveth an
inheritance to his children’s children: and the wealth of the sinner is
laid up for thejust” (13:22).

What isvanity? Theword appears again and again in Ecclesiastes.
It refersto emptiness. Something looks appealing; infact, itisempty.
It does not deliver what the seeker had expected. Ecclesiastes dis-
misses as vanity all of the world' s preferred benefits.

Then there is outright deception. This aso is a form of vanity.
“The getting of treasures by alying tongue is a vanity tossed to and
fro of them that seek death” (21:6).2 This deception is literally sui-
cidal.

Built on Emptiness
Men can accumul ate wealth through vanity. Vanity is one basis of

1. Chapter 40.
2. Chapter 62.
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accumulation. But in what sense? Is this vanity in the mind of the
seller or the buyer? Is the foundation of the accumulated wealth the
producer’ s vanity or the consumer’ s?

To answer this, we must look at the contrast. The person who
accumul ates assets through honest labor will see hiswealth increase.
The focus of this proverb is the dedication of the producer. Thereis
no mention of the buyer.

The vain person also heaps up wealth. This wealth isinsecure. It
rests on the efforts of a spiritually empty person.

Why should his wealth be threatened? If he is spiritually empty,
but his product meets the desires of buyers, the buyers will continue
to buy. The flow of funds from the buyers to the producer is not
threatened by the spiritual condition of the producer, just so long as
he meets the wants of the buyers at prices they are willing to pay.

There are several threats. First, the empty person or his heirswill
squander the income, shrinking the net worth of the capital base.
Second, thevain person will eventually reducethevalue of hisoutput
by trying to cut costs by cutting quality. Third, demand will fall
because of new competition. Fourth, the buying public’s tastes will
change, leading to falling demand. The producer’s moral flaw will
eventually begin to affect the competitiveness of his output.

Built on Honest Work

In contrast, the person who works honestly and pays attention to
his budget will accumulate capital. He recognizes the positive rela-
tionship between good work and high income. He goes about his
businessin amethodical way. Over time, this attitude toward wealth
produces an increase. The laborer does not attempt to take shortcuts
that reducethe buyer’ sbenefits. He may try to become more efficient,
but the buyer is not short-changed.

This proverb promotes the idea of the value of labor. It does not
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teach that the value of labor’ s output is based on the labor’ sinput. In
other words, it does not teach the labor theory of value. It does not
teach that labor, apart from consumer demand, produces wealth. It
doesteach that the person who seeksto gather through hisown efforts
hasthe correct attitudetoward wealth. Wealth can be attai ned through
vanity or through honest labor. The correct approach is honest labor,
which securesincreasing wealth. Labor isnecessary for the preserva-
tion of wealth.

God labored to create the world. This gives meaning to the man-
dated day of rest (Ex. 20:11).2 This also serves as an example for
those who seek wealth. God has built into the social order a system
of causation. Labor, when added to land (the environment), produces
lasting wealth.

Inherent in creation isthe requirement that peoplework. All warn-
ingsthat labor-saving machinery or softwarewill producewidespread
unemployment are misguided. Labor-saving innovationsrel ease men
from laboring in onefield. Thisdoes not reduce the quantity of labor
required to maintain the social order. Human labor isthe least speci-
fic of production inputs. It can be shifted to new fields. Thereisal-
ways more work to be done. Manufacturing in the twentieth century
declined in economically advanced countries, but service industries
replaced manufacturing. Labor became ever-morevaluable as capital
accumulated. This was because labor became ever-more productive
as capital accumulated.

Conclusion
Built into the creationisaprogram of capital accumulation. At the

3. Gary North, The Snai Srrategy: Economicsand the Ten Commandments, 2nd
ed. (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [1986] 2006),
ch. 4.
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heart of this process is labor. Men must devote time, thought, and
energy in their quest to accumulate wealth. Labor is desirable as a
tool of self-dominion. It ispart of thedominion covenant. When labor
is applied to aprogram of wealth accumulation, the results are posi-
tive. Any attempt to get rich apart from labor is a snare and a delus-
ion. It isan empty quest. Such a quest may work for awhile, but the
program is self-destructive. It undermineslong-term capital appreci-
ation.
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ETHICSAND INHERITANCE

A good man leaveth an inheritance to his children’s children: and
the wealth of the sinner islaid up for thejust (Prov. 13:22).

Thisisthe most important versein the Bible that dealswith inher-
itance. It establishesaprinciple of interpretation: economic sanctions
are related to ethical performance. This brief aphorism summarizes
the system of sanctionsthat is presented in Leviticus 26 and Deuter-
onomy 28.

Generation-Skipping

The proverb establishes the legitimacy of wealth accumulation. A
good man accumulates wealth, which he passes on to his grand-
children. In summary, “you can't leave it behind if thereisn’'t any.”

Why doesn’'t the proverb specify children? Why does it refer to
grandchildren? Thetext does not say, but | can offer possible sugges-
tions.

First, the behavior of grandchildren reveals the success of their
parentsin transferring the ethical precepts of the grandparents. There
is visible evidence of the degree of intergenerational covenantal
inheritance. Depending on how old the grandchildren are, the grand-
father can see which grandchildren are likely to extend the kingdom
of God in history. Thisis amatter of their confession and perform-
ance: word and deed.

Second, parents should be accumul ating capital to transfer to their
as yet unborn grandchildren. Wealth from the grandparents can be
used to capitalize the grandchildren. This saves the parents money,
which can then be used to build up family capital. Part of thisaccum-
ulated capital will inturn go to their children.
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Third, thegrandparentsshould not let the parentsinherit all of their
wealth. The heirs may squander this legacy. By leaving wealth to
grandchildren, a grandfather reduces the risk of the decapitalization
of the family’ sinheritance. Thisis astrategy of risk diversification.

This raises the question of the administration of capital. The par-
entsmay not be effectivetrustees. If the grandparents placethe grand-
children’ slegacy under the authority of the parents, the grandchildren
may be disinherited through parental mismanagement. This is why
trusts can be effective instruments for transferring wealth. An inde-
pendent trustee, chosen by the grantor, will act on behalf of thetrust’s
beneficiaries until they come of age, as specified by the trust.

The Flow of Funds

The second part of this proverb is the heart of the matter: the
wealth of the sinner islaid up for the just.

There isacommon saying: “ The rich get richer, and the poor get
poorer.” Thissaying isrefuted by the effects of compound growthin
the West after 1780. The rich have indeed grown richer, but so have
the poor. The poor person today lives better than most rich peopledid
in 1800. He has access to far better medical care. His children are
morelikely to survive childhood diseases and accidents. He hasmore
entertainment.

Thisproverb saysthat the righteous get richer at the expense of the
unrighteous. How? Through inheritance. Wealth accumulated by the
covenant-breaker is inherited by the covenant-keeper. How can this
be?

Therearetwoways. First, the heirsabandon covenant-breaking for
covenant-keeping. Thisisinheritance through adoption into thefam-
ily of God. Second, covenant-keepers become more productive than
covenant-breakers. The covenant-breaking heirs of rich covenant-
breakers spend their inheritances on goods and services produced for
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sale by covenant-keepers.

This proverb rests on an assumption: the structure of covenantal
inheritancefavorscovenant-keeping over thelong term Therecan be
abuild-up of wealth. But thisisalienable wealth. Covenant-breakers
cannot maintain possession of it in the long run. The covenantal
structure of society militates against covenant-breaking. God has not
established alevel playing field. He hastilted it in favor of Hiscoven-
ant people.

How sittilted? Infiveways. First, God issovereign over creation.
He who acknowledges this publicly is specially favored by God.
“Wherefore the LORD God of Israel saith, | said indeed that thy
house, and the house of thy father, should walk before me for ever:
but now the LORD saith, Beit far from me; for them that honour me
| will honour, and they that despise me shall be lightly esteemed” (I
Sam. 2:30).

Second, men must covenant with either God or Satan. God isthe
source of blessings. Satan is not. “Every good gift and every perfect
gift isfrom above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with
whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:17).

Third, society is governed by biblical law. Thislaw isinherently
ethical. There is a difference between right and wrong. This is the
difference between covenant-keeping and covenant-breaking.

Fourth, there are predictable sanctions in history, positive and
negative. Covenant-keeping brings positive sanctions (Deut. 28:1—
14).* Covenant-breaking brings negative sanctions (Deut. 28:15-68).

Fifth, the process of positive sanctions compounds wealth over
time asatestimony to God' s covenantal faithfulness. “But thou shalt
remember the LORD thy God: for it is he that giveth thee power to

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.

209



God’' s Success Manual

get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he sware unto
thy fathers, asit isthisday” (Deut. 8:18).2 This process transfers the
inheritance of history to God’ s people. “ For evildoersshall be cut off:
but those that wait upon the LORD, they shall inherit the earth” (Ps.
37:9).

Per Capita Economic Growth

This proverb directs our attention to the future. It reminds us that
our effortsin history extend down through history through our grand-
children. But they also come under the covenantal structure of inher-
itance. They will someday bereminded of theintergenerational nature
of inheritance in history.

The compounding process through time isaway to extend God's
dominion in history. Population multiplies. Heirship extends to
numbers like the sand of the sea. God promised Abraham: “That in
blessing | will blessthee, and in multiplying I will multiply thy seed
as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the sea
shore; and thy seed shall possess the gate of hisenemies; And in thy
seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed; because thou hast
obeyed my voice’ (Gen. 22:17-18). But the heirsdo not get poorer as
aresult: same size pie, but with more piecesto share. On the contrary,
they get richer. The promise of God's covenant is per capita econo-
mic growth. There will be leisure for al of God's people. “But they
shall sit every man under his vine and under his fig tree; and none
shall make them afraid: for the mouth of the LORD of hosts hath
spokenit” (Micah 4:4).

Not only does the Bible teach linear history — creation, Fall,
redemption, final judgment —it teacheshistorical progress: ethicaly,
intellectually, economically. Nowhere in the Bible is this made

2. lbid., ch. 21.
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clearer than in Isaiah 65.

And ye shall leave your name for a curse unto my chosen: for the
Lord GOD shall slay thee, and call his servants by another name:
That he who blesseth himself in the earth shall bless himself in the
God of truth; and hethat sweareth inthe earth shall swear by the God
of truth; because the former troubles are forgotten, and because they
are hid from mine eyes. For, behold, | create new heavens and anew
earth: and the former shall not be remembered, nor come into mind.
But beyeglad and rejoicefor ever inthat which | create: for, behold,
| create Jerusalem a regjoicing, and her people a joy. And | will
rejoicein Jerusalem, and joy in my people: and the voice of weeping
shall be no more heard in her, nor the voice of crying. There shall be
no more thence an infant of days, nor an old man that hath not filled
his days: for the child shall die an hundred years old; but the sinner
being an hundred years old shall be accursed. And they shall build
houses, and inhabit them; and they shall plant vineyards, and eat the
fruit of them (Isa. 65:15-21).

Conclusion

If thewealth of the sinner islaid up for the just, then God’ s people
should be optimistic regarding the future. A high level of future-
orientation should mark their thinking. Future-orientation is the
premier feature of an upper-classindividual 2

To maintain this outlook, men must act consistently with it. This
means that they should strive to build up an inheritance, not merely
for their children but also for their grandchildren. They must transfer
wealth and vision to grandchildren, who are too young to have
secured their place in the world, but whose confessions and outward

3. Edward C. Banfield, The Unheavenly City: The Nature and Future of Our
Urban Crisis (Boston: Little, Brown, 1970), pp. 48-50.
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behavior mark them as covenant-keepers. Such atransfer of wealth
takes faith that God will keep the terms of His covenant and not
dissipate the inheritance.
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DESTRUCTIVE INJUSTICE

Much food is in the fallow ground of the poor, but it is swept away
by injustice (Prov. 13:23).

Thisisthe trandation of the New American Standard Bible. The
King Jamestranglationisnot clear: “Much food isinthetillage of the
poor: but there isthat is destroyed for want of judgment.”

The Hebrew word translated by the King James as “tillage” is
trandated as “fallow ground” elsewhere in the Old Testament.

For thus saith the LORD to the men of Judah and Jerusalem, Break
up your fallow ground, and sow not among thorns (Jer. 4:3).

Sow to yourselves in righteousness, reap in mercy; break up your
fallow ground: for it istimeto seek the LORD, till he comeandrain
righteousness upon you (Hosea 10:12).

Fallow ground is ground that has not been plowed or seeded. It
may be fallow for a season, as was to have been the case in the sev-
enth, sabbatical year (Lev. 25:1-7).* It may befallow only until plow-
ing time.

The contrast of Proverbs 13:23 with Hosea 10:12 indicates that
fallow land inthiscasewastemporarily fallow. The prophet called on
thelsraelitesto ethical behavior: “ Sow to yoursel vesin righteousness,
reapinmercy.” Seeding thelandisdescribed hereaspracticing right-
eousness. Repentanceisthe equivalent of plowing fallow soil, which

1. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas:. Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 24; Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economicsof Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 24.
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precedes planting: “Break up your fallow ground.” When Israglites
repent and work in terms of their new ethical vision, there will be a
positive sanction from God: “rain righteousnessupon you.” Thenwill
comethe harvest. Hosea spoke of repentance and restoration in terms
of plowing, seeding, and harvesting what had been fallow land.

Thisprophetic context pointsto the exegetical content of thisprov-
erb. The fallow ethical land of Israel contains the fruits of righteous
labor. But to produce these fruits, there must be conformity to the
Mosaic law. Thiswas the continuing message of the prophets: acall
to restore the nation by conforming the Mosaic law.

I njustice
Injustice under the M osai c covenant was any law enforcement that
was in conflict with the terms of the Mosaic law, including its civil
sanctions. The prophets did not come before the nation to call the
people back to ethicsin general or to natural law asreveal ed to auton-
omous human wisdom. King David set the example for every future
king of Israel.

Now the days of David drew nigh that he should die; and he charged
Solomon his son, saying, | go theway of all the earth: be thou strong
therefore, and shew thyself aman; And keep the charge of the LORD
thy God, to walk in hisways, to keep his statutes, and his command-
ments, and his judgments, and his testimonies, asit iswritten in the
law of Moses, that thou mayest prosper in al that thou doest, and
whithersoever thou turnest thyself (I Kings 2:1-3).

After the Babylonian captivity, the peoplewho returned to theland
of Israel made this public confession to God.

Howbeit thou art just in al that is brought upon us; for thou hast
done right, but we have done wickedly: Neither have our kings, our
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princes, our priests, nor our fathers, kept thy law, nor hearkened unto
thy commandmentsand thy testimonies, wherewith thou didst testify
against them (Neh. 9:33-34).

With thisin mind, consider the message of thisproverb. In fallow
land there is a means of growing food. To fallow ground must be
added labor: plowingit, seedingit, irrigating it, and keeping it free of
crop-consuming insects. Labor must be paid for. So must seeds. Al
thistakes time. Time has a price: interest.

Fallow ground does not normally produce a crop that will sustain
anowner economically. So, for fallow ground to bear fruit, the owner
or renter must add something of value. He makesan investment: time.
A poor man makes alarge investment proportional to his capital. He
has no reserves if he makes a mistake. Converting afallow field to
food is a high-risk proposition for him.

What is the effect of the threat of injustice on the motivation of a
poor man? Highly negative. He is just barely scraping by. Now he
faces anew uncertainty: the misuse of the legal system to reduce his
income. People with power become his enemies. He can do little to
thwart their plans, once his seeds are sown. His land cannot be
concealed. The fruits of hislabor will be visible to everyone. He is
vulnerable. He has no money to hire alawyer or bribe an official. He
operates at the mercy of thelegal system. But he cannot trust thelegal
system.

Injusticeislikeaharvestingtool. It sweepsaway the crop. But this
proverb does not say that a crop is ready for harvesting. It says that
food isin afallow field. It speaks metaphorically. Injusticeislike a
pre-planting harvesting tool. It sweeps away the crop that will not be
planted. How is an unplanted crop swept away? By sweeping away
the planter’ s willingness to plant.
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Marginal Loss= Total Loss

Men makeinvestmentsof land, labor, time, and capital for the sake
of a hoped-for return on their investments. They expect to harvest a
return that is higher than what they invested. They work in hope.

Hope is undermined by the threat of injustice. If the land’ s owner
or renter does not expect to gain morethan heinvests, hewill look for
other places to make his investment. He will not willingly sacrifice
money, time, and energy for the sake of a negative rate of return. He
will not work for free in order to benefit unjust people.

Injustice is destructive. This proverb saysthat it is as destructive
as a harvesting tool that sweeps away an entire crop. The threat of
injustice at the margin produces the compl ete destruction of the crop.
There will be no crop.

The disincentive produced by injustice is very great, this proverb
says. It does not explain why this is true. Solomon expected the
reader to understand how men plan for the future. But even if the
reader does not understand the logic of the example, he perceivesthe
basic message: injustice is destructive. It could be compared with a
plague of locusts that strips away a crop.

Conclusion

Injustice is destructive. The poor man who does not plant afield
is harmed. The would-be buyers of his crop are harmed. Even the
purveyors of injustice are harmed. They will have less wedlth to
confiscate through their misuse of the legal system.

Injustice reduces production, but it does so in away that cannot be
perceived directly. A fallow field that remainsfallow can be blamed
on many factors. But the supreme factor, according to this proverb,
isinjustice. Someone had planned to gain part of someoneelse’ scrop
at a below-market price. Now he will do without. So will everyone
else.
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COSTSOF PRODUCTION

Where no oxen are, the crib is clean: but much increase is by the
strength of the ox (Prov. 14:4).

The opening clause points to one seemingly beneficial aspect of
low productivity: it takes lesswork. A man owns astall, suitable for
an ox. He does not own or lease an ox. The stall iseconomically use-
lessunlessit isinside a building, which could be used for storage. A
holding pen for an animal isahighly specific form of capital. If there
isno animal to be penned in, what good isit?

When used, an ox’s stall is a mess. It is filled with droppings.
Nobody wantsthejob of cleaning out an ox’ sstall. But thetwo avail-
able alternatives are even more unpleasant: an uncleaned stall or an
empty stall. The former may kill the ox through disease. The latter
indicates the lack of atool of production.

Increasing Returnsto Capital | nvestment
The second clause gets to the economic point: “much increaseis
by the strength of the ox.” The Hebrew word translated here as
“increase” iselsewheretranglated as“fruit” or “fruits.” The meaning
isthe same: the net output of the land.

Then | will command my blessing upon you in the sixth year, and it
shall bring forth fruit for three years (Lev. 25:21).*

1. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas:. Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 27; Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economicsof Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 27.
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Thou shalt truly tithe all theincrease of thy seed, that the field bring-
eth forth year by year (Deut. 14:22).2

The man who owns an ox and land can combine these capital
assets to produce a crop. Without an ox, the landowner is limited to
whatever he and hired workers can plant by hand. The work is ardu-
ous and time-consuming. A man’ s physical strengthisminimal com-
pared to an ox’ s strength. So, the output of land plus human labor is
low when compared to the output of land plus atrained ox’ slabor. It
isamatter of strength, asthis proverb says.

Farmland without an ox is not productive. Thisis because of the
low output of human labor in agriculture, compared to an ox’ slabor.
Land becomes far more productive agriculturally by the addition of
an ox. Put in economic terminology, there is an increasing rate of
return to both land and labor when the labor movesfrom human labor
to ox labor. The ox makes the land more productive for the owner of
the land. Theland makesthe ox more productivefor the owner of the
OX.

An owner was required to care for both the land and the ox. The
land was not to be planted in year six (Lev. 25:1-6).2 Fallow land had
time to be restored. The ox was to share a portion of this increased
output with the ox. “Thou shalt not muzzle the ox when he treadeth
out the corn” (Deut. 25:4).* Paul invoked this law to make the same
point with respect to men. “For the scripture saith, Thou shalt not
muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn. And, Thelabourer isworthy

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 34.

3. North, Leviticus, ch. 25; Boundaries and Dominion, ch. 25.

4. 1bid., ch. 62.
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of hisreward” (I Tim. 5:18;° cf. | Cor. 9:8-9°).

Separated, ox and land are not highly productive for their owner.
Together, aspart of an integrated system of production, they are quite
productive. Thisisanother example of the division of labor in action.
By combining two different forms of capital, a person can greatly
increase his wealth.

Good News and Bad News

The good newsisthat by adding an ox to the production mix, the
owner can increase hiswealth. Theword “increase” isthe equivalent
of wealth. The bad news is that the ox requires additional capital: a
stall. This tool of production must be maintained. Someone must
cleanthestall. Either the owner doesthis, or else he hires someoneto
do this. Thisisacost of production.

The owner can defer this maintenance expense for atime. He can
let the stall get worse and worse. But the end result will be the loss of
his capital asset. The ox will get sick or die.

Of course, this same principle of maintenance applies to every
capital good. Capital wears out. In a cursed world, though not in the
pre-Fall uncursed world, thisisthe result of entropy: the tendency of
everything to become random.” Sharp blades get dull. Sharp minds
get dull. Things wear out.

5. Gary North, Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Timothy (Harrisonburg, Virginiaz Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [2001]
2006), ch. 8.

6. Gary North, Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commen-
tary on First Corinthians, electronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas. Institute for
Christian Economics, 2001), ch. 11.

7. Gary North, Isthe World Running Down? Crisisin the Christian Worldview
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1988), ch. 2.
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Land wearsout, too. Agricultural land is depleted of mineralsand
vegetation. This is why farmers adopt counter-depletion measures:
crop rotation, fertilizer, and fallow land for a season. In this sense,
land is a capital good. Thereis pure land: bedrock support that does
not wear out. Then there are topsoil, earthworms, and other living
matter, which are consumed by agricultural production.

One of the nice things about the interrelationship between oxen
and land is that the contents of stalls can then be spread over land to
increase its productivity. Thisis more work to do, but the result of
thiswork isincrease.

All of thispointsto extrawork for men. Thisisall part of the curse
(Gen. 3:17-19) 2

Conclusion

The lesson of scarcity is this: there are no free lunches. Output
requiresinputs. Inthe case of agricultural land, output requiresinput:
land and work animals. Both land and work animalsare capital assets.
Capital requires additional investment in order to maintain it. This
cost of production is required to maximize output.

When an asset’ s output is significantly increased by the addition
of acomplementary factor of production, theowner of theinitial asset
finds that it pays to buy or lease the complementary factor. But in
making this decision, he should count the cost of maintaining the
complementary factor. Only when the expected val ue of the expected
increased output is greater than the expected value of the increased
inputs should he hire or purchase the second factor of production.

8. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas: Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 10.
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BUYING FRIENDSHIP

The poor ishated even of hisown neighbour: but the rich hath many
friends (Prov. 14:20).

Thetrand atorsunderplayed the power of riches. TheHebrew word
trandated as“friends’ ismore accurately translated as“lovers.” This
word is stronger than the other Hebrew word for “friend” and
“friendly.” “ A man that hath friends must shew himself friendly: and
thereis afriend that sticketh closer than a brother” (Prov. 18:24).
Theloving friend is more faithful than abrother. Thisisthe meaning
of friendship available to the rich person.

We teach our children that money cannot buy friendship. This
proverb saysthe opposite. If wetell childrenthat afriend lovesusfor
ourselves, we must face the dual truth of this proverb. First, poverty
produces hatred by neighbors who know a person. Second, wealth
produceslove. This hatred or loveis specifically said to be the result
of one's economic condition.

The Useof Irony

Why should weimaginethat parentsin Solomon’ sday taught their
children any differently from the way parents teach their children
today? Parentswant to protect their children from false friends. From
an early age, parents warn their children against trusting in friends
who exhibit friendship for the sake of whatever the child possesses.
Suchfriendsarefa sefriends. They are committed only to sharing the
wealth of the possessor.

He who possesses great wealth usually has an entourage close by.
Those who are poor do not have anyone close by. A popular song in
the United States during the economic depression of the 1930’ s was
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Nobody Knows You When You're Down and Out (1922). The song
closely paralleled Proverbs 14:20.

Nobody knows you when you’ re down and out.
In your pocket, not one penny,

And your friends, you haven't any.

And as soon as you get on your feet again,
Everybody is your long-lost friend.

It's mighty strange, without a doubt, but
Nobody wants you when you' re down and out.

In his empty pockets phase, the person had no friends. This prov-
erb goesevenfurther: “The poor ishated even of hisown neighbour.”
Thisisactual animosity. | think thisisliterary irony, just as“lovers’
is. Heis hated in the same sense that a rich man is loved. The poor
person feels rejected. His neighbors abandon him. They are not part
of hisentourage. He has no entourage. The person with alot of mon-
ey has an entourage.

Solomon was not unaware of thislove-and-hate phenomenon. He
described life as it has been down through the ages. Some people's
commitment to othersis based on what they expect to receive from
this commitment. The rich man is expected to spend money on his
friends. The poor man is expected to ask his friends for aloan. So,
people are generally favorable to the rich people they associate with.
Thisis agreat ethical error, Jesus warned the Pharisees. He said to
consider the poor when making out the invitation list for your feast.

When thou makest adinner or asupper, call not thy friends, nor thy
brethren, neither thy kinsmen, nor thy rich neighbours; lest they also
bid thee again, and arecompence be made thee. But when thou mak-
est afeast, call the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind: And thou
shalt be blessed; for they cannot recompense thee: for thou shalt be
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recompensed at the resurrection of the just (Luke 14:12-14).*

So, the neighbor described by this proverb is not neighborly. The
lover isunlovely. Both are motivated by what they expect to receive
from the other person. They are motivated by economic self-interest.

Winnersand Losers

This proverb describes something familiar. People are motivated
by economic self-interest. To the extent that this motivation is at the
foundation of personal relationships, friendship becomes a matter of
wealth. To gain such afriend requires that you gain wealth first. To
keep such afriend requires that you retain your wealth and share it.
Such friendship is fleeting.

Those who are committed to a personal relationship because of
wealth are generally poorer than the recipient of their commitment.
Thelikelihood that they will be named in the person’ swill isremote.
So ishisdeath. The likelihood that he will hand over alarge portion
of hiswealth to friends is also remote. So, the hanger-on is seeking
only spare change. He may receive trickle-down wealth, but nothing
substantial. Heis not productive. He sees histime as most profitably
spent with a rich man for the trickle-down wealth and the token
benefitsit may provide. He establishes arel ationship of dependance.
He sees this as the highest return on histime.

A seller of goods or servicesis not equally dependent. He estab-
lishesarelationship based on mutually beneficial exchange. He sells
something he produces. Inall likelihood, he doesnot seek to establish
arelationship of friendship with awealthy buyer. He keeps the rela-

1. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 34.
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tionship professional, for his competitive advantage in the market-
place is based heavily on the reputation of excellence that his output
possesses. Excellencerestson objective merit, irrespectiveof favorit-
ism based on personal friendship. He seeks repeat business. He also
seeksreferralsif heisagood marketer. If the rich man recogni zesthat
the seller suppliesan inferior product, which is offset only by friend-
ship, he may not be ready to recommend the seller to his associates,
for they will think him decelved. No one wantsto appear to be hamp-
ered by poor judgment, least of al a highly successful person.

This means that the rich man’s lovers are losers. They probably
know this. They correctly perceive themselves to be dependent on
creating an illusion of unself-interested friendship. If they do not
recognize this, then they are self-deceived as well as self-interested.

Furthermore, their goals are minimal. They do not seek a profes-
sional relationship with therich man based on their objective produc-
tivity. They do not seek a stream of predictable income based on
supplying something desired by the rich person because of the advan-
tageit gives him. Instead, they seek handouts disguised as participa
tion injoint celebrations. Basically, they are party people. Their per-
sonal horizons are limited to whatever wealth can be obtained at a
party. Thisislegitimate asacareer, but only if you are aprofessional
party planner or performer. The difference here is the difference
between afeefor servicesrendered and ahandout for old times' sake.

Conclusion
Solomonwasavery richman. Hewasal so powerful. He possessed
the power of life and death, even to the point of executing his
conniving half-brother (I Kings 2). Such men attract hangers-on. If
they arewise, they do not let such peopleinto their inner circles. They
do not become dependent on them. They treat them, at best, as party
people: fun people to have around at unimportant functions. Being
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invited to unimportant functionsisimportant to unimportant people.
A wise man recognizes this. An unscrupulous rich man will take
advantage of this moral defect of hangers-on. They become his prey.
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DEALING WITH THE POOR

He that despiseth his neighbour sinneth: but he that hath mercy on
the poor, happy is he (Prov. 14:21).

Thisproverb follows arelated one: “The poor is hated even of his
own neighbour: but the rich hath many friends.”* Here, Solomon
focuses on the neighbor, who is contrasted with the merciful person.

In the previous proverb, the neighbor’ s hatred isrelated to hisvic-
tim’ spoverty. Thecontrast isbetween the poor man’ shating neighbor
and the rich man’s hanger-on. The difference is not based on com-
parative moral fiber. Both are morally weak and short-sighted. But
the hanger-on is not sinning. The hating neighbor is.

Pressured to Give

The hating neighbor has no judicially objective claim against his
neighbor. He has not been harmed in any way. The poor man’ splight
did not come at the expense of his neighbor. Thus, there is no legit-
imate reason for the hatred. Then on what is it based? The previous
proverb tells us: the person’s poverty. This proverb isrelated to the
previous proverb. We can legitimately conclude that thisis based on
the proverb’s contrast: the merciful person who gives to the poor.

The poor manisin need of charity. This may bein the form of a
charitable zero-interest loan (Deut. 15:1-6).? It may beintheform of
an outright gift. The point is, his presence places his neighbor in a

1. Chapter 43.

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 35.
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painful moral situation. Will the neighbor turn hisback on the suffer-
ing man, just as the priest and Levite did to the robbed man lying in
theroad (Luke 10:31-32) 7 Or will helend, asking nothingin return?
Jesus commanded:

Give to every man that asketh of thee; and of him that taketh away
thy goods ask them not again. And as ye would that men should do
to you, do ye aso to them likewise. For if ye love them which love
you, what thank have ye?for sinners also |ove those that love them.
And if ye do good to them which do good to you, what thank have
ye? for sinners also do even the same. And if ye lend to them of
whom ye hope to receive, what thank have ye? for sinnersalso lend
to sinners, to receive as much again. But love ye your enemies, and
do good, and lend, hoping for nothing again; and your reward shall
be great, and ye shall be the children of the Highest: for heis kind
unto the unthankful and to the evil. Be ye therefore merciful, asyour
Father also is merciful (Luke 6:30-36).*

The sinner reacts by blaming the victim. He despises the victim
because of his own dilemma: to give or not to give? He sees the poor
man asthe source of guilt. It iseasier to blame the poor personfor his
condition than to open one' swallet. It iseasier to find an explanation
of hispoverty that isrelated to some moral weakness on his part. He
isseen asdeserving hispoverty. Heistherefore deserving of condem-
nation. Condemnation then becomeshatred. Such hatredissinful, this
proverb says.

3. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 21.

4. 1bid., ch. 10.
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Happy to Give

In contrast to the hate-filled person is the merciful person who
givesto the poor. This proverb saysthat thispersonishappy. Thisis
consi stent with what Jesustaught. Indeed, it isthe foundation of what
Jesus taught: “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:
35h).°

Why should this be true? Peopl e are sel f-centered. M odern econo-
mics ever since Adam Smith has rested, above all, on this assertion:
“ After the assumption of scarcity, individual self-interest isthe most
fruitful assumption undergirding economictheory and practice.” Why
should we conclude that giving makes people happy?

We can begin with grandparents’ attitude toward their grandchild-
ren. Thisisthe most obvious example, in every culture, at al times.
Then there is gift-giving between spouses. This is not done in the
spirit of mutual exchange. So, withinthe context of thefamily, giving
is more common than mutual exchange. It is when we move beyond
the family that most people’ s motivation moves to self-interest.

This proverb says that giving to the poor makes the giver happy.
Thisisthe testimony down through the ages of those who have been
exceptional givers. But their number has been limited. Their attitude
is generally respected, but their example is not widely imitated.

Why should thispositive psychol ogical connection betweengiving
to the poor and happiness exist? To answer this, consider God, in
whoseimage man ismade. God isthe source of all good gifts. “Every
good gift and every perfect giftisfrom above, and cometh down from
the Father of lights, with whom isno variableness, neither shadow of
turning” (James 1:17). Peter concluded:

5. Gary North, Sacrifice and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Acts,
electronic edition (Tyler, Texas: Ingtitute for Christian Economics, 2000), pp.
77-80.
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And above al things have fervent charity among yourselves: for
charity shall cover the multitude of sins. Use hospitality one to
another without grudging. As every man hath received the gift, even
so minister the same oneto another, asgood stewards of themanifold
grace of God (I Peter 4:8-10).

Grace is best defined as an unmerited gift — unmerited by the
recipient. God isthe source of original grace. God hasthisadvantage:
Heisnot affected by scarcity. Hedid not haveto pay for whatever He
owns. Heistheoriginal owner. “For every beast of theforestismine,
and the cattle upon athousand hills” (Ps. 50:10). So, when He gives
something, He loses nothing. Jesus taught that this is also true of
covenant-keepers. What they give up in history for the sake of Christ
and His kingdom, they amass in eternity. Jesus said:

Fear not, little flock; for it isyour Father’ sgood pleasureto give you
the kingdom. Sell that ye have, and give ams; provide yourselves
bags which wax not old, a treasure in the heavens that faileth not,
where no thief approacheth, neither moth corrupteth. For whereyour
treasureis, there will your heart be also (Luke 12:32-34).°

Conclusion

The attitude we have toward the poor is important. If we despise
them and blame them for their poverty in order to reduce the sense of
obligation that we should have for them, then we sin. If we open our
wallets to them when they are in trouble through no fault of their
own, we gain happiness. This is not a matter of giving in order to
receive back from the poor. But it surely isamatter of giving in order
to gain great gifts from God: happiness in history and treasure in
eternity.

6. North, Treasure and Dominion, ch. 26.
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EXPENSIVE TALK

In all labour thereis profit: but the talk of the lips tendeth only to
penury (Prov. 14:23).

Here is another proverb of comparisons. One result is beneficial.
The other is not. We should choose which action to take in terms of
the respective result.

The opening clauseisauniversal statement: “In all labour thereis
profit.” Did Solomon include theft, arson, and other crimes? No.
Thenwhy did he make such asweeping statement? To emphasizethis
fact: the superiority of labor over talk.

Therearepeoplewhotalk for aliving: teachers, preachers, televis-
ion news anchors, and other members of the chattering class. Some
of them makealot of money. Was Solomon really convinced that talk
alwaysleadsto poverty? No. Then why did he make such asweeping
statement? To emphasize the superiority of labor over talk.

Therearetimeswhen abiblical author makes an outrageous state-
ment for effect. This communications technique is called rhetoric.
For example, a lazy man really does not defend his laziness by
referringtoalioninthestreets. Y et Solomon used thisexampletwice
(Prov. 22:13;* 26:13). Thisis a comparable example of rhetoric.

“Action Speaks Louder Than Words’

Thisis afamiliar logan in American history. Americans like to
think of themselves as doers more than talkers. They contrast action,
which produces objectiveresults, with talk, which wastestime by not
producing any results. This attitude is grounded in the message of

1. Chapter 67.
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Proverbs 14:23. A related passage is James 1.:22. “ But be ye doers of
theword, and not hearersonly, deceiving your own selves.” Themain
idea in both passages is not to dismiss talk as worthless, for that
would dismiss hearing asworthless. What isworthlessistalk without
action consistent with the talk. Americans have another saying: “Y ou
must walk thetalk.” To act inconsistently with whatever you say you
believeis hypocritical and self-destructive. To do nothing isequally
hypocritical.

In this passage, “talk with the lips” means talk without action. A
persontalksin order toimpressthelistener with hisown wisdom. But
then the speaker does not take action. His words subsequently con-
demn him. In order for the talk to become meaningful, the speaker
must take action — action that is consistent with what he said.

If a speaker is limited to talk, those around him are unwise to
follow hisadvice. Heisnot “ putting his money where hismouthis.”
He does not really believe what he is saying, or if he does, then he
suffers from mental paralysis. In either case, the listener should not
follow hisadvicewithout verifying what he hasheard. He should also
not subordinate himself to this person.

This proverb says that talk without action produces poverty. Why
should talk lead to poverty? Because action is what makes a profit.
Doing nothing produces a loss. Why? Because of the curse of the
ground. The land produces weeds and thorns (Gen. 3:17-19) 2 If |eft
to itself, it revertsto wilderness. Wildernessisfit for beasts, not for
men. Men arerequired by God to take dominion (Gen. 1:26-28).2 Put
differently, taking no action leads to the triumph of entropy: nature's
constant movement toward disorder.

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas. Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 10.

3. Ibid., ch. 3.
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To work on projects that consumers do not want to pay for pro-
ducesaloss. Tak, when it leadsto consumer-satisfying action, prod-
uces an increase. The deciding factor is ultimately a sanction. Some-
one with the power to provide a reward — a paying consumer —
decides retroactively that the laborer’ s effort was praiseworthy.

Wasted Time

Talk is cheap, an American proverb says. This proverb says that
talk is expensive. It produces poverty. In contrast is labor, which
takes effort but produces an increase. Effort is a cost, but this cost
produces a profit: anet increase.

Solomon indicates herethat talk without action appearsto be cost-
free, butit producespoverty. It istherefore expensive. Why? Because
the talker has wasted precious time, which is an irreplaceable res-
ource. Heismaking apoint: hewho seeks something for nothing will
fall into poverty. In contrast, labor is costly, but it produces an
increase. Time spent on labor is profitable. The worker seeks some-
thing of greater value from the time heinvestsin labor. The disting-
uishing feature istime.

This conclusion is not stated in this proverb. But it isimplied by
thisproverb. What do talk and labor havein common? Time. Neither
the talker nor the laborer can escape the expenditure of time. Both
must surrender time back to its owner: God. God gives it, then
reclaimsit, moment by moment. So, God expects us not to waste our
time. We possess it only as stewards.

Conclusion
Solomon uses overstatement to make a point: the investment of
time and effort in labor produces superior resultsto the investment of
time and talk without labor. He who says nothing and then workswill
gain a better reward than he who talks and then does not work.
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Jesus used this structure of cause and effect in a parable.

But what think ye? A certain man had two sons; and he came to the
first, and said, Son, go work to day in my vineyard. He answered and
said, | will not: but afterward he repented, and went. And he cameto
the second, and said likewise. And he answered and said, | go, Sir:
and went not. Whether of them twain did thewill of hisfather? They
say unto him, Thefirst. Jesus saith unto them, Verily | say unto you,
That the publicans and the harlots go into the kingdom of God before
you. For John came unto you in the way of righteousness, and ye
believed him not: but the publicans and the harl ots believed him: and
ye, when yehad seenit, repented not afterward, that ye might believe
him (Matt. 21:28-32).

Action speaks louder than words.

233



46

OPPRESSION AND MERCY

He that oppresseth the poor reproacheth his Maker: but he that
honoureth him hath mercy on the poor (Prov. 14:31).

This proverb highlights the ethical aspect of several Mosaic laws
dealing with the economic oppression of the poor. Ultimately, the
Mosaic laws prohibiting oppression are theocentric. How you treat
the poor reveals what you think of God. The oppressor is said to
reproach God. The Hebrew word can also mean “defy.” But the con-
trast here is with honoring in the sense of upholding. So, the trans-
lators chose an English word that is an antonym of “honoring.” To
reproach God isto act as though God is not the kind of God He says
Heis. The person rebukes God in the sense of dishonoring him.

The merciful person has an open hand. Legally, he does not have
to show favor to the poor man. Thisis a matter of voluntary action.
Mercy is optional, judicially speaking. The Hebrew word is often
trandated as “gracious.” “And he said, | will make all my goodness
pass before thee, and | will proclaim the name of the LORD before
thee; and will be graciousto whom I will be gracious, and will shew
mercy onwhom | will shew mercy” (Ex. 33:19). Graceisan unearned
or undeserved blessing from God. God is not obligated to show His
grace. David called on God to lift him up. “Have mercy upon me, O
LORD; consider my troublewhich | suffer of them that hate me, thou
that liftest me up from the gates of death” (Ps. 9:13). The imagery
hereisthat of God' s bending down and lifting up. He stoopsto give
ad.

This is the sense of the Hebrew word in this proverb. Someone
liftsup another person, who hasfallen. He putsthe person back on his
feet. Thisdecisionisat the discretion of the one who shows mercy or
grace.
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Oppression

In my commentary on Leviticus 25:17, “Ye shall not therefore
oppress one another; but thou shalt fear thy God: for | am the LORD
your God,” | made the point that this oppression involved the misuse
of civil government. A political insider gains power over others
through the monopoly of viol ence possessed by thecivil government.*
This same misuse of civil government applied in alaw of Exodus,
“Thou shalt neither vex a stranger, nor oppress him: for ye were
strangersin theland of Egypt” (Ex. 22:21).2 The element of legalized
coercion wasinvolved.

This connection with the State is not self-evident in this proverb.
The reader is assumed by Solomon to be aware of Mosaic laws
relating to oppression. Whatever the source of the advantage posses-
sed by the oppressor, he reproaches God by taking advantage of the
person subordinate to him. This same element of subordination is
implied by the Hebrew word translated as “mercy” in this proverb.
Thehierarchical relationshipisnot to be used to take advantage of the
weaker party. To do thisisto make a statement about God.

God isthe supreme party in every relationship. He possesses com-
plete power. If Hewishestoimpose negative sanctionson anyone, for
any reason, Heislegally able to do so. Thiswas the main lesson that
God taught Job (Job 38—41). Judicially, man cannot claim innocence
before God. He deserves whatever God hands out to him. But God is
said to be merciful inhistory. So, inimitating God, covenant-keepers
are not to take unfair advantage of the poor. On the contrary, they are

1. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas:. Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 26; Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economicsof Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 26.

2. Gary North, Tools of Dominion: The Case Lawsof Exodus (Tyler, Texas. Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1990), ch. 22.
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to show mercy in the sense of grace: an unearned gift. Thisis what
God does for mankind. Thus, when those calling themselves by His
name show mercy and refrain from oppression, they testify accurately
to the nature of God in history. They honor God.

The Welfare State

Verses such as this one can be misused in the name of God. Pro-
moters of coercion by the State in the name of social justice invoke
Old Covenant passagesthat commend mercy. But their appeal to such
passagesisacover for oppression. The heart of mercyisitsvoluntar-
ism. The fact that a person is not compelled by civil law to lift up
another person iswhat constitutes an act of compassion as merciful.
If the person in need of assistance has alegal claim on compassion,
then the issue is obedience to the civil law rather than grace.

Coercion goes beyond the undermining of mercy. The State takes
money from one group and transfers it to another group. This trans-
forms politicsinto special-interest competition. Gainingamajority in
acivil government allows wealth redistribution by force. Thisisthe
essence of judicial oppression. It is common for defenders of the
welfare Stateto justify thisbecause the official targets of State power
possess greater wealth than the official recipients. But the issue of
economic oppression has to do with the use of the State’ s monopoly
of violenceto extract wealth from atargeted group of voterswho did
not win elections.

Consider the example of Nazi Germany. State laws restricting
Jews and busi nesses operated by Jewswere passed inthe late 1930’s.
Thefact that Jewsasavoting bloc possessed greater per capitawealth
than the Naziswho ran the government did not justify the use of State
power to placetheminasubordinate position. Thisshould beobvious
to every defender of the welfare State. So should the real name of the
Nazi Party: the National Socialist Democratic WorkersParty. But the
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universal response of welfare State advocates is to criticize these
oppressivelawsbecause of their racist and religiousofficial justifica
tion, not because a socialist government took money from a group
whose members possessed greater per capitawealth than the average
German voter. They ignore the fact that had the German government
not been socialistic, such legislation would not have been legal. It is
the old issue of whose ox gets gored. It is not the fact of Nazi Ger-
many’ s economic oppression that bothers welfare State proponents.
Rather, it is the religious targets of this economic oppression that
gainsthe criticism. Had the Jews been Presbyterians, welfare statists
would be quite content with the State-enforced redistribution of
weadlth.

Conclusion

Oppression is evil. This includes economic oppression by the
State. Mercy isrighteous. Both statements constitute an affirmation
of voluntarism. The Stateisto be put on atight leash, neither oppres-
sing the poor nor oppressing the less poor. In order to allow men to
act mercifully, the State is not supposed to extract wealth by force
from members of one group and then transfer it to members of other
groups, al in the name of mercy. State-enforced mercy is State-
enforced compulsion. The State is to be an agency of justice, not an
agency of plunder.
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THE FEAR OF THE LORD

Better is little with the fear of the LORD than great treasure and
trouble therewith (Prov. 15:16).

Proverbsisfilled with comparisons: better thisthan that. The this
is usualy reduced economic means. Consider the next proverb.
“Better isadinner of herbswhereloveis, than astalled ox and hatred
therewith” (v. 17).! Or these:

Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, and the man that getteth
understanding. For the merchandise of it is better than the merchan-
dise of silver, and the gain thereof than fine gold (3:14).2

Better isalittle with righteousness than great revenues without right
(16:8).2

How much better is it to get wisdom than gold! and to get under-
standing rather to be chosen than silver! (16:16).*

Solomon understood the universality of men’s quest for wealth.
Thisquest wasasall-encompassing then asit istoday, whenever your
today happensto be. Jesusreferred to thisdesireto lay up treasure on
earth. “But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither
moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves do not break through

1. Chapter 48.
2. Chapter 9.

3. Chapter 50.
4. Chapter 52.
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nor steal: For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also”
(Matt. 6:20-21).°

The Fear of God

The contrast hereisbetween two conditions: (1) littlewith thefear
of God and (2) great treasure with vexation or turmoil. The economist
never wantsto deal withrival conditionswith morethan onecriterion
in each. He wants to compare more with less. He wants especially to
compare prices, which are conveniently numerical. He wants condi-
tion A with condition B, “other thingsbeing equal.” But thisisnot the
procedure of Solomon. He made his point by comparing mixtures.

Heisrealy comparing the fear of the Lord vs. great treasure, but
headdsqualifiersto catch our attention: alack of wealth vs. vexation.
Given the universality of the quest for great treasure, readers down
through the ages and across borders have lived in societies that fully
understood the benefitsof wealth. Wealthiswidely regarded asbring-
ing happinessrather than vexation. Wealthishigher on most people’s
operational scale of valuesthanthefear of the Lord. They spend more
time worrying about their lack of wealth than worrying about their
lack of any fear of the Lord.

To catch the reader’ s attention, Solomon compartmentalizes great
treasure and vexation. This is what the great religious leaders have
taught down through the ages, but it is still not widely believed by
their followers. “I’m different,” they think. “1 would be content with
great wealth.” Thegreat religiousleadershave not been great interms
of the number of people, including their disciples, who personally
adopted the leaders teachings on wealth. There have always been

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 15.
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more official believersthan begging monks, whichiswhy monkscan
make a living by begging. It there were more monks than followers,
the competition for ams would be very great indeed.

Great treasure brings vexation to most people. This is because
wealth has a social function. It requires owners to alocate it. There
are many requests for wealth, many alternative and mutually exclu-
sive uses for wealth. With great wealth comes great responsibility.
Close behind wealth comes a stream of people, each with a sugges-
tion about what the owner should do with hismoney. Jesus said, “For
unto whomsoever much isgiven, of him shall be much required: and
to whom men have committed much, of him they will ask the more”
(Luke 12:48b).°

So, awise person would rather possess little rather than accumu-
late trouble. But most people are not wise. Most people possesslittle
and accumulate trouble. They think, “ Better to have alot plustrouble
than little plus trouble.” Thisis the economist’s preferred decision.
But Solomon does not offer this choice. He offers the fear of God
accompanied by little vs. great treasure accompanied by vexation.

The assumption underlying thisproverbisthat thefear of theLord
will provide ways of dealing with poverty, whereas great treasure is
impotent intheface of vexation. In other words, thereisgreater | egit-
imate hopein overcoming poverty by fearing God thanin overcoming
vexation by accumulating wealth. This proverb does not teach that
poverty is alikely outcome of the fear of the Lord. It doesteach that
vexation is alikely outcome of great treasure.

This proverb is about two rival quests: the fear of the Lord vs.
treasure. We are told that the fear of the Lord plus poverty is better
than treasure plus vexation. Thiscomparison would elicit auniversal

6. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 28.
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“So what?’ if this proverb’s presupposition were not that treasure
leads to vexation.

This proverb does not assume that the fear of the Lord generally
leads to poverty. The Mosaic law affirms the opposite (Deut. 28:1—
14).” It makes acomparison: the fear of the Lord plus poverty (possi-
ble) isbetter than great treasure plus vexation (probable). If thiswere
not the case, this proverb would not persuade treasure-seeking men
to mend their mammon-governed ways.

Conclusion
The central issue here is the fear of the Lord. Thisis the central
theme of the Bible' swisdom literature.

And unto man he said, Behold, the fear of the Lord, that iswisdom;
and to depart from evil is understanding (Job 28:28).

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: a good under-
standing haveall they that do hiscommandments: his praiseendureth
for ever (Ps. 111:10).

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom: and the knowl-
edge of the holy is understanding (Prov. 9:10).

The comparison here is between great wealth and the fear of the
Lord, whichwas also Jesus' primary comparison fear or love of God
vs. fear or love of mammon. “No man can serve two masters. for
either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else hewill hold to
the one, and despise the other. Y e cannot serve God and mammon”

7. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.
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(Matt. 6:24).2 Here is the proverb’s argument. If the fear of the Lord
accompanied by poverty ispreferableto great wealth accompanied by
vexation, how much moreisthe fear of the Lord with wealth prefer-
able to wealth with vexation? It is not arguing that the fear of the
Lord produces poverty. Itisarguing that evenif it did, poverty would
be preferable to great wealth, for with great wealth comes vexation.

8. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 14.
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LOVE ISNOT FOR SALE

Better isa dinner of herbswhereloveis, than a stalled ox and hatred
therewith (Prov. 15:17).

Here we have another contrast where wealth ison the losing side:
lovevs. hatred. A dinner of herbsindicates poverty. Thereisno meat.
Thereisno bread. Thereisbasic nutrition, but caloriesarelacking. In
contrast, thereisan ox in astall. Thereis capital. Presumably, there
is productivity. The ox is working; his owner is benefiting. But his
lifeis cursed by hatred.

Love, whichisthe superior possession, isaccompanied by poverty.
Love no more causes poverty than the fear of the Lord does, whichis
the superior possessioninthe previousproverb. Thisproverbrestson
the possibility that love and poverty do go together on occasion.

The specific manifestation of poverty is worth considering. The
dinner is sparse. Herbs are what people plant inagarden or collect in
the woods. They provide flavor and some nutrition, but they cannot
sustain life by themselves. If this diet lasts too long, the person dies
of starvation. Eating only herbsistherefore atemporary condition. It
reflects extreme poverty. This person is close to the bottom of the
economic strata. Will he starve? No. David wrote: “I have been
young, and now am old; yet have | not seen the righteous forsaken,
nor his seed begging bread” (Ps. 37:25). Times will get better very
soon, but the transition will be to reduced poverty, not wealth.

In contrast is a person with an ox and a stall. He is not facing
disaster. He is nowhere near the bottom of the economic strata. But
in his house is hatred. The very poor man will soon escape his life-
and-death situation. This man has no comparable assurance of deliv-
erance from hatred. He may get richer. He may get poorer. In either
case, hissituation would remain less preferable than the poor man’s,
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for the poor man has love.

L ove and Hatred

In neither caseisthe person’seconomic condition said to be either
the cause or the effect of his emotional condition. Love and poverty
can and do accompany each other. So do wealth and hatred. So desir-
able islove in comparison with hatred that this proverb insists that
poverty with love is superior to wealth with hatred. Thisis not to say
that poverty and hatred would not beworse. They would beworse, as
surely as love and wealth would be better than love and poverty.

Thefocus of concern is not the economic condition of each of the
two people, but rather their respective emotional conditions. This
proverb implies that love and hatred are of greater concern than
wealth and poverty. It implicitly recommends that we deal with first
thingsfirst. The nearly universal concern of the poor manisto escape
poverty. The almost equally universal concern of the rich manisto
avoid poverty. Rich people and poor people focus their concern on
their economic situation. Thisproverbindicatesthat thisisamistake.
Of much greater concern are matters of the heart.

It is possible to work your way out of poverty. More important, it
IS possible to sleep your way into poverty. Several of Solomon's
proverbs say this. If you can sleep your way into poverty, the pre-
sumption isthat you can work your way out. Love and hatred are not
so easily dealt with. Someone who works three extra hours aday and
saves hiswages will begin to climb out of poverty. Thereisno com-
parably predictable procedure for working your way out of hatred.

This proverb does not say whether the hatred is directed outward
orinward. Hatred beingwhat itis, itisusually ajoint effort. Someone
who responds with love to one who hates steadily undermines the
hater’ sability to maintainthe hatred. Love disarmshatred. Jesussaid:
“Y e have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour,
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and hate thine enemy. But | say unto you, Love your enemies, bless
them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them
which despitefully use you, and persecute you” (Matt. 5:43-44)." It
takes a supremely self-conscious hatred to survive the weapon of
love.

People are more ready to pay for aprogram on how to get rich than
they are for a program on how to achieve love. This may be because
they are moreinterested in wealth than love. It could also bethat they
think they are less likely to achieve love than wealth. They go for
what they believe islikely to have greater success.

People who do not have riches are so besieged with problems
related to poverty, which are highly specific, that they cannot imagine
that being delivered from these problems will not make them happy.
But with greater wealth inescapably comes greater responsibility.
“For unto whomsoever muchisgiven, of him shall be much required:
and to whom men have committed much, of him they will ask the
more” (Luke 12:48b).? Theseresponsibilitiesinvol vegreater careand
wisdom to deal with than the decision to buy food at the market or to
pay to get a car repaired.

Thereisafamiliar aphorism: “Money can’t buy happiness.” Most
adults are aware of this, yet they find it difficult to internalize it and
make it a principle of their own decision-making process. The sug-
gestion that money can buy love is not taken seriously even by
children. In 1964, the Beatles had a#1 song, “Can’'t Buy Me Love.”
Supposedly, it expressed afundamental principleof therevolutionary

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginiaa Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 10.

2. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 28.
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generation of 1965—70 — “the ’sixties.”

Can’t buy melove, love
Can’t buy melove.

I’ll buy you adiamond ring, my friend, if it makesyou feel al right.
I'll get you anything, my friend, if it makes you feel all right.
"Cause | don't care too much for money; money can’'t buy me love.

The irony here is that the person singing it had been able to
accumulate so much money that buying the listener a diamond ring
was nothing special. The Beatles went on to make more money —
hundredsof millionsof dollars, yen, pounds, deutschmarks—than any
singing group in history.

Can’t buy me love, everybody tells me so.
Can’t buy melove, no, no, no, no.

The group broke up in 1970, abandoning a gigantic stream of
income. They could no longer stand to work with each other. Each of
the members has had at |east one divorce. Ringo Starr, the drummer,
became an alcohoalic. (Alcoholics Anonymous hel ped restore him to
sobriety.) In 1980, John Lennon was shot in front of his New Y ork
City apartment by someone who a few hours before had him auto-
graph arecord album cover. Hedied afew hourslater. Money did not
buy them love — not for long, anyway.

Asfor their fans, the 1970’ s became the “ me decade,” marked by
self-centeredness and the pursuit of wealth. The message of the 1964
lyrics did not stick.

Conclusion
The lure of wealth is great. So is the lure of love. Wealth is not
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evenly distributed. The ability to createit or receiveitislimited to an
elite. Loveappearsto bemorerandomly distributed, although proving
thiswould be impossible. Wealth is expressed numerically. Loveis
not.

This proverb indicates that love is available to those who seek it.
Otherwise, there would be no reason to put thisin along list of calls
to ethical action. Men can pursue wealth. They can pursue love. But
the ways to wealth are clearer than the waysto love.
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MOVING FORWARD

The way of the slothful man is as an hedge of thorns: but the way of
the righteous is made plain (Prov. 15:19).

The contrast here is ethical: dothful vs. righteous. Initially, the
passage seems to compare different patterns of behavior: sloth vs.
righteousness. Sloth is a preference for doing as little as possible.
Righteousness is a commitment to do that which is bounded by
ethical standards. Why the contrast? It makes senseonly if othisan
ethical matter. A preference for doing as little as possible in any
situation isidentified here as aviolation of God's ethical standards.

The Book of Proverbs is hostile to sloth. This proverb offers a
unique assessment of sloth. It compares the slothful person’s way of
life with a hedge of thorns.

The way of the righteous person is different. The question is. In
what way? The Hebrew word translated hereas*” plain” ismisleading.
It meansto cast up or raise. “ Sing unto God, sing praisesto hisname:
extol him that rideth upon the heavens by his name JAH, and rejoice
before him” (Ps. 68:4). “Exalt her, and she shall promote thee: she
shall bring thee to honour, when thou dost embrace her” (Prov. 4:8).
“Go through, go through the gates; prepare ye the way of the people;
cast up, cast up the highways; gather out the stones; lift up astandard
for the people” (Isa. 62:10). It islike a highway. It is raised higher
than the drainage ditch at the side of the road. The righteous person’s
path in life is above the worst of the mud.

The indication here us that a slothful person’s path is hedged by
thorns. But why should this be? Does God direct the slothful person
onto a pathway specially designed to thwart his efforts? Islife for a
slothful person difficult because of an objective difference in his
pathway? Or is his pathway filled with thorns subjectively? Is it
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resistant because he finds all effort distasteful ?

Subjective Effort

The slothful man prefers ease to effort. He does not like to work.
This proverb indicates that his pathway in life is aburden compared
to that which the righteous person experiences.

A burden must be either carried or set down. The slothful person
wantsto lay hisburden down. Therighteousperson wantsto carry his
own load. He does not want to be a burden to others.

The dlothful person facesalife of thorns. Itisnot just that his path
resistshim. Itisthat it inflicts pain on him. It scratches him and scars
him as he moves forward. It iseasier not to move. It iseasier to wait
for someone else to clear the path.

Therighteous person moves along adifferent pathway. It does not
resist him. He can move faster than the slothful person can. He can
move with less pain. He can move for alonger period before resting.

Theslothful person seestheworld asbeing against him. Theright-
eous person does not. The slothful person seesthe world around him
as a threat. The righteous person does not. The slothful person’s
assessment of the challenge he faces persuades him that it is safer to
stand pat. Therighteous person’ sassessment of thechallengehefaces
persuades him to keep moving forward because heisbetter off onthe
highway thanintheditch. Besides, if he sitsdown on the highway, he
may get run over.

This passage identifies the covenant-keeper’ s path as objectively
easier than the covenant-breaker’s. Jesus taught the same thing.

Comeunto me, al yethat labour and are heavy laden, and | will give
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for | am meek and
lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yokeis
easy, and my burden islight (Matt. 11:28-30).

249



God’' s Success Manual

Y et He also taught this: “Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide isthe
gate, and broad istheway, that |eadeth to destruction, and many there
be which go in thereat: Because strait is the gate, and narrow isthe
way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it” (Matt. 7:
13-14).! The implication is that the more burdensome path is the
wider path. Most peoplechooseit. Therefore, either they hateright-
eousness so much that they prefer the extra burden of the wider path
or elsethey do not perceivethat therighteouslifeisless burdensome.

So, the contrast in this proverb is between the slothful person’s
perception of the challenge vs. the righteous person’s perception of
the challenge. By “perception,” | do not mean a preliminary assess-
ment of what lies ahead. | mean the actual experience.

Thisindicatesthat the righteous person will not only achieve more
in life than the slothful person, his psychological experience will be
superior. Histaskswill seem easier to him than the slothful person’s
tasks will seem to him.

We are unable scientifically to measure difficulty, as perceived by
one person. Thisisasubjective category. There are no measurements
of subjective perception. We are unable to say just how much more
difficult life seems to the dlothful person in comparison to the
righteousperson. Y et thisproverb speaksauthoritatively to thisissue.
It tells us that life for the slothful person seems more of a burden to
him than it seemsto a righteous person.

Conclusion
The slothful person is hampered by his own ethical defect. Life
seems too painful for him to commit the kind of resources and effort

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 17.
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that are necessary to overcome life's challenges. In contrast, the
righteous person perceives his challenges as those appropriate to
highway existence. Hisenvironment does not seem asathreat to him.

Both perceptionsareself-reinforcing. Thes othful person doesnot
like to work. He pays for this ethical defect by experiencing more
trouble and no permanent triumph. In contrast, the righteous person
is rewarded by experiencing a sense of liberation. His environment
doesnot overcomehisinner strength, which reinforceshisperception
that moving forward does not require superhuman effort.
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LAWFUL OWNERSHIP

Better isalittlewith righteousnessthan great revenueswithout right
(Prov. 16:8).

This is another comparison: righteousness and corruption. This
contrast is heightened by a secondary contrast: more vs. less. This
proverb doesnot call on therighteous person to pursue poverty rather
than wealth. It calls on him to pursue righteousness rather than cor-
ruption.

The word translated “right” isthe word mishpat. It usually relates
to ajudicial proceeding. “ Thou shalt not wrest the judgment of thy
poor in his cause’ (Ex. 23:6). This law is aimed at members of a
court. The sin of rendering false judgment can be the sin of judicia
corruption. It can also be injustice, meaning the misuse of the civil
law even though the case does not go to court.

Thisproverb makesits point by comparing apair of combinations:
poverty and righteousnessvs. weal th and corruption. It doesnot imply
that righteousness generally produces poverty. It doesimply that one
of corruption’s goals is wealth. It says that when righteousness is
accompanied by poverty, it is preferable to corruption accompanied
by wealth. The negative condition of poverty is preferable when the
price of wealth is corruption.

This proverb does not say that the price of righteousnessis pov-
erty. One cannot purchase righteousness with poverty. This proverb
isnot an affirmation of avow of poverty or amonastic life. On the
other hand, one can sometimes purchaseweal th with corruption. This
proverb advises against this. It does so by comparing economic out-
comes. wealth vs. poverty. Poverty is preferable.

This proverb makes ethical sense because the comparisonisillus-
trated by rival economic conditions. Solomon knew that men rarely
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pursue poverty deliberately. Poverty iswidely recognized asan unde-
sirable condition. Later, we read: “Remove far from me vanity and
lies: givemeneither poverty nor riches; feed mewith food convenient
for me: Lest | befull, and deny thee, and say, Who isthe LORD? or
lest | be poor, and steal, and take the name of my God in vain”
(30:8-9). Y et Solomon says that poverty is superior to riches when
riches have been achieved through corruption.

A Question of Sanctions

Poverty is not a sanction for righteousness, for it is a negative
sanction. Wealthisasanction for corruption. It isapositive sanction,
for itisthe goal of corruption. Men do not normally pursue negative
sanctionswhen they break thelaw. We do not think of corrupt judges
placing themselves at risk for the sake of poverty.

This proverb raises aquestion. Why is a negative sanction prefer-
able to a positive sanction? The deciding factor is corruption. This
raises a second question. What isit about corruption that weighs the
case against wealth? Wealthis so universally perceived as something
worth sacrificing for, and poverty is so universally avoided, that the
deciding factor associated with corruption must be weighty indeed.

This proverb does not say what this factor is. There are severd
possible answers. First, corruption isitsown curse, in the same sense
that righteousness isits own reward. Corruption, like righteousness,
stands alone as a negative value. There are ethical systems built in
terms of thispresupposition regarding righteousnessfor itsown sake,
most notably Immanuel Kant’s.? Second, corruption brings inescap-
able eternal negative sanctionsthat are more fearful than the positive

1. Chapter 84.

2. Immanual Kant, Lectureson Ethics(New Y ork: Harper Torchbooks, [1780—
817 1963).
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sanction of great wealth. Thisisthe New Testament’ steaching. Jesus
said: “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world,
and lose his own soul? or what shall aman give in exchange for his
soul?’ (Matt. 16:26).2 Third, corruption may bring negative sanctions
in history when it isdiscovered. Thisrisk isnot worth the benefits of
great wealth. Fourth, corruption brings guilt, and guilt must be con-
fessed publicly (Lev. 5:17; 6:4; Num. 5:6-7).

This proverb saysthat great wealth is not worth the price of being
corrupt. It is not just that it is better not to gain the wealth that
corruption can bring. Itisactually better to be poor. Why, then, would
ajust and wise man become corrupt for the sake of wealth?

Conclusion
Injustice is to be avoided. No matter how much wealth a person
can gain from injustice, it produces loss. The loss is so great that
poverty is preferable.

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 35.
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WEIGHTS AND MEASURES

Ajust weight and balancearethe LORD’ S all theweights of the bag
are hiswork (Prov. 16:11).

This proverb presents the theological foundation of arelated pair
of Mosaic laws.

Y e shall do no unrighteousnessin judgment, in meteyard, in weight,
or in measure. Just balances, just weights, ajust ephah, and a just
hin, shall ye have: | am the LORD your God, which brought you out
of the land of Egypt (Lev. 19:35-36)."

Thou shalt not have in thy bag divers weights, a great and a small.
Thou shalt not have in thine house divers measures, a great and a
small. But thou shalt have aperfect and just weight, aperfect and just
measure shalt thou have: that thy days may belengthened in theland
whichthe LORD thy God giveth thee. For all that do such things, and
all that do unrighteously, arean abomination unto the LORD thy God
(Deut. 25:13-16).2

Thelaw in Leviticusrefersback to the exodus asthe law’ sjustifi-
cation. This points to God's office as cosmic Judge. He executes
judgment in history. He delivered the Israglites out of the injustice of

1. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 19; cf. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion:
The Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia:
Dominion Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 19.

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 64.
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davery in Egypt. The law in Deuteronomy presents a positive sanc-
tion for obedience: long lifein Canaan. Thisisthe same promise that
isattached to the commandment to honor parents (Ex. 20:12), which
Paul identified as the first commandment with a promise (Eph. 6:2).
Clearly, thiswas a fundamental law in Mosaic Israel.

God’'s Standards

Thisproverb speaksof just (mishpat) weightsasbel onging to God.
Thisis peculiar language. Everything belongsto God (Ps. 50:10). In
what way are just weights uniquely His — sufficiently unique to be
designated here as His?

Weights and measures are representative of God's law, meaning
His ethical standards.® To use afalse weight isto substitute a decep-
tive standard for the true one. Thisis analogousto calling God a de-
ceiver. He establishes standards, and men are to honor these stan-
dards. The false weight deviates from arepresentative standard. It is
used to benefit the person who usesthe falseweight, whoisgenerally
the seller of agood. It meanstreating different peopledifferently judi-
cially. Thisisaviolation of God' srule of law.

Y e shall not respect personsin judgment; but ye shall hear the small
aswell asthe great; ye shall not be afraid of the face of man; for the
judgment is God's: and the cause that is too hard for you, bring it
unto me, and | will hear it (Deut. 1:17).*

Thou shalt not wrest judgment; thou shalt not respect persons,
neither take a gift: for agift doth blind the eyes of the wise, and per-

3. North, Leviticus, op, cit.

4. North, Inheritance and Dominion, ch. 4.
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vert the words of the righteous (Deut. 16:19).°

The seller of goods is a speciaist in these goods. He possesses
specialized information, including information on how to cheat a
buyer. Y et heistrusted by the buyer. So, when he usesfalse weights
to deceive the buyer, he has adopted different weights. He buysfrom
his professional supplierswith one set of weights, but he then sellsto
retail buyerswith adifferent set. Thisisaviolation of therule of law.

Standard weightsaremandatory for every society. These standards
must be legally enforceablein acivil court. Of course, there can aso
beprivate courtsthat enforce specialized standards. But final jurisdic-
tion in history requires an agency of law enforcement that possesses
the lawful authority to impose negative sanctions on convicted
violators. The civil government possesses this authority with respect
to weights and measures. There is no other common government in
society. Weights and measures are supposed to apply equaly to
everyone inside the geographical borders of acivil government.

So important are predictable and legally enforceable weights and
measures that this proverb identifies these as belonging to God.
Therefore, any ateration of these standardsby self-interested individ-
uals constitutes theft. Thisis more than theft. Thisis theft of God's
property.

God, asthe creator and sovereign sustainer of theuniverse, posses-
ses lawful ownership of the creation. He delegates to individuals,
voluntary organizations, and lawfully covenanted associations the
authority to impose negative sanctionsfor violating God' slaws. The
law of weights and measures is highly important in the overal civil
legal order. This law decentralizes law enforcement to individuals
whose profession requires weights and measures. In this sense,

5. Ibid., ch. 39.
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weights are a matter of civil law and therefore possess covenantal
importance. Everyone is required to honor the law, but because the
actual weights are owned by profit-seeking sellers, sellers become
agents of the court. Any attempt on their part to tamper with these
weights constitutes a flagrant violation of God's law. Thisiswhy a
related proverb says, “Divers weights, and divers measures, both of
them are alike abomination to the LORD” (20:10),° which is a
recapitul ation of Deuteronomy 25:16.” AnabominationintheMosaic
law was a flagrant sin. It was often associated with idolatry (Deut.
13:13-15; 17:1-4; 18:10-12).

Conclusion

Thisproverb identifieswei ghtsand measures asbel onging to God.
Tamperingwiththemisaseriousoffense: thetheft of God' sproperty.
A false weight is an abomination in God’ s sight.

The law of weights and measures decentralizes law enforcement.
It begins with self-government. Civil law serves as a back-up to this
law. But God warns men that He isthe ultimate enforcer of thislaw.
He weighs al men in His balances, which are reliable.

6. Chapter 56.

7. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 64.
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VALUE AND PRICE

How much better is it to get wisdom than gold! and to get under-
standing rather to be chosen than silver! (Prov. 16:16).

Thisisafamous proverb. It compares the value of wisdom to the
value of gold. Understanding is similarly more valuable than silver.

In what way did Solomon contrast wisdom with silver? Gold is
always worth more per ounce than silver. Does this proverb imply
that wisdom is more valuable than understanding because gold is
more valuable than silver? No. The Hebrew words for wisdom and
understanding are found together at least 50 timesin the same verses.
The phrase, “wisdom and understanding,” is used as akind of poetic
device. Werarely find the phrase, “ understanding and wisdom,” and
the two most prominent cases where we do are in Danidl, in the
mouths of Babylonians.

Solomon selects gold and silver as reference points in order to
make a point: the supreme value of wisdom. Elsewhere, he selects
rubies. “ For wisdom is better than rubies; and al the things that may
be desired are not to be compared to it” (8:11). Men throughout
history have searched for gold and silver. They have sacrificed time
and health to accumulate gold and silver. The metals desirability,
coupled with their scarcity, gives them great value. The implication
isthat wisdom and understanding are even more scarce, but they are
not equally desired. Solomon insists that they are even more desir-
able.

Why are they not highly desired? Because they arein short supply.
It takes wisdom and understanding to perceive the high value of wis-
dom and understanding.

What is the essence of wisdom? Understanding the word of God
and God' sinterpretation of it. Solomon insists, “ Thereisno wisdom
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nor understanding nor counsel against the LORD” (21:30). Wisdom
meansbeing like-minded with God. It meansthinking God’ sthoughts
after Him. Paul wrote: “ Casting down imaginations, and every high
thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing
into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ” (11 Cor. 10:5).
In short, wisdomisthe ability to think theocentrically. God, not man,
isthe center of the universe. Men should think accordingly.

Unreliable Riches

Once accumulated, riches can belost. Solomon says, “Labour not
to be rich: cease from thine own wisdom. Wilt thou set thine eyes
upon that which is not? for riches certainly make themselves wings;
they fly away asan eagletoward heaven” (23:4-5).! Jesussaid: “Lay
not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth
corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal” (Matt. 6:19).2

Wisdom can also flee, as Solomon discovered. In his old age, he
worshipped the false gods of hiswives (I Kings 11:4). But theimpli-
cation of the Proverbsis that wisdom is more stable than wealth.

The Book of Proverbs from beginning to end is about the benefits
of possessing wisdom. Everything else is second best, or even less.
Y et the market for wisdomislimited. Thisiswhy Solomon compiled
these proverbs. These proverbs are designed to impart wisdom. Part
of that wisdom isthe understanding that wisdom is so valuable. Most
men do not recognize this, and fewer still follow what wisdom re-
vedls, including Solomon. Solomon multiplied wives, whichwaspro-
hibited to kings by the Mosaic law. “But he shall not multiply horses

1. Chapter 71.

2. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectroni c edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minist-
ries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 13.
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to himself, nor cause the peopleto return to Egypt, to the end that he
should multiply horses: forasmuch asthe LORD hath said unto you,
Ye shall henceforth return no more that way. Neither shall he
multiply wives to himself, that his heart turn not away: neither shall
he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold” (Deut. 17:17).3
Solomon multiplied all of the above (I Kings 10:28). He kept his
horses, wives, and gold. Helost hiswisdom, which had brought him
renown.

M ar ketability

There is aready market for gold and silver. Where such markets
are prohibited by law, there are black markets for them. They are
universally desired.

Thereisno comparable market for wisdom. There are marketsfor
knowledge, since knowledge brings money, power, fame, and influ-
ence. Knowledgeisnot the same as wisdom. Wisdomis knowing and
obeying God'’ slaw. Knowledgeisinformation, and accurateinforma-
tion about the world’ s affairs can be marketed.

The wide market for gold and silver provides value. Value is
imputed by acting individuals. They say, “this is valuable,” and if
they put their money where their mouths are, the price of the asset
increases. In contrast, wisdom has no comparable market. Rulers
through history have gone out of their way to exclude counselorswho
have possessed wisdom.

So, themarket price of gold exceedsthe price of wisdom. Thisfact
is what gives this proverb its punch. Men can monitor the price of
gold; they cannot monitor the price of wisdom.

3. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), pp. 66-61.
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There is adiscrepancy between value and price. This discrepancy
lies at the heart of economic theory. If value is subjective, asmodern
economists say that it is, then it cannot be measured. There is no
objective measure of subjective value. There is more or less value,
but not exactly this much more or less.” In contrast, prices are objec-
tive. The price of harlotry is higher to the buyer than the price of the
gospel isto the recipient. This does not mean that harlotry is more
valuable than the gospel. The oppositeistrue.

Conclusion

Thereisasaying attributed to a skeptic, Oscar Wilde, that acynic
knows the price of everything and the value of nothing. This saying
is an application of this proverb’s insight. The value of wisdom is
higher than the value of gold. Thereis an objective price of gold at
this moment. There is no objective price of wisdom at this moment.
Wisdom can purchased, which is what the Book of Proverbsis all
about. The price of wisdom is obeying God’s word. It is too high a
price for imperfect men to pay. But Christ paid it, and He makes wis-
dom available through grace to His people. “But he that is spiritual
judgeth all things, yet he himself isjudged of no man. For who hath
known the mind of the Lord, that he may instruct him? But we have
the mind of Christ” (I Cor. 2:15-16).°

4. Murray N. Rothbard, Man, Economy, and State: A Treatise on Economic
Principles (Auburn, Alabama: Mises Institute, [1962] 1993), pp. 15-16.

5. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, el ectronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: Institutefor Christian Econ-
omics, 2001), ch. 2.
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THE HIGH WALL OF WEALTH

The rich man’swealth is his strong city, and as an high wall in his
own conceit (Prov. 18:11).

This proverb asserts that wealth is a rich man’s strong city. A
strong city in the ancient world was a walled city. A wall slowed
down invaders. Wealth serves as the equivalent of an ancient high
wall for therich person. It resistsinvaders. The stated advantage here
isthe ability to insulate yourself from the calamities that poor people
faced until the twentieth century in industrial societies, and which
billions of poor people face in India and Chinain the early twenty-
first.

The rich man’s family is the next-to-the last to face starvation in
afamine, after senior government officials. Hisfamily doesnot freeze
in thewinter. In summers, he and his family members can journey to
acooler location if he lives without air conditioning, which became
universal in the middle-class West after 1960.

The rich man has alot of money. Money is the most marketable
commodity. At some price, everyone wants more of it. So, the rich
man can buy protection from specialistswho arein a position to pro-
videit. This purchase of safety can take many forms. Oneis outright
bribery of government officials. Another is* protection money” paid
to alocal criminal gang. Another is commercial insurance. A crisis
that a rich man cannot escape through surrendering a portion of his
wealthisusually either asociety-widecrisis, such asaplagueor alost
war, or else adisease that medical science has not yet eliminated.

What Should Rich Men Trust?

Money offers protection because it is the most marketable com-
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modity. People under aimost all situations are willing to exchange
goods and servicesfor money. This meansthat whatever the circum-
stances, arich man can find someone to sell him whatever he wants
or needs. So, he need not plan carefully for thefuture. No matter what
time brings, he will be able to buy whatever he wants. This puts him
in asituation that few peoplein history have enjoyed. Heis part of an
elite.

If events around arich man cannot penetrate his shield of money,
then he is tempted to imagine that he needs no outside agency to
protect him. He forgets where he got his wealth. Moses warned
against this attitude of confidence, “And thou say in thine heart, My
power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth. But
thou shalt remember the LORD thy God: for it is he that giveth thee
power to get wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he
sware unto thy fathers, asitisthisday” (Deut. 8:17-18). Wealth has
acovenantal purpose. It is not to make aman imperviousto disaster,
but rather to make him more aware of God’ scovenant and itspositive
sanctions. He should also not forget its negative sanctions. “And it
shall be, if thou do at all forget the LORD thy God, and walk after
other gods, and serve them, and worship them, | testify against you
this day that ye shall surely perish” (Deut. 8:19).2

Men areto trust the God of the covenant. Men’ strust should bein
the Giver, not the gift. “ Every good gift and every perfect giftisfrom
above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom isno
variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:17). Y et men who
accumul ate great wealth tend to attribute their success to their own

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion; An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 21.

2. lbid., ch. 22.
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abilities. Thisistheir downfall. “And again| say unto you, Itiseasier
for acamel to go through the eye of a needle, than for arich man to
enter into the kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:24) 2

Thisproverb adds, “asan highwall in hisown conceit.” Thisisan
odd trandlation. The Hebrew word is usually transated as “image”
(Lev. 26:1; Num. 33:52) or “picture’ (Prov. 25:11). Itistrandated as
“imagery” once (Ezek. 8:11). Closer to the meaning here is this:
“Their eyes stand out with fatness: they have more than heart could
wish” (Ps. 73:7). The English word “wish” is misleading. The word
“imaginations” ismuch closer. The New American Standard Version
translates the clause, “and like a high wall in his imagination.”

A highwall ishisimage of the meaning of hiswealth. It surrounds
him. It keeps troubles away.

This proverb makes this comparison of wealth and an image of
safety. It does not say that the wealthy person is self-deluded. It does
not haveto. Mosestaught thisin Deuteronomy 8. High walls offer no
protection agai nst negative covenant sanctions. Thiswasthe message
of thefall of Jericho, thefirst city inside Canaan to fall to the invad-
ing Israelites.

Conclusion
Wearenot to trust in anything but the God of the covenant. “ Some
trust in chariots, and somein horses: but wewill remember the name
of the LORD our God” (Ps. 20:7). Wealthisaweak reed torest onin
history. It is utterly useless to trust in wealth for eternity. “For we
brought nothing into thisworld, and it is certain we can carry nothing
out” (I Tim. 6:7).

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 38.

265



God’' s Success Manual

Wealth seems to offer protection. Under most circumstances, it
does. But thisprotection for atimein history isanillusionin eternity.
Totrust in wealth testifiesto spiritual error. Yet it isan almost univ-
ersal error among adults. In thissense, children are much wiser. They
trust in their parents, not in their wealth. They trust in a highly
personal world of people and commitments. It is adults who trust
more in pieces of metal, or worse, plastic.
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RIVAL INHERITANCE PROGRAMS

House and riches are the inheritance of fathers and a prudent wife
isfromthe LORD (Prov. 19:14).

This proverb identifies the proximate source of earthly blessings.
A house and wealth come from one’s father. God supplies a wise
wife. The recipient gains all of these assets from others. Those men
who arethe heirs of great wealth should not attribute their successto
themselves. Neither should a husband of a wise wife attribute this
benefit to himself.

In some cases, a man may have accumulated houses and wealth
through hisown efforts. But awise wifeisuniquely a gift from God.
He can take no credit for her. He may be tempted to attribute his
economic successto hisown efforts, but thisisforthrightly amistake
when speaking of awise wife.

Proverbs identifies a wise wife as an asset of greater value than
jewels. “Who can find a virtuous woman? for her priceis far above
rubies’ (31:10).* So, Solomon offers a contrast: objects that can be
inherited can be attributed to men’ sefforts, either the original wealth
builder or the heir, but a wise wife is a gift from God. This is the
greater gift. An inheritance is desirable, but a wise wife is a greater
blessing. This greater blessing is not the work of any man’s hands or
efforts. It is the work of God.

Inheritance
This proverb points to the legitimacy of inherited wealth. The
recipient isnot warned to beware of hisinheritance. Thisimpliesthat

1. Chapter 85.
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the builder of afortune can legitimately pass the wealth to his sons.
Intergenerational wealth is a good thing. “A good man leaveth an
inheritance to his children’s children: and the wealth of the sinner is
laid up for the just” (13:22).? Wedlth gained through righteous
behavior isnot stigmatized in the Bible. “ The LORD shall command
the blessing upon thee in thy storehouses, and in all that thou settest
thine hand unto; and he shall blesstheein the land which the LORD
thy God giveth thee” (Deut. 28:8). “And the LORD shall make thee
plenteous in goods, in the fruit of thy body, and in the fruit of thy
cattle, and in the fruit of thy ground, in the land which the LORD
sware unto thy fathersto give thee” (Deut. 28:11).3

So important was inheritance in the Mosaic law that a father was
not permitted to disinherit asonwithout judicial cause. Theeldest son
of adespised first wife received a double portion, based on his|egal
status as firstborn, irrespective of aman’s greater favor shown to a
later wife (Deut. 21:15-17).*

Thebiblical law of inheritancewasrejected by European societies.
They substituted primogeniture, where the eldest son inherited the
landed estate. Then they added entail: a prohibition on the sale of the
landed estate. Inheriting eldest sons got around this by indebting the
estate. They spent the money, and the creditors inherited the land.

In the twentieth century, this system came under attack. Heavy
inheritance taxes stripped European families of large landed estates.
Taxes also stripped them of large amounts of money, evenif they had
no land. A growing hostility of intra-family inheritance became visi-

2. Chapter 40.

3. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.

4. 1bid., ch. 49.
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ble, decade by decade. The most famous early advocate of heavy
inheritance taxes was Andrew Carnegie, the atheistic, Darwinian
American industrialist, in his 1889 essay, “The Gospel of Wealth.”

The State has substituted itself for the family. It provides old age
pensionsand old age medical services, just assonshavedonefor mil-
lennia. It also pays for the education of children, and it has made
school attendance compulsory. To pay for al this, the State hasdras-
tically increased taxes. So, sons now pay the State rather than their
own parents. The inheritance-disinheritance system has become im-
personal and statist. Thisway, politiciansget credit for hel ping people
supposedly in need, bureaucrats receive high salaries for administer-
ingtheprograms, and ethical considerationsrelatingtofamily inherit-
anceareabandoned. Numerical criteria, suchasageandincomelevel,
are substituted for ethics.

Rich families have evaded taxesin the United States by setting up
public trusts and foundations. They have transferred control of the
family inheritance to boards of trustees, where the donors and their
heirs sit. They can exercise indirect control over the use of what had
been family assets. These fundslegally must be used for government-
approved purposes. The families have maintained influence over the
specifics of how the now tax-exempt assets would be used down
through the generations. Often, the foundations have borne the donat-
ing family’s names. A major goal of great families — fame — has
thereby been preserved.

Conclusion
We inherit things of real value. The family supplies houses and
other physical assets. God the Father supplies a prudent wife. Both
inheritancesare governed by God' sfamily covenant, which haslaws.
These laws are the basis of a good inheritance (Deut. 28:1-14).
There is a war against God's laws of inheritance. Unwise men
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choose imprudent wives. Then they squander their inheritances. The
modern State also undermines the family inheritance by substituting
tax-funded welfare programs. These programs undermine the ethical
standards of the covenant. They substitute the political covenant for

the family covenant.
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LENDING TO GOD

He that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the LORD; and that
which he hath given will he pay him again (Prov. 19:17).

TheHebrew word heretrandated as“ pity” elsewhereistrandated
as“mercy.” “Hethat despiseth hisneighbour sinneth: but hethat hath
mercy on the poor, happy is he” (14:21).' “He that oppresseth the
poor reproacheth hisMaker: but hethat honoureth him hath mercy on
the poor” (14:31).2 Theideais not that a person has silent emotional
empathy — pity —for the poor but rather that he does something good
for the poor.

He who gives something of value to the poor man, which would
include histime, is said to lend to God. The meaning of the Hebrew
wordisthesameasitisintheMosaiclaw: “Heshall lend to thee, and
thou shalt not lend to him: he shall be the head, and thou shalt be the
tail” (Deut. 28:44). But does this language apply to someone who
lends to God? Does God become his tail, to be wagged at will?

The relationship of God to man is always that of lender and bor-
rower. Jesustold Hisdisciplesto pray: “And forgive us our debts, as
we forgive our debtors’ (Matt. 6:12).° This reflects a fundamental
biblical principle: grace precedes law. Man is always beholden to
God. So, in what way can it be said that by showing mercy to a poor
person, a man lends to God?

1. Chapter 44.
2. Chapter 46.

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), pp. 120-26.
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The second part of this proverb supplies the answer: “and that
which he hath given will he pay him again.” The English text suffers
fromwhat English teacherscall “indefinite pronoun reference.” Who
is“he” who will pay “him” again? It is obvious conceptually, though
not grammatically, that God is the person who will repay. Can the
giver count on God? Yes. God is reliable. But this willingness on
God'’ s part to repay does not place the merciful personin anet credi-
tor positioninrelation to God. Rather, it marginally reducesthe mag-
nitude of the debt owed to God, which is enormous.

Every good gift comesfrom God. “ Every good gift and every per-
fect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights,
with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:
17). Moses said the same thing: “ But thou shalt remember the LORD
thy God: for it is he that giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may
establish his covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, asit is this
day” (Deut. 8:18).* The motivation to show mercy to the poor is no
less a gift from God than any other mark of grace in someone’slife.
The person who shows mercy to the poor is still in debt to God. But
in terms of success in history, the message of this proverb is clear:
that which is given up for mercy’s sake will return. “Cast thy bread
upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days” (Eccl. 11:1).

Representation
Why isagift to the poor aloan to God? The answer isin the bibli-
cal doctrine of representation. Jesus taught this regarding the final
judgment.

4. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 21.
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Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye
blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the
foundation of theworld: For | wasan hungred, and ye gave me meat:
| wasthirsty, and ye gave me drink: | wasastranger, and ye took me
in: Naked, and ye clothed me: | was sick, and yevisited me: | wasin
prison, and ye came unto me. Then shall the righteous answer him,
saying, Lord, when saw wethee an hungred, and fed thee? or thirsty,
and gave thee drink? When saw we thee astranger, and took theein?
or naked, and clothed thee? Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison,
and came unto thee? And the King shall answer and say unto them,
Verily | say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the
least of these my brethren, ye have doneit unto me (Matt. 25:34-40).

The act of mercy to the poor isan act of repayment to God. The act
of mercy to the poor man is not legally mandated. The repayment to
God is legaly mandated, but by God's court, not man’s. Man does
not possess sufficient wealth to repay God. God is not in need of
repayment economically, but manisin need of ameans of repayment
judicialy. God’'s honor must be upheld. Adam violated it. Justice,
mercy, and humility are the coin of God’ s realm.

Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, or with ten
thousands of rivers of oil? shall | give my firstborn for my trans-
gression, thefruit of my body for the sin of my soul? He hath shewed
thee, O man, what isgood; and what doth the LORD require of thee,
but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God
(Micah 6:7-8)?

So, there is a great need for suitable representatives. The poor

serve as God' s representatives. What men do for the least of these,
they do unto God.
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Repayment in History
Jesus taught that whatever of marketable value is surrendered in
history will be repaid in eternity.

Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust
doth corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal: But lay up
for yourselvestreasuresin heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth
corrupt, and where thieves do not break through nor steal: For where
your treasure is, there will your heart be also (Matt. 6:19-21).°

The Old Covenant had no concept of eternity as a warehouse of
treasure to be stockpiled in history. The Old Testament’s concept of
causation was historical. Thekingdom of God isatemporal kingdom,
the Old Testament taught. The New Testament teaches that God's
kingdom is both temporal and eternal.

Fear not, little flock; for it isyour Father’ sgood pleasureto give you
the kingdom. Sell that ye have, and give alms; provide yourselves
bags which wax not old, a treasure in the heavens that faileth not,
where no thief approacheth, neither moth corrupteth. For whereyour
treasureis, there will your heart be also (Luke 12:32-34).°

Being atemporal kingdom, there is repayment in history.

And Jesus said unto them, Verily | say unto you, That ye which have
followed me, in the regeneration when the Son of man shall sitinthe

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educationa Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 13.

6. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 26.
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throne of hisglory, ye also shall sit upon twelvethrones, judging the
twelve tribes of Israel. And every one that hath forsaken houses, or
brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or
lands, for my name's sake, shall receive an hundredfold, and shall
inherit everlasting life (Matt. 19:28-29)."

So, covenantal causation is not limited to eternity. It operatesin
history, as a foretaste of eternity — a down payment or earnest pay-
ment. Thisinheritanceis mediated by the Holy Spirit, Paul wrote. “In
whom ye al so trusted, after that ye heard the word of truth, the gospel
of your salvation: in whom also after that ye believed, ye were sealed
with that holy Spirit of promise, Which is the earnest of our inherit-
anceuntil theredemption of the purchased possession, unto thepraise
of hisglory” (Eph. 1:13-14).

Conclusion

Showing mercy to the poor is both sacrificial and self-interested.
It isan act of sacrifice on behalf of others—immediate loss—but also
asdlf-interested act: futurereturns. The giver must havefaithin God
as a creditor who forgives. Otherwise, the act of mercy is perceived
by the donor aone-way event. To imagine that it is a one-way event
istolack faithin God’ s system of covenantal causation. Thisreduces
the amount of mercy shown, sinceit removes a positive sanction that
isagreat motivation.

We must not regard God as a debtor who faithfully repays. Such
an outlook places man in control over God. After al, the borrower is
servant to the lender (22:7).2 God's covenant is seen as a way to
manipulate God. Yet the purpose of the sanctions is to reinforce

7. North, Priorities and Dominion, ch. 39.

8. Chapter 66.
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men’s faith in the reliability of God's covenant (Deut. 8:18). The
incorrect view isanalogousto acartoon | saw inthe 1960’s. Two rats
areinapsychologist’ srat-training cage, called aSkinner box in honor
of experimental psychologist B. F. Skinner. In front of onerat is a
horizontal lever and avertical sot. Therat saysto hisassociate, “I’' ve
got thispsychologist completely trained. Every timel pressthislever,
he drops food through the slot.”

The giver represents God to the recipient: the true source of unde-
served benefits, i.e., the source of grace. The giver isto give thanks
to God. Simultaneously, the recipient represents God to the giver.
Man lends to God by way of the recipient. He aso is to give thanks
to God: for the wealth to give, for the opportunity to give, and for the
motivation to give.
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DIVERSE WEIGHTS

Divers weights, and divers measures, both of them are alike abom-
ination to the LORD (Prov. 20:10).

This is a reconfirmation of Proverbs 11:1: “A false balance is
abomination to the LORD: but ajust weight is his delight.”* It also
recapitulates Proverbs 16:11: “A just weight and balance are the
LORD’S: all the weights of the bag are his work.”> These are all
brief summaries of the law: “Y e shall do no unrighteousnessin judg-
ment, in meteyard, in weight, or in measure. Just balances, just
weights, a just ephah, and ajust hin, shall ye have: | am the LORD
your God, which brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Lev. 19:35—
36).2 Thelink between the honest weights and justiceis made explicit
in this text.

Thenatureof the prohibitionisclarified here: deception. Thereare
more than one standard being used in exchanges. Presumably, this
applies to the sellers of goods. They possess the technical tools of
weighing and measuring. When they buy, they use one set. Whenthey
sell, they use another set. They play upon theignorance of buyersand
sellers. But it ismore likely that buyers are the primary victims. In a
division-of-labor society, there is a chain of sellers, from manufac-
turer to the final retailer. Sellers are likely to possess the weighing

1. Chapter 29.
2. Chapter 51.

3. Gary North, Leviticus. An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 19; cf. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion:
The Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dom-
inion Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 19.
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and measuring devicesof their trade. A wholesalerislesslikely to use
diverse weights, because he knowsthat the buyer isaspecialistin his
particular market niche in the chain of distribution. He will have the
same measuring devices. The likelihood of a successful deceptionis
low. The more transactions take place, the more likely there is an
opportunity for the deception to be revealed.

Theretail seller istherefore the most likely culprit. The consumer
relies on the seller to use honest scales. He is more likely to be the
first victim than a wholesaler further down in the chain of transac-
tions.

Abomination

The term is used for truly heinous infractions of the Mosaic law.
Someweresexual. They threatened theland. “Y e shall therefore keep
my statutes and my judgments, and shall not commit any of these
abominations; neither any of your own nation, nor any stranger that
sojourneth among you” (Lev. 18:26). Others were related to witch-
craft. These were crimes for which God drove the Canaanites out of
the land. “For all that do these things are an abomination unto the
LORD: and because of these abominations the LORD thy God doth
drive them out from before thee” (Deut. 18:12). Others were theolo-
gical. “The graven images of their gods shall ye burn with fire: thou
shalt not desirethesilver or gold that ison them, nor takeit unto thee,
lest thou be snared therein: for it is an abomination to the LORD thy
God” (Deut. 7:25). “Cursed be the man that maketh any graven or
molten image, an abomination unto the LORD, thework of the hands
of the craftsman, and putteth it in a secret place. And all the people
shall answer and say, Amen” (Deut. 27:15). In short, these were the
most serious crimesin Mosaic Isragl.

This proverb identifies diverse weights as an abomination. This
was also true of Proverbs 11:1. What is the nature of the infraction
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that justified such a condemnation? There is no other business prac-
tice that is so identified.

Conclusion

The use of deceptive scalesis aform of theft. It is a continuing
form of theft. The false weights are not used only one time. This
crime reveals amentality hostile to justice. God abhorsit.

The judicial responsibility associated with every sin is in part
related to therepresentation of God made by thesinin question. False
measures seem disproportionately condemned. We should attempt to
understand the reason for this condemnation. The use of diverse
measures representatively attributesto God the character of an unjust
ruler. Such aruler refusesto honor the rule of law. “One law shall be
to him that ishomeborn, and unto the stranger that sojourneth among
you” (Ex. 12:49).* God is pictured as pretending to honor the princi-
ple, just as the businessman pretends to have one set of weights as
both buyer and seller. God is therefore represented as a deceiver in
His capacity asajudge. Thisisafalsewitness. We are reminded that
God'sjusticeis at the heart of the covenant.

4, Gary North, Moses and Pharaoh: Dominion Religionvs. Power Religion (Ty-
ler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1985), ch. 14.
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THE HIGH PRICE OF SLUMBER

Love not sleep, lest thou come to poverty; open thine eyes, and thou
shalt be satisfied with bread (Prov. 20:13).

This is another proverb that identifies an unwillingness to work
with poverty. A person who prefers sleep to work had better prefer
poverty to wealth. Intwo other proverbs—actually one, whichisthen
repeated —lazinessis described asfolded hands. “ Y et alittle Sleep, a
little Slumber, alittle folding of the hands to sleep” (Prov. 6:10; cf.
24:33"). From excessive slumber to poverty: this is causation. A
demonstrated preference for sleep is sufficient to produce poverty.

This cause-and-effect relationship is the result of God's curse of
the earth (Gen. 3:17-19).2 People must labor in order to get the earth
to produce the goods they want in the quantities they want. People
must become productive. This means that their output should be
valued more highly than their inputs. The crucial input, for humanity
and for most individuals, islabor. Without labor, the land' soutput is
insufficient to provide people with the environment they want.

Seeing an Opportunity
We say that a person sees an opportunity. Rarely does anyone see
an opportunity, other than a coin in agutter. He imagines an oppor-
tunity. He per ceivesan opportunity. But we say that he seesan oppor-
tunity. Thisis poetic language. This proverb uses poetic language.
The second clause says, “open thine eyes, and thou shalt be satis-

1. Chapter 74.

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 10.
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fied with bread.” Opened eyes are contrasted with closed eyes. Solo-
mon isusing sleep asapoetic identification of |aziness. So, open eyes
are the poetic identification of work. Literally, a person with open
eyeswho iswatching atelevision screen isnot productive. He might
aswell be sleeping.

Causation in history is not from mere open eyesto bread, whichis
the poetic symbol of abundance. It is from work to bread. So, the
terminology ispoetic, not literal. A person could have hiseyesclosed
and be imagining the details of some new invention. That could be
very productive. Sleepisdifferent. Itisamental escapefrom coherent
causation. Dreams are not limited by the normal processes of nature.

TimelsMoney

Benjamin Franklinin aletter made the comment, “timeismoney.”
He meant this: with time, you can make money. Wastetime, and you
will not make money.

Hewhoislazy isnot merely atime-waster. Heisaweath-waster.
He throws away a crucia source of wealth: time. The result of not
gainingwealthispoverty. Thisproverbisclear about economic cause
and effect.

“Open thine eyes, and thou shalt be satisfied with bread.” To open
one’ seyesisto wake up. Of course, waking up is not sufficient. Get-
ting up is also important. So is getting busy.

To be satisfied with bread means to be filled with food, and the
text can be trandated this way. The person who is an active worker
isunlikely to go hungry. The person who islazy, unless he inherited
wealth, islikely to be hungry.

Conclusion
This passage reaffirms a continuing theme in Proverbs. To gain
poverty, all it takesisto do nothing. The manifestation of doing noth-
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ing is sleep. The sleeping person is not in touch with reality and its
limitations. He does not change the world around him. The curse of
the ground (Gen. 3:17-19) is not overcome by his active labor.

There is economic cause and effect in history. Thereis apredic-
table relationship between work and prosperity, and also between
laziness and poverty. Thisproverb doesnot affirm the labor theory of
value. It affirms the labor theory of opportunity. He who slumbers
will miss out. He will not be able to make good use of the opportun-
ities that are out there, ready to be implemented.
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DECEPTIVE BARGAINING

It is naught, it is naught, saith the buyer: but when he is gone his
way, then he boasteth (Prov. 20:14).

The buyer is described as saying two different things about the
same transaction. It is clear from this proverb that what he tells the
seller is one thing. What he tells his associates is another.

In the first case, he is in a competitive situation. He is trying to
avoid paying what the seller has asked for hisgood. The buyer wants
to pay less. Free market economicsever since Adam Smith hasrested
on the axiom that people prefer to pay less than more, unless charity
isinvolved. What the buyer saysto the seller here is consistent with
what free market economics teaches about pricing.

In the second case, he is the proud owner of the item he was
seeking to purchase. Part of his pride stems from the low price he
paid to purchase it. He wants to impress others with his skill as a
bargainer. So, the item he told the seller was worth nothing, he now
tells others was a tremendous bargain.

This proverb does not recommend this kind of sharp bargaining.
It merely describes what was common in Solomon’ sday, and what is
still common in my day.

Negotiating the Price
Buyers (sellers of money) want to buy low. They do not want to
pay aseller more than the seller iswilling to accept. The description
here indicates that the market was open to bargaining. Sellers asked
more than they expected to receive. Buyers offered less than they
expected to pay.
“It is naught.” The prospective seller knows that the prospective
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buyer does not really believe this. The phrase is merely rhetoric —a
code phrase for “offer me alower price.” No one pays good money
for something he believesisworth nothing. Thefact that heiswilling
to spend time negotiating indicates that he thinks the item is worth
something.

Why should the prospective buyer believe that the prospective
seller iswilling to lower the price? Because the marketplace is com-
monly marked by sellers who trade on the ignorance of buyers. Buy-
ers do not know for sure what the seller iswilling to accept. Sellers
do not know what a particular buyer will pay. So, the two compete
because of the existence of a zone of ignorance.

When someone walks into a large retail store that has priced all
items with bar codes connected to a computer system, he does not
bother to negotiate with aclerk. The clerk has no authority or ability
to change the price. The price has been set by athird party who does
not meet with buyers. The buyer pays and leaves. Pricing is estab-
lished in terms of volume. The store makes a low profit margin per
sale. Its profit comes from large volume: high turnover per unit of
time. Largevolumerequiresrapid individual sales. If the buyer wants
alower price, he must go to another store.

The zone of ignorance between buyer and seller is nonexistent in
a store that sells with computerized bar codes. The buyer knows
exactly what the seller iswilling to take for theitem. The seller isnot
concerned with what the individual buyer is willing to pay. Profit
comes from high-volume sales, not from successful negotiation with
each seller. The seller savestime by refusing to negotiate on price. So
does the buyer.

If abuyer wants alower price, he must spend time shopping. The
seller competes against other sellers. The buyer competes against
other buyers. In a market in which knowledge is widely distributed
and cheap to buy, sellers do not compete against buyers. Such nego-
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tiation takes place only where there are zones of ignorance about
alternatives. The broader the information base about a specific prod-
uct, the lessrelevant isinformation about what a particular buyer or
seller will accept as a transaction price.

Theresidential real estate market has zones of ignorance because
each home is different. Sellers announce prices higher than they are
willing to accept. Buyers offer lower prices than they are willing to
pay. Negotiationisnot faceto face. It isdonethrough intermediaries:
real estate agents. But any home buyer who says “It is naught” in
front of aseller ismaking abig mistake. The seller’ swife will resent
such an assessment. Thewise approach isto say, “Thisislovely. Itis
too bad we just can’'t afford it.” But in most cases, the agent who
shows the home asks the seller to be absent at the time of the walk-
through. Bargaining is much more impersonal. It is done with a
signed contract and earnest money.*

More Truth, More Sales

If a seller has a reputation for hard bargaining, well-informed
buyers will either bargain sharply or go elsewhere to buy, because
they do not think their bargaining skills are superior to the seller’s
skills.

Sellerswho do not stick to their initial pricesinvite sharp-bargain-
ing buyers. They also lose time negotiating. The time cost per sale
increases.

Modern capitalism is generally price competitive. It seeks to
broaden the market by lowering prices. A seller seekstoincrease his
product’ s market share by lowering prices and attracting buyers who

1. Earnest money ismoney paid by the potential buyer in advance. Itisforfeited
if the seller agreesto the buyer’s contract, and the buyer then refusesto complete
the transaction. It isalso called “good faith” money.
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had been priced out of the market.

There are niche markets that are not price competitive. These are
usually marketsfor therich or the poor. The seller who sellsaunique
service to rich people, like the junk dealer who sells one-of-a-kind
used goodsto poor people, does not price their goodsto sell in large
numbers. So, both men trade on buyers ignorance of alternatives.
The vast mgjority of buyers do not shop regularly at junk stores or
boutiques for custom-made goods.

Mass production encourages more truth. Buyers announce their
best price and stick to it unlessthey arelosing alot of money. If they
lose money, they change their pricing structure in one shot by enter-
ing new pricesin the bar code computer.

Mass production encourages high-volume sales. By lowering
prices, highly competitive sellers meet the market. They target a
specific kind of buyer and price their goods accordingly. They try to
figure out what a representative though hypothetical buyer will pay.
This hypothetical buyer represents many buyers who will make a
purchase. The seller ishighly concerned about what this hypothetical
buyer will pay. Once he decides, individua buyers matter only as
members of a statistically relevant group.

Conclusion

This proverb applies to a pre-capitalistic society or to niche mar-
kets with one-of-a-kind products for sale. There is negotiation
between buyer and seller because of zones of ignorance. Neither party
knows what price the other party is willing to accept. Because of
ignorance, buyer competes against seller. Thelesstheignorance, the
morethat buyers compete against buyers, and sellers compete against
sellers.
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DEMAND COLLATERAL
FROM FOOLS

Take his garment that is surety for a stranger: and take a pledge of
him for a strange woman (Prov. 20: 16).

This proverb appears again in Proverbs 27:13. Thisindicates that
Solomon took its message seriously.

The old English word “surety” means “co-signer.” A co-signer
pledgesthat if adebtor defaultson aloan, hewill pay off the debt. He
places his own assets on the line. Otherwise, the lender will not lend
to the debtor. The lender wants someone who has ahigh credit rating
to act as guarantor for theloan. The co-signer owns something worth
accepting if the loan goes bad.

The Proverbs are clear: it is unwise to become a co-signer.

My son, if thou be surety for thy friend, if thou hast stricken thy hand
with astranger, Thou art snared with the words of thy mouth, thou
art taken with the words of thy mouth. Do this now, my son, deliver
thyself, when thou art come into the hand of thy friend; go, humble
thyself, and make sure thy friend. Give not sleep to thine eyes, nor
slumber to thineeyelids. Deliver thyself asaroefromthe hand of the
hunter, and as a bird from the hand of the fowler (6:1-5).*

He that is surety for a stranger [ zoor] shall smart for it: and he that
hateth suretiship is sure (11:15).

A manvoid of understanding striketh hands, and becometh surety in
the presence of hisfriend (17:18).

1. Chapter 11.
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Be not thou one of them that strike hands, or of them that are sureties
for debts (22:26).

This proverb refers to taking a garment. This refers back to the
Mosaic law.

If thou at al take thy neighbour’ s raiment to pledge, thou shalt deli-
ver it unto him by that the sun goeth down: For that is his covering
only, itishisraiment for hisskin: wherein shall he leegp?and it shall
come to pass, when he crieth unto me, that | will hear; for | am
gracious (Ex. 22:26-27).

The garment had to be returned in the evening. Thus, it was not
useful to the lender directly. But it was very useful indirectly. It kept
the borrower from indebting himself beyond the value of his assets:
one garment, one loan. The lender made sure by collecting it during
the day that the borrower was not using it to collateralize multiple
loans.?

Foolish Debtors

This proverb rests on this assumption: a person who co-signs for
aperson outside the covenant is unwise. The word translated here as
“stranger” iszoor. Thisword connotes perversion and rebellion. Itis
neither geyr nor nokree, which referred to foreignersresiding inside
Israel. It is something sinister.

And Nadab and Abihu died, whenthey offered strangefirebeforethe
LORD (Num. 26:61).

2. Gary North, Tools of Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1990), pp. 738-39.
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They provoked himto jeal ousy with strange gods, with abominations
provoked they him to anger (Deut. 32:16).

It is aways unwise to become a co-signer. It is doubly unwise
when the debtor is zoor. So, this proverb instructs the listener to col-
lect the garment from the co-signer. It assumes that the stranger will
default. Thus, be surethat the co-signer possesses something of value.

The same appliesto the strange woman. Here, the Hebrew word is
nokree. It does not imply perversity, but it does imply foreign legal
status. Thisis aforeign resident inside the land who has not coven-
anted with God, unlike a geyr. Proverbs warns against associating
closely with such awoman. “To keep theefrom the evil woman, from
the flattery of the tongue of a strange woman” (6:24). The co-signer
not only associates with such a woman, he goes into debt on her
behalf. Thisisaperson devoid of good judgment. Takeapledgefrom
such a person. Y ou may need to foreclose.

Conclusion

Itisnot mandatory that acreditor demand collateral from abrother
in thefaith. Moseswarned, “If thou at all take thy neighbour’ s raim-
ent to pledge. . . .” The key word isif. In contrast, this proverb says
that awiselender must take collateral from someonewho co-signsfor
a covenant-breaker. This person is devoid of good judgment. If itis
unwise to become a co-signer for a friend (6:1-5), how much more
unwiseisit to become a co-signer for arebel?
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EASY COME, EASY GO

An inheritance may be gotten hastily at the beginning; but the end
thereof shall not be blessed (Prov. 20:21).

The concept of inheritance was central to Hebrew culture. Inherit-
ance was part of the national covenant. The Book of Deuteronomy is
structured in terms of this concept. Inheritance was viewed as part of
an intergenerational program of dominion. Each generation was
required by God to build up capital to passon. “A good man leaveth
aninheritanceto his children’s children: and the wealth of the sinner
islaid up for thejust” (13:22).

The inheritance was more covenantal -ethical than economic.

And these words, which | command thee this day, shall be in thine
heart: And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and
shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou
walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest
up (Deut. 6:6-7).

The foundation of a sustained inheritance was moral-judicial.
Andit shall be, if thou do at al forget the LORD thy God, and walk

after other gods, and serve them, and worship them, | testify against
you this day that ye shall surely perish. As the nations which the

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition, 4 vols. (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educa-
tional Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003).

2. Chapter 40.
3. Ibid., ch. 19.
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LORD destroyeth before your face, so shall ye perish; because ye
would not be obedient unto the voice of the LORD your God (Deut.
8:19-20).

Early Inheritance

Jesus' parable of the prodigal son rests on this proverb. The son
asksfor hisinheritance early. Hisfather givesit to him. He then goes
to afar country, becoming astranger in astrange land. He squanders
hisinheritanceinriotousliving. Heisleft with nothing (Luke 15:11—
16).°

The message of this proverb isthat an economic inheritanceis not
autonomous. It must be sustained by personal adherenceto the coven-
antal legal order by which it was created. The heir must govern his
life by the same moral order that governed hisfather’ slife. Theinher-
itance is more comprehensive than mere wealth. Wealth isnot auton-
omous. Thiswas Moses' warning.

And thou say in thine heart, My power and the might of mine hand
hath gotten me this wealth. But thou shalt remember the LORD thy
God: for it is he that giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may
establish his covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, asitisthis
day (Deut. 8:17-18).°

The heir isunwiseto seek an early inheritance. It comesin alump
sum. The heir does not understand the process of the slow, steady

4. 1bid., ch. 22.

5. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 37.

6. North, Inheritance and Dominion, ch. 21.
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accumulation of wealth. He does not understand that the economic
surplus over time, which made possible his inheritance, was an out-
come of covenant-keeping entrepreneurship. Theheir doesnot under-
stand how rapidly an inheritance can be consumed. The hasty inherit-
ance can be squandered hastily.

Covenantal Sanctions

The sanctions were an integral part of the Mosaic covenant. The
blessings of the covenant are listed in Deuteronomy 28:1-14.” The
cursings are listed in verses 15-68. These are corporate sanctions.

In this proverb, the absence of positive sanctions is a mark of
God’ snegative responseto an inheritance hastily received. Theseare
personal sanctions. They apply to individual heirs. The person who
inherits hastily, meaning without personal experience in administer-
ing wealth, should not expect to retain this wealth.

This proverb isawarning to heirs. It isaso awarning to parents.
Parentshavean obligationtotraintheir prospective heirsinthebasics
of the covenantal administration of capital. For a child to inherit
great wealth without prior trainingin capital management isa curse.
It does not appear to be acurse at the time of the inheritance, but this
will become obvious over time. The prodigal son learned thislesson
first-hand. “ And when he cameto himself, he said, How many hired
servants of my father’ s have bread enough and to spare, and | perish
with hunger!” (Luke 15:17). By then, hisinheritance had been trans-
ferred to the covenant-breakers who sold him all those good times.

Thesanctionsserve asawarning. God' s blessings are not random.
They are part of acovenantal legal order. We are to assess events as
either blessings or cursings in terms of the content of God’s Bible-
revealed law. Thisiswhat the prodigal son did as he slept with the

7. Ibid., ch. 68.
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pigs. He had time to repent and then to return to his father’s house.
The externa reality of his condition could not be denied. He had
wound up exactly as this proverb says.

Conclusion
Inheritance is covenantal. It is part of the covenantal order estab-
lished by God. Those who understand the covenant are morelikely to
recognizethethreat of an early inheritance than someonewho hasnot

understoodit. Thisproverbisapithy summary of Deuteronomy 8:17—
20.
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PAY ATTENTION TO DETAILS

The thoughts of the diligent tend only to plenteousness; but of every
one that is hasty only to want (Prov. 21:5).

The diligent person serves as amorally correct model for others.
The Book of Proverbs returns repeatedly to this theme.

This proverb can also be trandated, “ The thoughts of the diligent
tend surely to plenteousness.” Thisiscloser to the meaning of thetext
than any suggestion that a diligent person’s thoughts are focused
solely on plenteousness or profitability. This proverb is saying that
there is a correlation between a diligent person’s care in thinking
through a plan of action and the outcome of this action, which is
plenteousness.

Isthis correlation 100%7? The Hebrew text indicatesthat it is. The
trandlators added “tend.” But did Solomon believe that diligent peo-
ple' s plans produce plenteousness all the time? Elsewhere, he seems
to. “The hand of the diligent shall bear rule: but the slothful shall be
under tribute” (12:24). Yet in the Bible, evil-doers are said to rule
over the righteous. Psalm 73 is a good example.

But as for me, my feet were almost gone; my steps had well nigh
dlipped. For | was envious at the foolish, when | saw the prosperity
of thewicked. For thereare no bandsin their death: but their strength
isfirm. They arenot introuble as other men; neither arethey plagued
like other men. Therefore pride compasseth them about as a chain;
violence covereth them as a garment. (Ps. 73:2-6).

Thisisnot a permanent condition, the Psalmist said. “ Surely thou

1. Chapter 37.
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didst set them in dlippery places: thou castedst them down into des-
truction. How are they brought into desolation, asin amoment! they
areutterly consumed withterrors’ (Ps. 73:18-19). But, for atime, the
unrighteous do prosper. So, thetranslators added “tend” to the verse,
which reflectsthe overall message of the Bible. Still, Solomon wrote
more emphatically than this. He sought to persuade his readers that
diligent attention to on€e’ s plans produces personal successin history.
Thisisacasewhere an author’ srhetoric conveyswhat both heand
readersknow isnot true. Diligent plansdo not surely produce success
inhistory for diligentindividuals. The prophetswerediligent, yet they
suffered at the hands of covenant-breakers. Jesus told the disciples,
“Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and
shall say al manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice,
and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so
persecuted they the prophetswhichwerebeforeyou” (Matt. 5:11-12).
Diligence produces positive sanctions, but not always in history.

Haste Makes Waste

In contrast to the diligent planner is the hasty individual. “Every
one that is hasty only to want.” Again, we find that hasty people
sometimes do prosper. But the connection between hasty decisions
and poverty does exist. Lot was hasty in his decision to choose
Sodom as his dwelling place (Gen. 13:10-11). This eventually cost
him his capital and his family (Gen. 19).

Diligence requires attention to detail. Haste involves great confi-
dence that thingswill work out well despite alack of attention to de-
tails. “Comeye, say they, | will fetch wine, and wewill fill ourselves
with strong drink; and to morrow shall be asthisday, and much more
abundant” (Isa. 56:12).

The hasty person believesthat theworld isbased on luck. He does
not delay taking action until he can verify the truth of what has been
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placed before him. He assumes that he has been blessed by imper-
sonal fate or personal luck. This is thought to negate the risks of
decision-making based on insufficient facts.

The Bible teachesthat thereis no such thing asluck. Thereisalso
no such thing as impersonal fate. The Bible teaches that God provi-
dentially sustains the universe and works out His decree for history.

Drop down, ye heavens, from above, and let the skies pour down
righteousness: let the earth open, and let them bring forth salvation,
and let righteousness spring up together; | the LORD have created it.
Woe unto him that striveth with his Maker! Let the potsherd strive
with the potsherds of the earth. Shall the clay say to him that fash-
ioneth it, What makest thou? or thy work, He hath no hands?’ (Isa
45:8-9).

Proverbs speaks of wisdom as personified. “When he gave to the
sea his decree, that the waters should not pass his commandment:
when he appointed the foundations of the earth: Then | was by him,
as one brought up with him: and | was daily his delight, rejoicing
always before him” (8:29-30).

Careful planning, including diligent prayer, is basic to successin
life. The hasty person does not believe this. He does not see the
requirement to prepare oneself for years by studying God' s law (Ps.
119). Hedoes not think that years of attention to one’ soccupation are
necessary for mastery. He thinks that enthusiastic commitment on
short notice will overcome all resistance.

The hasty person thinks, “This is the opportunity of alifetime. |
must not allow it to get away.” Yet a person’s lifetimeisin God's
hand. God can bring other major opportunities. The questionis: “Is
thisopportunity consi stent with my calling —the most important thing
| can do in which | would be most difficult to replace?” God called
Moses to become His spokesman before Pharaoh and to lead Israel
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out of Egypt. This was surely more important than working as a
sheepherder for another 40 years. It wasthe opportunity of alifetime.
But it came after 40 years of herding sheep. With Aaron at his side,
Moses became an overnight sensation as far as Pharaoh and Israel
were concerned. But he had served time faithfully at a small task in
preparation for this new calling.

Conclusion
Diligenceis superior to haste asaway of life. Careful attention to
detail isareliable course of action. Haste is not.
Therequirement of diligence pointsto theavailability of sufficient
time to complete our life' s tasks before God. God is not in a hurry.
His people should therefore not be in a hurry.
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NOTHING FOR SOMETHING

The getting of treasures by a lying tongue is a vanity tossed to and
fro of them that seek death (Prov. 21:6).

Thisproverb saysthat it is possible to gain treasure through delib-
erate deception. Itisaform of vanity — chasing after emptiness. Solo-
mon already has warned: “Wealth gotten by vanity shall be dimin-
ished: but he that gathereth by labour shall increase” (13:11).! Inthis
passage, Solomon escal atesthe warning. Thosewho pursuewealthin
thisway are seeking death. To seek deathissuicidal. We have aready
been informed, regarding wisdom, “But he that sinneth against me
wrongeth hisown soul: all they that hate me love death” (8:36). Pur-
suing treasure through deception requires that the pursuer hate wis-
dom.

Thetemptation of great wealthisone of the most powerful tempta-
tionsin life. The question arises: Why? What isit about great wealth
that lures peopleinto death? In avery poor society, such wealth might
mean the difference between life and death in acrisis, but in modern
society, people rarely die from poverty. Great wealth does not add
years compared to middle-class wealth. It allows people to live in
special ways, yet even here, most people cannot say exactly what
these ways are.

In terms of eating, sleeping, learning, and being entertained, the
middle-class person has most of the advantages that a wealthy man
has. There are middle-class men who would not want great wealth if
it meant that their wiveswould drag themto the operaand ballet, then
write large checks to support these narrowly appreciated arts. These

1. Chapter 39.
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men would prefer to write checks in order to escape attending.

The major differences between middle-class living and wealthy
living in my era are the ability to afford three things: full-time ser-
vants, very large homes, and homes located at a great distance from
astreet. A wealthy person hiresnumerousfull-timeservantstorun his
household. Given the value of his time, this is an economically
rational decision. Second, the very rich live in large homes that
cannot be seen from a highway. They can afford expensive land that
offers seclusion to large homes. Their properties have long, winding
driveways. Servants, large homes, and seclusion are social goods,
sometimes called positional goods.? They identify wealth. Rich men
usually want this recognition. So do rich men’ swives, especially the
second or third wife.

Positional goods are not life-and-death goods. To sacrifice one's
integrity in order to obtain positional goods— or, more likely, merely
an opportunity to obtain enough wealth to buy positional goods—is
to become self-deceived. The price of the positional goods is too
high. Jesus asked: “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the
whole world, and lose his own soul? or what shall a man give in
exchange for his soul? (Matt. 16:26).2 This rhetorical questionisan
extension of Proverbs 21:6 to eternity.

Vanity
The biblical meaning of vanity is a combination of success and
emptiness. A person pursues something that he considersvaluable or

2. Fred Hirsch, The Social Limits to Growth (London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1976).

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 35.
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worth having, but when he obtains or attainsit, he finds that it does
not fulfil his expectations. The Book of Ecclesiastes dismisses all
things pursued for their own sake as vanity.

Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all isvanity
(Eccl. 1:2).

| have seen all theworksthat are done under the sun; and, behold, all
is vanity and vexation of spirit (Eccl. 1:14).

Then | looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, and on
the labour that | had laboured to do: and, behold, all was vanity and
vexation of spirit, and there was no profit under the sun (Eccl. 2:11).

Thewarning hereisagainst autonomy. Nothing pursued for itsown
sakeisanything but vanity. Only that which is pursued under the law
of God for the glory of God escapesfrom vanity. Self-judgment must
be conformed to God’ s judgment. Nothing is autonomous.

Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep
his commandments: for thisisthe whole duty of man. For God shall
bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it
be good, or whether it be evil (Eccl. 12:13-14).

Men pursue wealth because it seems to offer a wide range of
options. But all of these options are vanity — empty. They all com-
mand a price. If wealth is pursued through deception, it produces
death. Thisis nothing (vanity) for something (life).

Conclusion

Solomon identifies a common misconception: imagining that
wealth isworth lying to attain. Thisisamonumental misconception.
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Y et the lure of treasureis so great that men sacrifice their integrity in
order to attainit. Great wealth isvanity whenever pursued for itsown
sake: empty. When pursued by means of deception, it issuicidal.
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MORAL CAUSATION

Therabbery of the wicked shall destroy them; becausethey refuseto
do judgment (Prov. 21:7).

This is the common view of moral causation in the Mosaic law.
Deuteronomy 28:15-68 presentsit. There is moral causation in his-
tory. Morality shapes economic results. In this case, the message
relatesto aviolation of morality: robbery. Theword can also betrans-
lated as “ spoil” or “oppression.”

Wicked men rob others. They do thisto benefit themselves. They
use coercion or thethreat of coercion, or they use deception, to obtain
wealth owned by others. They use ungodly methods to lay up treas-
ure. That which God had delivered into the hands of other people,
who had acted lawfully, the robbers obtain apart from moral perform-
ance or legal claim. The robbers attempt to thwart God' s allocation
of resources. They seek ownership on alegal foundation other than
God's mandated legal order. They seek to establish a new world
order, one which favors them uniquely.

Thisproverb saysthat robberswill reap adisaster for their efforts.
It offers areason for this: the refusal of the wicked to do judgment.
By “judgment,” Solomon meant righteousjudgment. TheMosaiclaw
says. “Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment: thou shalt not
respect the person of the poor, nor honour the person of the mighty:
but in righteousness shalt thou judge thy neighbour” (Lev. 19:15).*
These are God'’ s judgments.

4. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 14; Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economicsof Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 14.
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“Ye shall do my judgments, and keep mine ordinances, to wak
therein: | am the LORD your God. Y e shall therefore keep my stat-
utes, and my judgments: which if aman do, he shall live in them: |
am the LORD” (Lev. 18:4-5).

Winnersand Losers

The wicked person robs others. He does this in order to increase
his wealth at the expense of hisvictims. His gain is their loss. The
exchange between them is not voluntary. It is not an arrangement
based on the expectation of mutual benefit. The victim may be the
victim of deception, hoping for gain, but the robber understands in
advance that the exchange will not rest on mutually shared benefits.

In a free market exchange, both parties benefit, or expect to
benefit, from an exchange. Each understandsthat the other expectsto
gain from the transaction. Therelationship is not based on the expec-
tation of either party that he will gain at the other person’s expense.
Adam Smith, in Book |, Chapter 2 of The Wealth of Nations (1776),
wrote these words, which have survived the test of time.

But man has ailmost constant occasion for the help of his brethren,
anditisinvain for himto expect it from their benevolence only. He
will be morelikely to prevail if he can interest their self-lovein his
favour, and show themthat itisfor their own advantageto do for him
what herequires of them. Whoever offersto another abargain of any
kind, proposes to do this. Give me that which | want, and you shall
have this which you want, is the meaning of every such offer; and it
isin this manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part
of those good offices which we stand in need of. It is not from the
benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect
our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address
ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk
to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.
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The exchange relationship is not a zero-sum game, where every
gain comes at the cost of another player’ sloss. Both parties expect to
gain.

The robber knows better. He knows that his victim will lose. He
initiates the transaction on this basis. Thisis the essence of robbery.
It relies either on coercion or deception. It isbased on the assumption
that gain results from loss. This is not the basis of the free market
economy. Itisalso not the basisof biblical morality. God' slaw estab-
lishesasystem of moral causationin history. Righteousness produces
material benefits. These are not one-sided benefits. All the partici-
pants in society can perceive this, even covenant-breakers.

But yethat did cleave unto the LORD your God are aive every one
of you this day. Behold, | have taught you statutes and judgments,
even asthe LORD my God commanded me, that ye should do soin
the land whither ye go to possessiit. Keep therefore and do them; for
this is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the
nations, which shall hear all these statutes, and say, Surely thisgreat
nation is awise and understanding people. For what nation is there
so great, who hath God so nigh unto them, asthe LORD our God is
in all things that we call upon him for? And what nation is there so
great, that hath statutes and judgments so righteous as all this law,
which | set before you this day? (Deut. 4:4-8).°

So powerful is this testimony in the hearts of men that God says
that the very unwillingness of an individual to evaluate the results of
God' s law in this positive fashion —in other words, to suppressthis
understanding — constitutes wilful rebellion against God, a form of
rebellion which is the origin of idolatry: worshipping animals and

5. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 8.
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insects (Rom. 1:18-23).° The robber refuses to accept this. He
believes that he can safely substitute deception or coercion in place
of mutually beneficial voluntary exchange. He believes that he can
benefit from aviolation of God’ s covenantal legal order.

Thisproverb saysthat the robber’ s assessment isincorrect. It says
that such wicked behavior will result in his destruction. The robber
expects to benefit from his coercion, but he will not benefit. He will
sustain a massive loss. He will become a far greater loser than his
victim.

Conclusion

A just manisin aposition to extend judgment in history. So isan
unjust man. What men do in history reflects their concept of causa-
tion.

The robber denies the cause and effect relationship that God an-
nouncesin Hislaw governsthe world of man. His actionsreflect his
denial of God’ slegal order. Thisproverb warns men not to act on any
such assumption. It warnsthem to adhereto the standards established
in God’ s revelation.

6. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), ch. 2.
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THE CRY OF THE POOR

Whoso stoppeth hisearsat the cry of the poor, he also shall cry him-
self, but shall not be heard (Prov. 21:13).

A poor person has aright to cry out to God for deliverance. The
Hebrews in Egypt cried out to God for deliverance. God heard them
and delivered them under M oses. God raised up Moses, who initially
resisted the call (Ex. 4:1-13), to deliver His people.

A poor person may also cry out to men who possess more wealth
than he does. He seeks deliverance from hisimmediate situation. He
seesthat another person may bein aposition to help him. He asksfor
help.

Isthisaloud cry? Sometimes the Hebrew word is correctly trans-
lated thisway. “My heart shall cry out for Moab; his fugitives shall
flee unto Zoar, an heifer of three years old: for by the mounting up of
Luhith with weeping shall they go it up; for in the way of Horonaim
they shall raise up a cry of destruction” (Isa. 15:5). It can aso be
understood as crying in the sense of shedding tears. “ And Tamar put
ashes on her head, and rent her garment of divers coloursthat was on
her, and laid her hand on her head, and went on crying” (Il Sam.
13:19). Itismorelikely acry in the sense of acorporate appeal inthe
midst of acrisis. Itisnot an audiblecry. Itisarepresentative cry. “At
the noise of the taking of Babylon the earth is moved, and thecry is
heard among the nations’ (Jer. 50:46).

The Hebrew word translated here as “ stoppeth” can mean “closed
up.” It can also mean “narrow.” The meaning hereis“an unwilling-
ness to consider.” Poor people are in need. A somewhat |ess poor
person isin aposition to help, yet he does nothing.

There are cause and effect in God’ s covenantal social order. What
a person sows, so shall he reap. “But this | say, He which soweth
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sparingly shall reap also sparingly; and he which soweth bountifully
shall reap also bountifully” (11 Cor. 9:6). “ Be not deceived; God isnot
mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” (Gal.
6:7). Thelaws of society are ultimately covenantal; hence, thereisan
ethical component.

A merciless person does not listen to the cry of a person in need.
Neither will others listen to him, should he come under distress.
Every person is threatened by something. Everyone can come under
distress of somekind. Thereisno immunity from distressin thislife.
Solomon says that so personal are social cause and effect that the
person who refuses to help the poor when he can help is going to be
overtaken by external events that threaten him.

Hearing the cry of the poor is an ethical issue. Solomon does not
call for the civil government to tax members of one income group in
order to fund another group. He is not directing his warning to civil
magistrates. He is warning people with assets to assist the poor.

Conclusion
Thewarningispersonal. Thethreatened sanctionispersonal. Poor
peoplein society should be able to present their case to the public at
large. If their case has merit, yet no oneliftsahand to help, then those
who have remained judicially deaf will find that their day of trouble
will come. What they have sown, they will reap.
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BIBLICAL BRIBERY

A gift in secret pacifieth anger: and a reward in the bosom strong
wrath (Prov. 21:14).

Solomon, asthe king of Israel, was familiar with the strategic use
of gifts. The Hebrew word translated as “ gift” — mattawn — appears
threetimesin Proverbs. The context of Proverbs 21:14 isnot clearly
that of civil government. Itisin Proverbs 19:6. “Many will intreat the
favour of the prince: and every man is a friend to him that giveth
gifts.” Proverbs 18:16 may refer to civil rulers. “ A man’ sgift maketh
room for him, and bringeth him before great men.” Great men may be
civil rulers. If not, then these men have accessto civil rulers.

The general principle governing these proverbs is found in
Proverbs 18:8. “ A gift is as a precious stone in the eyes of him that
hath it: whithersoever it turneth, it prospereth.” In this proverb, the
Hebrew word is different: sachad. It is used repeatedly to describe
bribery. In mogt, the texts are hostile. They are governed by this
presupposition. “For the LORD your God is God of gods, and Lord
of lords, a great God, a mighty, and a terrible, which regardeth not
persons, nor taketh reward” (Deut. 10:17). What appliesto God must
also apply to those who act as judges in His name.

And thou shalt take no gift: for the gift blindeth the wise, and per-
verteth the words of the righteous (Ex. 23:8).

Thou shalt not wrest judgment; thou shalt not respect persons,
neither take a gift: for agift doth blind the eyes of the wise, and per-
vert the words of the righteous (Deut. 16:19).

Cursed be he that taketh reward to slay an innocent person. And all
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the people shall say, Amen (Deut. 27:25).

A wicked man taketh a gift out of the bosom to pervert the ways of
judgment (Prov. 17:23).

Thy princes are rebellious, and companions of thieves: every one
loveth gifts, and followeth after rewards:. they judge not the father-
less, neither doth the cause of the widow come unto them (Isa. 1:23).

Then what of the proverb in question? “A gift in secret pacifieth
anger: and areward in the bosom strongwrath.” Why in secret? What
anger isit pacifying? Isn’t the context the same as the other Hebrew
word for gift?

What We Owe Corrupt Rulers

Thereisno question that God prohibits bribery that produces cor-
rupt judgments. But this does not directly deal with the question of
becoming awilling victim of a corrupt judgment. Corrupt rulers are
marked by a willingness to accept bribes. This puts the covenant-
keeper at a disadvantage. In a court of law, his opponent may have
paid a bribe. A practical question arises. What should a covenant-
keeper do to reduce the likelihood of being the victim of paid-for
corrupt judgment?

Solomon does not suggest that anythingiswrong withthis: “ A gift
in secret pacifieth anger: and areward in the bosom strong wrath”
(21:14). Nor here: “A gift is as a precious stone in the eyes of him
that hath it: whithersoever it turneth, it prospereth” (17:8). Yetinthe
second case, the Hebrew word is sachad. We are faced with what
initially appears to be an ethical dilemma. Solomon points to the
benefits of bribery without condemning it.

Thereisareason for this. The Bible condemns bribery. The ques-
tion is, how does the Bible define bribery? There are two choices.
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1. To pay acivil official to deliver a corrupt judgment, i.e., ajudg-
ment at odds with what biblical law mandates.

2. Topay acivil official to deliver ajudgment different fromwhat he
otherwise would hand down.

TheBibleclearly condemnsthefirst practice. If the proverbsunder
consideration here, which deal with the benefitsof giving gifts, do not
refer to civil government, then bribery may be defined according to
the second option. But nowhereintheBibleisgift-giving condemned
inthisway. Bribery iscondemned becauseit pervertsrighteous judg-
ment. Therewould have been arighteous decision handed down, but
bribery hasled to a different decision.

Rival Approachesto Law

Here, we seeafundamental difference betweenrival viewsof civil
law. One view defines righteous judgment as consistent with a code
of ethics. A decision is substantively righteous. Why? Because it
upholdsthe ethical foundation of the specific statute or tradition. The
other view defines righteous judgment as procedurally correct. A
decisionisformally righteous. Why? Becauseit istechnically predic-
table. The modern world has moved systematically toward formal
rationalism: procedureover ethics. It steadily hasabandoned substan-
tive rationalism: ethics over procedure.

If we define righteous judgment as procedurally correct law, then
all bribery iscondemned. If wedefinerighteousjudgment asethically
correct law, then bribery iscondemned when it temptsacivil official
to enforce ethically incorrect law.

Thecritic may respond: “ Civil law should be both ethically groun-
ded and procedurally predictable.” Y es, thisiswhat civil law should
be. But what is the biblically correct view of bribery in an ethically
corrupt legal system?
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Jesus provided a practical answer to this question.

Y e have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and atooth
for atooth: But | say unto you, That yeresist not evil: but whosoever
shall smitethee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if
any man will sue thee at the law, and take away thy coat, let him
have thy cloke also. And whosoever shall compel thee to go amile,
go with him twain (Matt. 5:38-41).*

Did Jesus abandon the Mosaic law as an ideal? M oses declared:
“Eyefor eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, Burning for
burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Ex. 21:24-25).2 The
context was two men fighting, where an injured pregnant woman
loses her child. If thislaw isno longer in effect, then thejudicial case
against abortion is surrendered.’

Jesus was speaking to Jews who lived under Roman oppression.
They were not in charge of the legal system. So, He recommended
that people make an extra payment to those who used compulsion
against them. Thispayment was not owed. It was not even demanded.
In the context of civil compulsion, this is correctly identified as a
bribe. It is a payment in advance to buy the favor of a person in
authority.

There is another example. It involves a positive sanction in the
context of a negative sanction. Jesus said,

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginiaa Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 9.

2. Gary North, Tools of Dominion: The Case Lawsof Exodus (Tyler, Texas. Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1990), ch. 11.

3. R. J. Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley, New Jersey: Craig
Press, 1973), pp. 263-69. Cf. North, Tools of Dominion, pp. 381-83.

311



God’' s Success Manual

There wasin acity ajudge, which feared not God, neither regarded
man: And there was a widow in that city; and she came unto him,
saying, Avenge me of mine adversary. And hewould not for awhile:
but afterward he said within himself, Though | fear not God, nor
regard man; Y et because thiswidow troubleth me, | will avenge her,
lest by her continual coming she weary me (Luke 18:2-5).

Thewidow facesan unjust judge. Shewantsjustice. So, she bangs
on his door. She nags him. She makes his life miserable. She offers
abribe: “1 will stop pestering you if you render judgment.” Heaccepts
the bribe. He decides to get some peace and quiet by rendering right-
eous judgment.

Jesuswasillustrating the correct approach to prayer. Be persistent.
Treat God as if He were an unjust judge.* But if we are allowed to
treat God as if He were an unjust judge, when He is not an unjust
judge, then we are allowed to treat unjust judges similarly.

Conclusion

Solomon taught that paying ajudge to render a judgment against
what biblical law mandatesis a corrupt form of bribery. God cannot
be bought off to render unrighteous judgment. Therefore, do not try
to buy off ajudge to render unrighteous judgment.

Solomon also taught that “a gift in secret pacifieth anger: and are-
ward in the bosom strong wrath.” When dealing with a judge who
systematically renders ethically corrupt judgments, it islegitimateto
persuade him to render an incorrupt judgment by paying him in
secret. It may not be wise in a particular instance. It is always risky.
But it is not morally corrupt.

4. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 42.
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Thereisno universal definition of justice that fitsall cases. There
is no neutral law. There is no neutral court procedure. There are
God'slaw and man’slaw. Thereis covenant-keeping and covenant-
breaking. The quest for universal definitions of law and law enforce-
ment that reconcile God's Bible-revealed law and man’s law is an
assault ontheBible, for it isan assertion of covenant-breaking man’s
ethical neutrality and judicia autonomy. It is an attempt to bring
God' s law into sovereign man’s law court. So, there is no universal
definition of bribery.> This definition is biblically incorrect: “To pay
acivil official to deliver ajudgment different from what he otherwise
would hand down.” Thisdefinitioniscorrect: “To pay acivil official
to deliver a corrupt judgment, i.e., a judgment at odds with what
biblical law mandates.”

5. Gary North, “In Defense of Biblical Bribery,” in Rushdoony, Institutes of
Biblical Law, pp. 843-44.
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ECONOMIC HIERARCHIES

The rich ruleth over the poor, and the borrower is servant to the
lender (Prov. 22:7).

Hierarchy isnot abad thing. Onthe contrary, hierarchy isanines-
capable concept. It is point two of the biblical covenant structure.®
The question that everyone facesisthe nature of the multiple hierar-
chies under which he or she lives. The hierarchy described in this
proverb is economic.

Rich Over Poor

Therich man hasmany opportunities. Thisisthe best definition of
riches. The poor man has far fewer opportunities.

The rich man can make mistakes and still not have to change his
lifestyle. The poor man must make many changes in his pattern of
consumption if he makes mistakes. He will be in aweak bargaining
position, for he has no economic reserves. The trade-off between
money and time works against him. He has little money, so he soon
runsout of timein acrisis. He could buy more time with money. He
hasno money. So, he must accept an employment or credit offer that
he would not accept, had he not run out of money and if he were not
running out of time.

When arich man entersthe free market and offersto hirelessrich
men, he faces competition from other rich men. Similarly, when a
poor man entersthe market, he is competing against other poor men.
Thefree market is highly competitive, but it isnot the competition of

6. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Ty-
ler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1992), ch. 2.
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one-on-one competition between a rich man and a poor man, or a
creditor and adebtor. Only when the contract is signed does the hier-
archy become one-on-one.

Think of the analogous competition of courtship. Males compete
against males; femal es compete against females. Only after marriage
does a hierarchy prevail.

Creditor Over Debtor

This proverb teaches that as surely as arich man isin asuperior
position in relation to a poor man, so isacreditor in a superior posi-
tion to a poor man. Poor men know this.

The hierarchy is based on a credit-debt relationship. For most
people, it is better to be under economic authority. Most people are
not entrepreneurs. They do not want to live with the extensive uncer-
tainty that offers the entrepreneur the opportunity to make a profit,
provided heiswilling to risk taking aloss. No one can avoid uncer-
tainty entirely, for only God is omniscient. But most people try to
limit uncertainty intheir lives. Thisiswhy most people prefer awage
to investing as away to support themselves.

Earningawageisamark of subordination. A proverb could accur-
ately announce, “The rich ruleth over the poor, and the wage-earner
is servant to the wage-payer.” The difference is, the wage-earner
probably isbound by arevocable contract. He can lawfully quit, and
his employer in afree society can lawfully fire him, unlessthereisa
signed contract to the contrary.

A debt contract is more permanent than most wage contracts. It
binds the debtor to a repayment schedule. Thisisamore rigid form
of hierarchy. This proverb reminds a potential debtor that debt is a
form of servitude.

Servitude is not morally wrong. The Mosaic law had a provision
that allowed a servant to pledge lifetime service to his master or
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employer (Ex. 21:4-6; Deut. 15:16-17). Paul recommended that a
slave remain content with his position (I Cor. 7:20). But if he is
offered alegal way to go free, he should takeit (I Cor. 7:21).”

Paul also recommended debt-free living. “ Owe no man any thing,
but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the
law” (Rom. 13:8). But because amost every economic relationship
has atime component, there is always some short-term credit/debt 2

The debtor isaservant because he has promised to pay. Heisless
mobile because of this. Thismobility may be geographical. It may be
related to career. If the debt was used to purchase a capital asset, the
incomegenerated by theasset may bewell abovewhatever isrequired
to service the debt. This increases mobility. The problem is the
uncertainty of future income compared to the certainty of the debt’s
repayment schedule. Theinherent servitude of the permanent obliga-
tion stands as a threat to the person who has contracted the debt.

A debt secured by inanimate collateral is different from debt
secured by personal obligation. If someone borrows money to buy a
house, and the house serves as collateral for the mortgage, then the
threat of foreclosure is always there, but it is not the equivalent of
personal bondage. It is not the same as aloan secured by a person’s
earning ability. The debtor whose home is foreclosed for non-pay-
ment can move — indeed, will be probably be asked to move by the
new owner of the home. But this threat does not extend to his person
or his savings. He retains mobility.

7. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, el ectronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: Institutefor Christian Econ-
omics, 2001), ch. 8.

8. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), ch. 12.
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Conclusion

The rich man rules over the poor man because he has financial
reserves that the poor man does not have. He can offer aloan to a
poor man in a poor man’s time of crisis. The poor manisnot in a
strong bargaining position.

Similarly, the creditor isin astrong bargaining positionin relation
to the debtor. The debtor may be only one payment away from a
crisis. Few creditors are.

Theeconomic hierarchy inafree market isahierarchy of competi-
tion. Rich men compete against rich men for the services of lessrich
men. Poor men compete against poor men. Creditors compete against
creditors. Debtors compete against debtors. There are limits to the
severity of the hierarchy.
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ALIONINTHE STREETS

The dlothful man saith, Thereisalionwithout, | shall be slaininthe
streets (Prov. 22:13).

Actualy, slothful men do not say this. It is doubtful that they said
itin Palestinein Solomon’ sday. Who would believeit? That is Solo-
mon’ spoint. Heisimplying that all of the other excusesthat slothful
men offer for not leaving the house every morning are in the same
category asworrying about being killed by alion in the streets. Solo-
mon’s contempt for sloth is seen in a paralel passage later in this
book.

The slothful man saith, There isalion in the way; alion isin the
streets. Asthe door turneth upon hishinges, so doth the slothful upon
his bed. The dothful hideth his hand in hisbosom; it grieveth himto
bring it again to his mouth. The sluggard is wiser in hisown conceit
than seven men that can render a reason (26:13-16).

The dothful man rollsfrom side to sidein his bed. Heistoo lazy
to eat. Heis puffed up. He is altogether a contemptible person.

He offers an excuse for his doth: “A lion isin the street.” Solo-
mon’ sintenseridiculeindicatesthat slothfulnessin Israel waswidely
regarded as a moral defect. The slothful person searches for an
acceptable excuse for not going to work. He does not want to come
out and say, “Look, | am lazy. Work does not agree with me. It never
has. | find it alot more pleasant to just stay home and relax.” The
public, then as now, looks on such excuses as evidence of a weak
moral character. People also think, “1 am forced by external circum-
stances to go to work. Why should this person escape the negative
sanctions of not going to work? Who does he think heis?’
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Thereisafamiliar American saying, “An honest day’ slabor for an
honest day’s pay.” Its opposite was popular in the Soviet Union
beforeit collapsed in 1991. “We pretend to work, and they pretend to
pay us.” Soviet work habits were terrible, and so was output. So was
the currency system.* The American outlook onwork isthat itismore
than a necessary evil. A man defines himself by what he does for a
living, not what he does in his spare time. This is characteristic of
Protestantism in general. Therereally was a Puritan work ethicinthe
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Work was regarded as a holy
calling from God, something not to be taken lightly or escaped, even
by rich men. Puritans had contempt for the Cavaliers, meaning Great
Britain’ supper crust society, which was based on inherited wealth in
land, not on labor and especially commercial labor. Tracesof thispro-
work attitude remain in modern Anglo-American society.

Evading Responsibility

Work isaform of personal responsibility. Each personiscalled by
God to exercise dominion on God’ s behalf in his appropriate bound-
ary of responsibility. Thisis the biblical worldview from Genesis 1
to Revelation 22.

When a person refusesto exercise responsibility in preference for
alifeof leisure, he rebels against God. Because serviceto God inthe
realm of economics is service to other men, who represent God, a
refusal to work is an attempt to evade service to others. It is not sur-
prising that peopl e recognize the threat to themsel ves posed by other
peopl€e’ ssloth. It meansthat fewer goods and services are offered for
sale or as charitable gifts. Almost everyone is a little poorer. Only

1. A humorous book on the irrationality of the Soviet economic systemisLeo-
pold Tyrmand, The Rosa Luxumburg Contraceptives Cooperative (New Y ork:
Macmillan, 1972).
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thosewho sell to the slothful are benefited, and only for aslong asthe
slothful have money to spend.

The most memorable case of a slothful man that | can recall was
reported in the central column of theWall Street Journal: the human
interest section. It was the story of an heir who lived on cruise ships.
He had never married. He would hire a prostitute to spend aweek or
two with him on acruise. He would hire a different one for the next
cruise. He would eat as much as he wanted; cruises are famous for
their policy of unlimited servings. Eventually, hewould gain so much
weight that he would have to go to aweight-reduction “fat farm” for
afew weeks. Then he would return to the cruises. He had lived on
cruise ships for all of his adult life. He was finally running low on
money. Hewas unsure of how hewould spend therest of hislifeafter
the money ran out.

A vacation cruise is seen as a special treat for married couples.
Because of price competition, it is possible for middle-class couples
to take a cruise once or twice. There are expensive cruises, too. It
does not take many cruisesto becomejaded with what they offer. But,
as a lifetime special event, they have an appeal. Y et the thought of
spending one’ s life on cruises as a passenger is unthinkable to most
people, whichiswhy theWall Street Journal ran thestory: the bizarre
factor. Productive people know the difference between alife of work
interspersed with leisure vs. alife of leisure interspersed with crash
dieting. They prefer the former.

Dropping Out
In 1963, Timothy Leary, aHarvard University lecturer in psychol -
ogy, was fired for recommending psychedelic drugs to his students.
In the second half of the decade, he cashed in on afive-year interna-
tional cultural rebellion of college-age students. He adopted flowing
robes, asif hewere an Indian mystic living alife of poverty. He flew
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around the United States to deliver well-paid lectures, which ended
with this slogan: “Turn on. Tune in. Drop out.” He became famous
for this slogan. He was still promoting the use of psychedelic drugs:
“Turnon.” What hislisteners were supposed to tune into was vague.
To drop out would require continuing subsidies from members of the
conventional society. Hisaudienceswerefilled mostly with parentally
funded teenagers and early adults, who had temporarily dropped out
of middle-class society.

The counter-culture fad faded in 1970, when the United States
went into an economic recession. Jobs became scarce. Leary contin-
ued to live achaotic life thereafter, including two prison termsin the
first half of the 1970’ s. He continued to lecture, though without much
mediaattention. In the late 1980’ s, he resurfaced as a computer soft-
ware writer. He died of cancer in 1996.

People with Leary’ s message are found in every society. Usualy,
they are on the society’s fringes. Occasionally, they receive wide
attention for atime, but they fade into the shadows again. Their out-
look requiressubsidiesfrom productive people. Eventually, the subsi-
diesend.

Scarcity was imposed on covenant-breaking mankind and the
world in order to keep men from dropping out, i.e., forcing them to
cooperate (Gen. 3:17-19).2 The need to work isimposed by scarcity.
Men understand that men who seek to escape from the scarcity-
imposed requirement to work are a threat to the social order. The
requirement to work preceded the curse (Gen. 2). Scarcity reinforced
this requirement after the Fall.

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 10.
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Conclusion

This proverb uses ridicule to reject a view of life that threatens
society and threatens the family headed by a person who adopts sub-
terfuge to justify hisdloth. It isnot alion in the streets that threatens
him. Rather, his own regjection of work threatens him. If adopted
widely, this outlook would threaten the progress of society.

The future will not be captured by men who are slothful. 1t will be
captured by people who are not afraid of non-existent lions in the
street, but who are afraid of alife of sloth.
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POVERTY PREVENTION

If thou hast nothing to pay, why should he take away thy bed from
under thee? (Prov. 22:27).

To understand this proverb, we must first understand the Mosaic
law governing collateral.

If thou lend money to any of my people that is poor by thee, thou
shalt not be to him as an usurer, neither shalt thou lay upon him
usury. If thou at all take thy neighbour’ sraiment to pledge, thou shalt
deliver it unto him by that the sun goeth down: For that is his cover-
ing only, it ishisraiment for his skin: wherein shall he sleep? and it
shall cometo pass, when he crieth unto me, that | will hear; for | am
gracious (Ex. 22:25-27).

A person comes to a potential lender, seeking aloan. The lender
can lawfully ask for collateral. But it is a strange form of collateral.
It must be returned in the evening. It is a coat or other covering for
cold weather. So, the borrower can use it when he really needsiit. It
seems to be useless to the lender, who must return it when it is
needed.

Thisform of collateral isin fact very useful. The borrower isres-
tricted from using the collateral to secure multiple loans. The lender
can lawfully require the person to hand over the coat during the day.
When he handsit over, he cannot take it to another lender as security
for aloan. Thislaw restricts multiple indebtedness.*

Thisproverb assumesthefollowing scenario. A poor man hasgone

1. Gary North, Toolsof Dominion: The Case Lawsof Exodus (Tyler, Texas:. Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1990), pp. 738-39.
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to a lender. As collateral, he has offered his bed. As with a coat,
which must be returned to the borrower at night, the bed is useful
during the night. The lender must return it during the night. Also like
the coat, the bed isnot needed during the day. Thelender can lawfully
demand that the borrower deliver it to him during the day.

Thisproverb saysthat someoneistrying to take away a man’ s bed
from under him. Thiswould beillegal during the evening. So, if the
bed is under the person, this is because the sun has risen. He should
be off his bed and off to work. But heis still on his bed.

The lender sees the situation. The borrower is lazy. He does not
want to get up in the morning. He has an aversion to work. This
explains his poverty. Thisiswhy he needed aloan in the first place.

The lender has a problem. How will he be repaid? This debtor is
alazybones. Heisnot driven by conscienceto repay loans. He hasno
money. Thereis areason why he has no money. Heislazy.

He needsto change hisways. He needs motivation to change. One
way for the lender to motivate him to change hiswaysisto demand
that he surrender his collateral each morning. The lure of staying in
bed in comfort can be removed. If the borrower wishes to sleep, he
can sleep on the ground.

Solomon presents a rhetorical question: “If thou hast nothing to
pay, why should he take away thy bed from under thee?” The answer
isthis: “Because you are lazy. Y ou prefer to spend your time in bed
rather than at work. Y our income will fall. Y ou will have to go into
debt. Y ou have been so unwise in the past that the only item that you
can offer as collateral isyour bed. Now that you cannot pay what you
owe, your bed will be removed by the lender every morning.” Thisis
awarning to lazy men not to stay in bed before they fall into poverty
to such adegree that they must get aloan to stay afloat financialy. If
they are so unwise asto borrow on thisbasis, the lender may exercise
his authority and demand that you get out of bed every morning.
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At thesametime, thisproverbisawarningtolendersnot toviolate
the law governing collateral. If alender comes at night to collect this
form of collateral, the borrower will not sleep well. If he does not
sleep well, hewill not be efficient on the job. If heloses hisjob or if
his production on the job declines because of sleep deprivation, the
lender isunlikely to berepaid. So, to increase the likelihood of being
repaid, the lender should honor the law governing collateral.

Conclusion

Thisproverbisanother inaseriesof proverbswarning men against
the sin of laziness. Thisone is more subtle that the others. It reminds
lazy men of a possible outcome of their refusal to work. They will be
in their beds when their creditors come to the door demanding the
return of their only collateral: their beds. Here is the message: it is
better to get out of bed early in the morning and go to work before
poverty strikes.

325



69

LANDMARKS

Remove not the ancient landmark, which thy fathers have set (Prov.
22:28).

Thisis areaffirmation of aMosaic law: “ Thou shalt not remove
thy neighbour’ s landmark, which they of old time have set in thine
inheritance, which thou shalt inherit in the land that the LORD thy
God giveth theeto possessit” (Deut. 19:14).' Tothislaw, acursewas
attached: “ Cursed be hethat removeth hisneighbour’ slandmark. And
all the people shall say, Amen” (Deut. 27:17).2

This proverb indicates that what Moses had revealed as judicially
binding five centuries earlier (1 Kings6:1) wasstill inforcein Isragl.
The landmarks were still visible and still legaly binding. The
Assyrian and Babylonian captivities were in the future.

A landmark wasarural land boundary marker. Landmarks marked
off the property that had been distributed to Israelite families after the
conguest of Canaan. Any land marked by these boundaries could not
be transferred permanently to other families (Lev. 25:8-13),% except
under the unique condition of abroken and then unredeemed pledge
to apriest (Lev. 27:15).*

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 43.

2. 1bid., ch. 67.

3. Gary North, Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 25; Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economics of Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educationa Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 25.

4. North, Leviticus, ch. 27; North, Boundaries and Dominion, ch. 27.
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Thislaw wasintended to produce social cooperation. It established
property rights. This means that it increased the likelihood that
familiesin specific tribes would cooperate with each other. If an heir
resided on the family’ s land, he would be familiar with the customs
of theneighborhood. Neverthel ess, theowner could lawfully leasethe
land to anyone, including a covenantal stranger.

These markers could be more easily removed and moved than
boundary markersin acity. Because of the low cost associated with
moving a marker, the law imposed a specia curse. So binding was
this curse that all those who heard thislaw read by Levites or priests
were required to affirm it by shouting “Amen.” This was a public,
corporate covenantal act. God presented Himself as the guardian of
land markers.

Conclusion
Boundary markersidentify ownership. They literaly apply in rea
estate: stakes placed on property. But the principle of marked owner-
ship also applies to other items, such as automobiles. Records must
be kept. Boundaries must be enforced by civil courts. To break con-
tinuity with boundaries is to break continuity with the past. This
breaks continuity with the future.
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IN THE PRESENCE OF KINGS

Seest thou a man diligent in his business? he shall stand before
kings; he shall not stand before mean men (Prov. 22:29).

Here we find another example of the theme of diligence. The
Hebrew word translated here as “business’ is usually trandated as
“work” or “workmanship.”

The word for “stand” is sometimes trandlated as “present.” A
personwho standsin front of aking possesses somekind of authority.
“And the LORD said unto Moses, Rise up early in the morning, and
stand before Pharaoh; |o, he cometh forth to the water; and say unto
him, Thus saith the LORD, Let my people go, that they may serve
me” (Ex. 8:20). Thisisrepeated in Exodus 9:13. A different Hebrew
word for “stand,” but conveying the same meaning, is found in the
description of Joseph’s authority before Pharaoh. “ And Joseph was
thirty years old when he stood before Pharaoh king of Egypt. And
Joseph went out from the presence of Pharaoh, and went throughout
al the land of Egypt” (Gen. 41:46). The ruler invested him with
official authority because he trusted Joseph’ s judgment.

Thediligent man will not stand before “mean” men. The Hebrew
word trandated here as “mean” is found in only one other verse,
where it is translated “drowned.” “Pharaoh’s chariots and his host
hath he cast into the sea: his chosen captains also are drowned in the
Red sea’ (Ex. 15:4). The root Hebrew word means “dark.” In this
context, theword means* obscure” (NASB), whichisappropriatefor
such an obscure word.

This proverb conveystheideathat adiligent man will not have to
waste his time dealing with obscure people. Taken together — kings
and obscure people — this proverb conveys the sense of service. It is
not that kings grant the diligent person some kind of award for good
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work. The parallel would not make sense. Obscure people do not
grant awards. They aretoo obscure. The awardswould not mean any-
thing. So, the sense of this proverb is that the diligent person serves
in some kind of advisory capacity. Kingslisten to him. Obscure peo-
ple would also listen to him, but he has no time to advise everyone.
So, he advises kings.

In the world of finance, we see an analogous procedure. As a
money manager gains the reputation for making his clients lots of
money, hefindsthat rich people want to invest their money with him.
He can then screen access by raising the amount of money required
toinvest in hisfund. Or he can charge a higher percentage for admin-
istering the funds. People without much money to invest cannot
afford him. There was a time when he might have taken them on as
clients, but no longer. There are only so many hoursin the day. If a
man must devote time to mastering a field, he might as well serve
people with money or influence rather than poor people without
influence. His time is scarce. He has to allocate it. Those without
influence or wealth are no longer able to purchase his labor.

This proverb describes a positive sanction for diligence: to stand
before kings. Why is this a positive sanction? Because most people
wish to be in the presence of important people. They wish to be
known as people with sufficient importance to gain access to the
circles of the blessed. Thisiswhy people give favors to people who
need no favors. They are not seeking money. They are seeking akind
of rubbed-off fame. The publicimputesimportanceto famous people.
Other people seek akind of reflected fame by being in the circles of
thefamous. Thisiswhy peopleask famous peopleto sign autographs.
In afew cases, this may be for money, such as an autographed base-
ball made in arecord-breaking game. But normally, people just want
ascrap of paper with a celebrity’ s signature on it.

Here, King Solomon speaksof obtai ning an audience beforekings.
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The king wants top-quality service. This person isin a position to
provide it. Kings do not want services rendered by obscure people,
any more than people with expertise want to serve obscure people.
Kings want the best and can afford the best. This person’s perform-
ance on the job has won him a reputation for excellence. Thisisthe
kind of person kings wish to deal with.

So fundamental isdiligencein aperson’ s ability to deliver consis-
tently above-average performance that Solomon says diligence will
be rewarded by exceptional acclaim. Thisindicates that diligenceis
rare. If everyone were equally diligent, most people would not gain
access to kings. So, because diligence is exceptional, the reward is
exceptional.

Conclusion

Therearewinnersand losersinlife. Kingsareusually winners. So,
to stand before kings is to bask in the reflected light of winners.
Solomon presents this as a positive sanction for diligence. In con-
trast, obscure peoplearelosers. Diligent peoplewill not haveto spend
time dealing with losers.

Thisproverb makesit clear that it isbetter towinthanlose. It calls
men to greater diligence, so as not to be acclaimed by losers.
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UNRELIABLE RICHES

Labour not to be rich: cease from thine own wisdom. Wilt thou set
thine eyes upon that which is not? for riches certainly make them-
selveswings; they fly away as an eagle toward heaven (Prov. 23:4—
5).

Solomon wasrich. He had asked for wisdom and had gained great
wealth. He did not lose his wealth. Instead, he lost his wisdom. He
married too many women.

His wealth did not fly away. But he had not pursued kingship in
order to gain wealth. He had hoped to gain the ability to provide
sound judgment for the nation. He had achieved this goal. He lost it
with respect to his own household. He worshipped the gods of his
foreignwives. Thiscost hisson Rehoboam the kingdom. The prophet
told Jeroboam, Solomon’ s successor in the Northern Kingdom, that
God would take action after the death of Solomon.

Howbeit | will not take the whol e kingdom out of hishand: but I will
make him prince al the days of hislifefor David my servant’ s sake,
whom | chose, because he kept my commandments and my statutes:
But | will take the kingdom out of his son’s hand, and will give it
unto thee, even ten tribes (I Kings 11:34-35).

Solomon pursued wisdom, a good thing. He attained wisdom, a
good thing. But wisdom then escaped him. That which he had pur-
sued with all hismight, helost. He kept what he had not pursued, his
wedlth.

Pursuing Vanity
Nothing pursued for its own sake is reliable. Autonomy fails to
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secur e permanent benefits. Solomoninitially pursued wisdom for the
sake of the nation. But he lost this vision. He turned against God's
law. He broke the laws of kingship.

When thou art come unto the land which the LORD thy God giveth
thee, and shalt possessit, and shalt dwell therein, and shalt say, | will
set aking over me, like as all the nations that are about me; Thou
shalt in any wise set him king over thee, whom the LORD thy God
shall choose: one from among thy brethren shalt thou set king over
thee: thou mayest not set a stranger over thee, which is not thy
brother. But he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor cause the
people to return to Egypt, to the end that he should multiply horses:
forasmuch as the LORD hath said unto you, Ye shall henceforth
return no more that way. Neither shall he multiply wivesto himself,
that his heart turn not away: neither shall he greatly multiply to
himself silver and gold (Deut. 17:14-17).*

His heart turned away, just as Moses had predicted. This is the
danger of anything pursued for its own sake or for what it offers to
men in history. To pursue anything for its own sake is to pursue the
wind. Thisisvanity.

This proverb singles out riches. Why riches? Why not the other
parts of the triumvirate: sex and power? Because money is the most
commonly available of the three. AImost anyone can pursue money.
Power isnot available to as many people asmoney is. The number of
women available to any man is limited, other than through prostitu-
tion. There hasbeen only one Solomon in thisrespect, and hisunique
example stands as a lasting testimony to the utter foolishness of the
quest.

1. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 41.
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Money isthemost marketable commodity. It makesavail able most
of the other sins, which are for sale.

The popular T-shirt slogan, “He who dies with the most toys
wins,” is popular for two reasons. First, people know it is not true,
that it is a child’'s outlook. Second, they also know that what the
would-be rich and the already rich do to amass ever-greater wealth
indicatesthat they really do believeit. Their behavior testifiesto their
belief init. If they do not believe it, then they are sorely confused.

Riches Are Fleeting
Theimagery of richesmaking wingsto fly away isgraphic. Riches
arefleeting. So islife. The fleeting nature of life should remind men
of the fleeting nature of riches. But, for most people, it isdifficult to
accept thisfact emotionally. Jesus warned his disciples of thiserror.

And he spake a parable unto them, saying, The ground of a certain
rich man brought forth plentifully: And he thought within himself,
saying, What shall | do, because | have no room where to bestow my
fruits? And he said, Thiswill | do: | will pull down my barns, and
build greater; and there will | bestow all my fruits and my goods.
And | will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for
many years, take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry. But God said
unto him, Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee:
then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided? Soishe
that layeth up treasure for himself, and isnot rich toward God (L uke
12:16-21).2

Areriches uniquely fleeting, compared to other attributes of suc-

2. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 25.
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cess? Solomon did not say they are. Isaiah indicated that all of life
suffers from this condition of easy departure.

Thevoicesaid, Cry. And hesaid, What shall | cry? All fleshisgrass,
and all the goodliness thereof is asthe flower of thefield: The grass
withereth, theflower fadeth: becausethe spirit of the LORD bloweth
upon it: surely the peopleis grass (Isa. 40:6-7).

Then why did Solomon single out riches? Because riches are the
universal surrogatefor all theother fleeting pursuitsinlife. Theprices
of the other popular vanities are usually denominated in money. If
thereisamarket for aspecific vanity, money isthe unit of exchange.
A person can change his mind about which vanity to pursue. Money
lets him make this transition with the least loss to his accumulated
portfolio of vanity. Money is the lowest common denominator in the
pursuit of vanity, for it is the universal medium of exchange.

Riches are fleeting because wealth can be used to pursue so many
false trails. Ecclesiastes described all the vanities that he pursued.
Solomon had the money to indulge himself. Men with riches face
many opportunities to dissipate their wealth, just asthe prodigal son
dissipated his (Luke 15:11-32).°

For most people, it iseasier to spend money than to accumulateit.
For atiny elite, thisis not true. Their wealth accumulates faster than
they can spend it on themselves. Thereis not enough time in the day
to spend it al in consumption. These people are uniquely dangerous
to others when they attempt to put their wealth to use in a larger
cause. Consumers impose limits on wealth-seekers: objective profit
and loss. Consumers bid money to be served. But in giving money

3. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 37.
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away, the rich man finds that there is no agreement regarding objec-
tive measures of success. Everyone encourageshimto giveaway even
more. He finds himself surrounded by men with grand plans to
redeem the world through money — messianic men who dream of
spending rich men’s money to achieve their own agendas. For most
wealth-pursuers, theworld isbetter off when they pursuetheir wealth
than when they begin to give it away.

Conclusion

The central question hereis broad: “Wilt thou set thine eyes upon
that which isnot?” That which isnot is vanity.

Richesfly away. So doesvanity in general. That which is pursued
for its own sake becomes vanity. To accumulate it is to accumulate
the wind.

It isdifficult to see thiswith respect to riches, so Solomon singles
out riches as the universal deceiver of the easily deceived. It is the
common representative of man’ s autonomous wisdom. Hewarns us:
“cease from thine own wisdom.”
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SUPERNATURAL SANCTIONS

Remove not the old landmark; and enter not into the fields of the
fatherless: For their redeemer is mighty; he shall plead their cause
with thee (Prov. 23:10-11).

This refers back to a previous proverb, “Remove not the ancient
landmark, which thy fathers have set” (Prov. 22:28).! This in turn
refersback to aMosaic law: “Thou shalt not remove thy neighbour’ s
landmark, which they of old time have set in thineinheritance, which
thou shalt inherit in the land that the LORD thy God giveth thee to
possessit” (Deut. 19:14).2 This proverb adds two additional pieces of
information: (1) there is special protection accorded to orphans; (2)
a mighty redeemer will defend their cause against the proverb’s
violator.

It is clear that the redeemer in question is God. The Hebrew word
for redeemer, ga’al, is occasionally used to identify God. The most
famous exampleis Job’ s declaration: “For | know that my redeemer
liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth” (Job
19:25). God redeemed Israel from Egypt. “Wherefore say unto the
children of Israel, | am the LORD, and | will bring you out from
under the burdens of the Egyptians, and | will rid you out of their
bondage, and | will redeem you with a stretched out arm, and with
great judgments’ (Ex. 6:6). The word refers to the next of kin, who
is not only the redeemer — one who buys his relative out of bondage

1. Chapter 70.

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 43.
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(Lev. 25:48-49)% — but also the blood avenger. “The revenger of
blood himself shall slay the murderer: when he meeteth him, he shall
day him” (Num. 35:19). God holds this dua office with respect to
His redeemed people: redeemer and blood avenger.

Pleading the Orphan’s Cause
To plead acauseisto act as adefense attorney for the victim. But,
unlike a modern attorney who merely argues a case, the person des-
cribed here a'so executes judgment. God sees the evils done to the
defenseless. He intervenes on their behalf.

Ye shal not afflict any widow, or fatherless child. If thou afflict
themin any wise, and they cry at all unto me, | will surely hear their
cry; And my wrath shall wax hot, and | will kill you with the sword;
and your wives shall be widows, and your children fatherless (Ex.
22:22-24).

For the LORD your God is God of gods, and Lord of lords, a great
God, amighty, and aterrible, which regardeth not persons, nor taketh
reward: He doth execute the judgment of the fatherless and widow,
andloveththestranger, in giving himfood and raiment (Deut. 10:17—
18).

This is a description of a blood avenger. God declares that He
serves as the blood avenger of those who have no earthly next of kin

3. Gary North, Leviticus. An Economic Commentary (Tyler, Texas: Institutefor
Christian Economics, 1994), ch. 32; North, Boundaries and Dominion: The
Economicsof Leviticus, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion
Educational Ministries, [1994] 2003), ch. 32.

4. Gary North, Toolsof Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus (Tyler, Texas: Ins-
titute for Christian Economics, 1990), ch. 22.
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to intervene on their behalf.

Thiswas common knowledgein Israel. So, Solomon did not have
to go into detail regarding the background of his command here.
When a person secretly moves alandmark to gain alittle extra prop-
erty for his family, he takes a high-risk step that threatens to undo
him. When God pleads aperson’ s cause, the offender has nowhereto
hide. The Psalmist described what such people can expect.

They encourage themselves in an evil matter: they commune of
laying snaresprivily; they say, Who shall seethem? They search out
iniquities; they accomplish adiligent search: both theinward thought
of every one of them, and the heart, is deep. But God shall shoot at
them with an arrow; suddenly shall they be wounded (Ps. 64:5-7).

The evil-doers do not experience immediate negative sanctions.
This gives them confidence.

LORD, how long shall the wicked, how long shall the wicked tri-
umph? How long shall they utter and speak hard things? and all the
workers of iniquity boast themselves? They break in pieces thy
people, O LORD, and afflict thine heritage. They slay thewidow and
the stranger, and murder the fatherless. Yet they say, The LORD
shall not see, neither shall the God of Jacob regard it (Ps. 94:3-7).

This proverb reminds such men that God does see what they do,
and He will intervene in history to right such wrongs.

Beyond Cosmic | mper sonalism
Thieves do cost-benefit analyses, just as other men do. They see
how easy it isto move alandmark. They see how difficult thiswill be
to detect, et alone prove in acourt of law. They do not look beyond
the social order to identify possible flaws in their plan. They do not
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believethat there isanything beyond the impersonal forces of history
to bring them to judgment, should there be no human witnesses.

Thisisfoolish, saysthis proverb. Thereisa God who intervenes
in history. Hejudgesin terms of alegal code. He does not withdraw
indefinitely from the affairs of men.

It is not just modern man who views justice in history as a matter
of power rather than ethics. In Solomon'’s day, there were men who
took the same view of historical cause and effect as modern man
does. While most people in Solomon’s day may have believed in
some sort of supernatural background for the universe, just as most
modernsdo, they did not regard thissupernatural realmassufficiently
aware or sufficiently interested in men’s affairsto intervenein order
to bring justice to victims. Such intervention was too specific, too
immediate, and too predictable to be taken seriously in a rational
criminal’ s cost-benefit analysis.

M odern covenant-breaking men dismiss such aview of historical
cause and effect as implausible. Modern covenant-keeping men ac-
cept thisview as a statistical possibility, but they are not sufficiently
persuaded of its validity to believe that God actually intervenesin
specific cases when society refuses to enforce God's law. Most of
them relegate God’ s Bible-revealed law to the Old Covenant. That is
to say, they deny that the sanction described in this proverb is till a
factor to be considered when thinking about the enforcement limits
of written or customary law. Their view of God's intervention on
behalf of the victim is not significantly different from covenant-
breaking men’ s view. Both groups regard this proverb as expressing
aview of God that is no longer relevant in modern times, because
cause and effect no longer operate in this fashion.

Thisoutlook makeslaw enforcement moreexpensive. It persuades
criminals that their acts of theft will not expose them to negative
supernatural sanctionsin history. They fear only thecivil government.
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Similarly, covenant-keepersareequally persuaded that criminals’ acts
of theft will not expose them to negative supernatural sanctions in
history. So, covenant-keepersaretempted toincreasethe power of the
civil government to extend its techniques of law enforcement. They
trust an expanded state, just as criminals fear it. Neither side fears
God as a blood avenger.

Conclusion
This proverb presents a covenantal view of cause and effect. It
asserts that the God who reveadled His law to Moses is also the
enforcer of last resort in history. This means that civil government
need not be trusted to provide anything like the degree of justice
presented in this proverb. It must not be so trusted. God is omnis-
cient; the State is not.
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UNDISCIPLINED LIVING

Be not among winebibbers; among riotous eaters of flesh: For the
drunkard and theglutton shall cometo poverty: and drowsinessshall
clothe a man with rags (Prov. 23:20-21).

Wine-lovers and meat-lovers, drunkards and gluttons, and people
who just cannot seem to keep their eyes open: they share acommon
destiny. They will eventually wind up in poverty. This proverb does
not say why, but it takes little imagination to understand why. They
are undisciplined.

Itisnot that they aredll lazy. The sleepy fellow may be, but not the
drunkard or the glutton. They share the same personality trait. They
do not say no. The drunkard does not stop drinking. The party-goer
doesnot stop attending parties. Theglutton doesnot stop eating. They
all wastetime and money on excessive consumption. They areunwil -
ling to make the adjustments necessary in their lives to bring their
appetitesunder control. The self-discipline required to regain control
over their livesis beyond their will.

It isnot that they do not know what they are doing. They know, but
they do not careenough to changetheir ways. Thisbrief proverbiden-
tifiestheir character flaw. Solomon did not spend space by explaining
why such behavior produces poverty. Hemerely reminded hisreaders
of the existence of the cause-and-effect rel ationship between undisci-
plined living and poverty.

Just Say No
Thrift isbased on deferred gratification. Anindividual seessome-
thing he would like to own or like to experience. It costs money. It
costs time. The person then makes a judgment regarding time: now,
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later, or never. If he decides “now,” then he must forfeit the money
and time that he could have used to invest.

He can also use the money and time to enjoy something else. He
can consume many things. Theseare singled out as producing poverty
when consumed in large quantities: wine, meat, and food. They are
irresistibleto the people described in this proverb. Other things could
be consumed in large quantities, but these are singled out. This one
soundsodd to our ears: “riotous eatersof flesh.” Thisisbecause meat
in the modern world’ sindustrial economiesis so common that to eat
it, even lots of it, is not considered deviant. Riotous parties where
meat is consumed in large quantities are not common, not because
riotous parties are uncommon, but because meat isso common. Until
the mid-nineteenth century, meat was so expensive that a riotous
party marked by high meat consumption would have been regarded
as an expensive luxury available only to the rich. Anyone attending
such partieson aregular basis would have had to be aparty giver, not
just a party attendee.

The person who is unable to say no to riotous, expensive parties,
or to wine, or to food is a wastrel. He is wasting what could be ex-
changed for capital. He is consuming when he could be producing.
Morewealthisgoing out than iscomingin. Theend result ispoverty.

A personwho refusesto say no to hisappetitesis unabl e to budget.
Y et budgeting is basic to success in aworld under a cursed scarcity
(Gen. 3:17-19). The curse was imposed in order to force men to
choose among options. Left to themsel veswithout the environmental
restrictions imposed by scarcity, men would be murderous and des-
tructive." So, God has imposed limits on what men can accomplish
with the resources they possess. Thisforces those who wish to maxi-

1. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 10.
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mize their accomplishments to allocate their wealth carefully. They
must not surrender to their desirefor present gratification. They must
not allocate too much wealth to consumption.

Addictionto liquor, food, or partying iscommon in history. These
seem to beirresistible for some people. This proverb warns readers
that if they havedifficulty resisting any of these, aswell assleep, then
they should begin to exercise self-control now. The alternative isto
risk becoming addicted. The reader iswarned not to pursue a pattern
of behavior based on self-indulgence. Thisis the warning: to be ad-
dicted isto diein poverty. The negative sanction of poverty isasuni-
versally feared asthese behaviorsare addicting. Thisproverbrestson
apremise: poverty isto be avoided. If thiswere not the premise, then
the threat of poverty in the long run could not overcome the lure of
self-indulgence in the short run.

Conclusion

If you want to avoid poverty, avoid addictive behavior. Addictive
behavior leads to the undisciplined consumption of wealth. It under-
mines thrift. It undermines capital formation.

Why do you and most other people want to avoid poverty?
Because poverty is a negative sanction in history. As ageneral rule,
he who owns very little can accomplish very little. He does not pos-
sess tools of production: capital.

Those who fear poverty because they fear restrictions on their
consumption arewarned that if they are not self-disciplined, they will
find themselves in tighter straits than they prefer: fewer choices.
Thosewho fear poverty because they fear restrictions on their ability
to extend the kingdom of God in history are warned that if they are
not self-disciplined, they will find themselves in tighter straits than
they prefer: fewer choices. The negative sanction isthe same in both
cases.
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THE PRICE OF PROSPERITY

| went by thefield of the slothful, and by the vineyard of the man void
of understanding; And, lo, it was all grown over with thorns, and
nettles had covered the face thereof, and the stone wall thereof was
broken down. Then | saw, and considered it well: | looked upon it,
and received instruction. Yet a little deep, a little slumber, a little
folding of the hands to sleep: So shall thy poverty come as one that
travelleth; and thy want as an armed man (Prov. 24:30-34).

This proverb has a structure different from all the others. It is not
in the form of detailed instruction, as with the first nine chaptersand
chapters 30 and 31. It isalso not in the form of pithy statements that
convey a single idea. Instead, it is in the form of an observation,
followed by an assessment of what Solomon had seen. The lesson
learned affirms what Solomon had already announced: “Y et alittle
deep, alittle lumber, alittle folding of the hands to sleep: So shall
thy poverty come as one that travelleth, and thy want as an armed
man” (Prov. 6:10-11).

Solomon says that he observed the condition of the capital assets
owned by a slothful person — perhaps two people — who had no
understanding. The assets were afield, avineyard, and a stone wall.
All showed signs of decay. The land was filled with thorns and
nettles. These were signs of God’ s curse of the ground in response to
Adam’s rebellion. “Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to
thee; and thou shalt eat the herb of the field” (Gen. 3:18). They had
covered over theground. Thiswasevidenceof long-term neglect. The
stone wall was broken down. A stone wall does not fall apart over-
night, except in an earthquake. Whoever owned this property had
allowed it to fall into autonomy.
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Autonomous Nature

This proverb testifies to the existence of an environment that is
hostile to mankind. Left to itself, it will cease to be productive in
terms of the needs and desires of men. Nature’' s autonomous produc-
tivity is a threat to mankind. What nature produces on its own is
contrary to the plans of productive men.

Solomon saysthat poverty isthe outcome of men’s acceptance of
nature on nature’'s terms. Nature is uninterested in men. Men are
interested in nature. They are supposed to bring nature under their
dominion, whichinturn brings nature under God’ sdominion. Thisis
the requirement of the dominion covenant. “And God said, Let us
make man in our image, after our likeness. and let them have dom-
inion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl! of the air, and over
the cattle, and over al the earth, and over every creeping thing that
creepeth upon the earth” (Gen. 1:26).

Solomon describes poverty asif it were active: like aperson on a
journey. Hewalks along and finds victims. Thelazy person’slack of
goodsis aso like the results of an attack by an armed thief. He who
refuses to labor is like a person who disarms himself in a world of
armed thieves. Thisindicates that wealth isabnormal. It isthe prod-
uct of labor. Poverty isnormal. Do nothing, and it will arrive at your
doorstep — your broken-down doorstep.

Things do not take care of themselves. Men must take care of
them. Theenvironment resistsalterations by man for man. Thisisnot
passive resistance. It is active resistance. That which is normal for
nature brings poverty to man. Men must therefore actively resist
nature's normal operations in order to achieve their goas. “In the
sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground,;

1. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 3.
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for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt
thou return” (Gen. 3:19).2

It is clear throughout the Proverbs that poverty is normal but not
normative. It is something to be avoided. Solomon pointed to sloth
and slumber as two primary sources of poverty. He did not have to
devote space to an explanation of why poverty is something to be
avoided. Poverty is a curse. This fact is amost universally recog-
nized.

Overcoming Poverty

Thefirst step, Solomon teaches here, isto avoid thelifestyle of the
slothful. This takes a change of heart. This is why Solomon keeps
returning to thismessage. Reformed lazybones, through their capital
accumulation and their increased productivity, raise the operational
living standards of all men. Poverty is then redefined upward. The
West has experienced this, beginning around 1780.

It takeswork to clear away thornsand thistles, to replacethefallen
stones in fences. Solomon calls his listeners and readers to a life of
hard work. Thisiswhat it takesto roll back the kingdom of poverty.
Soth is the default mode of mankind, which is why God cursed the
land. Men must be motivated to work. Overcoming scarcity is the
primary motivation for most people to get out of bed.

There is a saying in the United States: “You can get rich if you
work just half aday. It doesn’t matter which half.” Thissaying recog-
nizes the centrality of labor in overcoming poverty.

Y et hard work alone is not sufficient to overcome poverty. Men
must work in order to produce something val uabl e enough and scarce
enough to get paid for. If no oneiswilling to pay, then the labor will
not achieve the goal of overcoming poverty unless God intervenes

2. Ibid., ch. 10.
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because He honorsthe specific work being performed at no pay. Pov-
erty-overcoming work must be buyer-directed work.

Conclusion
Theenvironment wasredesigned by God after Adam’ sFall. It was
re-designed to thwart man’ splans. It now automatically imposescosts
on him. He must give up the things he wants in order to gain things
he wants even more. One of the things he must give up isleisure. He
has no free time. All of histime must be paid for.
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REWARDING OUR ENEMIES

If thine enemy be hungry, give himbread to eat; and if he be thirsty,
give himwater to drink: For thou shalt heap coals of fire upon his
head, and the LORD shall reward thee (Prov. 25:21-22).

Most of this passage was quoted by Paul:

Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto
wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; | will repay, saith the
Lord. Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give
him drink: for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire on his head.
Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good (Rom. 12:19—
21).!

This passage establishes a principle of action: we must treat our
enemies according to God’ slaw. But we must then go the extramile
(Matt. 5:41).? We must show mercy to them. This has the effect of
disarming them. It al'so disarms us. To do good to our enemies makes
us less willing to inflict harm if we are ever in a position to do so.
Vengeanceis God's, not ours.

Thiscommand rests on afundamental principle: vengeancereally
isGod'’s. He brings negative sanctions. This passage indicatesthat he
brings these sanctions in history. But the image of coalson aman’s
head points to the final residence of covenant-breakers.

1. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., 2003), ch. 10.

2. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), pp. 91-93.
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It rests on a second principle: God brings positive sanctions in
history. “The LORD shall reward thee.” For showing mercy to an
enemy, the covenant-keeper accomplishestwo things: (1) hedelivers
his enemy into God’s hands for judgment; (2) he gains positive
rewardsfor himself. Thisisfar better than sitting on the sidelines and
seeing an enemy go hungry.

What isthe cost? First, submission to alaw of God. Second, some
bread and water. The food is not the best. It sustains the beneficiary
for afew hours. It gets him to the next step in hisjourney. Except in
afamine or drought or awar, the cost is minimal.

The contrast between the low cost and the high return is striking.
For the cost of bread and water, the covenant-keeper placeshisenemy
under an extreme threat. He delivers him into God'’ s court of justice.
If the enemy isaso God's enemy, thisisafearful placeto be.

This proverb reminds men that their instinctive reaction is incor-
rect. They want to keep their enemies under a minimal restraint:
either hunger or thirst. Their enemies’ conditionislittle morethan an
annoyance to them, something that can be solved by bread and water.
Instead of taking this approach, this proverb says, take an action that
will bring the enemy under fearful sanctions.

Fearful Negative Sanctions

The passage rests on the assumption that God will impose fearful
negative sanctions. Thisisan Old Testament passage, reaffirmed by
Paul. The supposed contrast between the fearful God of the Old Test-
ament and the loving Jesus of the New Testament is negated by this
passage. The stated goal of this strategy is to place enemies under
fearful negative sanctions. The goal here is revenge, but revenge
applied by aspecialistinrevenge. Rather than revenge autonomously
applied by withholding something of very littlevalue, it isrevenge of
enormous proportions applied by God.
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Negative sanctions are legitimate. They are necessary. They are
part of the covenantal cause-and-effect system that governs human
relationships. They are the foundation of positive sanctions shown to
an enemy. But it goes beyond this. Negative sanctions are accompan-
ied by positive sanctions shown to the person who shows low-cost
mercy. Positive sanctions also are part of the created system of social
causation in history.

Thisproverb calls covenant-keepersto show mercy in the name of
God, who in turn will not show mercy when He gets the opportunity
to deal with therecipientsof Hisservant-mediated mercy. Thisprom-
ise points to hell (Luke 16:19-31) and the lake of fire (Rev. 20:14—
15). Menreceive God’ scommon gracein history.® Thosewho remain
covenant-breakersthen must suffer eternally for their lack of grateful-
ness to God for His common grace. The more common grace they
have received, the greater their torment in eternity.

And that servant, which knew hislord' swill, and prepared not him-
self, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many
stripes. But he that knew not, and did commit things worthy of
stripes, shall be beaten with few stripes. For unto whomsoever much
isgiven, of him shall be much required: and to whom men have com-
mitted much, of him they will ask the more (Luke 12:47-48).*

The modern world hates Christianity, but people hate it more for
its doctrine of hell than any other. Modern men in the West cannot
tolerate the thought that God does not tolerate them. This passage

3. Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace: The Biblical Basis of Progress
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).

4. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,
Inc., 2003), ch. 28.
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indicates just how complete God's hatred of them is. He calls his
peopl e to show mercy to them in order that He may bring them under
great punishment.

Negative sanctions are part of God’s kingdom-building process.
The extension of God’s kingdom in history is accomplished by the
rolling back of Satan’s. By bringing the enemies of God under nega-
tive sanctions imposed by God, the covenant-keeper extends God' s
kingdom. The aid provided by bread and water is marginal. The
negative sanctions invoked by this act of mercy are not marginal.

Conclusion

The covenant-keeper must show minimal mercy to his enemies.
God will reward those who do. This reward includes the positive
sanction of seeing one’s enemies ruined. Covenant-keepers are en-
couraged to seek this end because God seeksit. He sets the pattern;
His followers should imitate it. Thisis not the sort of God modern
men want to believein, but it isthe only God thereis.

This does not mean that covenant-keepers should not pray that
their mercy will bring the reci pients of mercy to repentance. The goal
is the expansion of God's kingdom in history. This can be through
either redemption or destruction. Both work well. God initiates both.
But here, men aretold that positive sanctions produce negative sanc-
tions. The focusis on negative sanctions.
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THE LABORER'SREWARD

Whoso keepeth thefig tree shall eat thefruit thereof: so hethat wait-
eth on his master shall be honoured (Prov. 27:18).

Theimagery of keeping the tree hearkens back to keeping the tree
in Eden. “And the LORD God took the man, and put him into the
garden of Edentodressit andto keepit” (Gen. 2:15). Y et the Hebrew
word for “keep” in Genesis 2:15 isthe same astheword for “wait” in
this proverb. The two tasks are similar.

The person who takes care of thefig tree establishesamoral claim
to thefruit of thetree. Obviously, heisnot ahired servant, whose pay
is his reward for service. This case is different. The person invests
time and effort in caring for the fig tree. He does not do this for the
sake of the tree. He does it in expectation of areward.

Thisissimilar to aservant who serves amaster, or should be, says
Solomon. The Hebrew word for master here is used throughout the
Old Testament for the person at the top of ahierarchy. So close was
thismaster-servant relationship under the Mosaic law that it could be
made permanent on request by the servant.

If his master have given him awife, and she have born him sons or
daughters; the wife and her children shall be her master’'s, and he
shall go out by himself. Andif the servant shall plainly say, | lovemy
master, my wife, and my children; I will not go out free: Then his
master shall bring him unto the judges; he shall also bring himto the
door, or unto the door post; and his master shall bore his ear through
with an aul; and he shall serve him for ever (Ex. 21:4-6).

The servant is subordinate to his master. This proverb indicates
that the servant is to exercise the same degree of concern for his
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master as a husbandman does for hisfig tree, whose output he will
own. The motivation of the tree-owner is eating or selling the figs.
The motivation of the servant isto gain praisefrom the master. Praise
issaid to be the equivalent of eating the fruit of one’s labor.

Praise hereis seen asamajor benefit. This should not be surpris-
ing. Entertainers who perform in front of a live audience respond
favorably to applause, whichisaform of praise. The American com-
edian Bob Hope was popular longer than any other American enter-
tainer: seven decades. He set aworld record with his61-year contract
with the same network (radio and television). The Guinness Book of
World Recordsalsolistshimastheworld’ smost honored entertainer.
Hewasextremely wealthy, worth several hundred milliondollars. Y et
he refused to retire until he could no longer perform because of
deafness. He died at age 100 in 2003. When asked at age 59 why he
had cut short a fishing vacation, he replied, “Fish don’t applaud.”

Public honor for aservant is a special reward. The servant’s task
is to serve selflessly. He is not to call attention to himself. Things
under his administration should run smoothly. His focus is directed
upward, toward hismaster. Therelationship ispersonal, yet itisalso
one of reward for services rendered. It is not afather-son hierarchy.

This proverb does not say how the servant will be honored. The
Old Testament had no clear concept of final judgment, so the frame
of reference was social. Within the context of hisroleasaservant, he
would someday receive honor.

This honor is therefore owed to him, even asfigs are owed to the
person who cares for the fig tree. The master builds up a debit
account over time, one which is not in ahousehold ledger book, but
which is a liability nonetheless. Faithful service is a rarity, so the
servant isentitled to someform of publicrecognition. Incorporations,
aman with decades of service commonly hasaparty heldin hishonor
at company expense upon his retirement. Superiors make speeches,
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and the man may be given a symboalic gift, which used to be a gold
watch, which was a symbol of his years of predictable service. But
thisrecognition is not the same as that owed to a servant. These men
were very often middle-level employees. They were never bound by
loyalty to their superiors, but only to the company.

The servant’s loyalty is to his master’s person. It is also to his
master’ s household. The element of personal service marksthe rela-
tionship. Honor received in recognition of such serviceinthiscontext
ispersonal. It is earned. To withhold it is regarded as worse than an
oversight. Although it has no market val ue, becauseit cannot be sold,
it isvaluable. The master has an obligation to make public recogni-
tion of service rendered.

InJesus' parableof thetalents, thistheme of publicrewardisbasic
to His message. A ruler leaves his kingdom and places subordinates
in charge.

After along time the lord of those servants cometh, and reckoneth
with them. And so hethat had received fiveta ents came and brought
other fivetalents, saying, Lord, thou deliveredst unto mefivetaents:
behold, | have gained beside them five talents more. His lord said
unto him, Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been
faithful over afew things, | will make thee ruler over many things:
enter thou into the joy of thy lord (Matt. 25:19-21).*

The grant of authority over many additional thingswas not part of
the master’ sinitial offer. He simply assigned each an area of respon-
sibility: capital. They put thisto productive use. They weredoingthis
on his behalf. The parable appears in the section of the New Testa-

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 47.
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ment that deals with the final judgment.

So, the proverb regarding predictable praise has implications far
beyond the master-servant relationship in ahousehold. The relation-
ship is central to the extension of God's kingdom in history. The
servant’s care for the master isaform of training. The goal ispraise.

Conclusion

Thelaborer isworthy of hishire (Luke 10:7). In this case, because
of the close personal relationship between master and servant, the
final payment involves public honoring of the servant. This coststhe
master no money. It costs him only a public acknowledgment that the
servant had made the master’ s own work more effective, that what-
ever the master had achieved rests heavily on the performance of his
servant. Thisistoo much for some mastersto pay. But those who do
will reap rewards: greater commitment from servants and hence
greater output from them. Over time, those masters who understand
and honor the motivation of their servantswill replace those who do
not. The free market is competitive. It rewards those who achieve
greater output per unit of resourceinput. A servantisaresourceinput.
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REDEMPTION AND PRICES

Hell and destruction are never full; so the eyesof man are never sat-
isfied (Prov. 27:20).

Hell inthe Old Testament referred to thegrave. Assurely asgraves
will not fill up for aslong asmen are alive, so are the eyes of man not
satisfied. The Hebrew word translated as “full” is the same word
trandlated as*“ satisfied.” To speak of the eyes of man asfull does not
convey the meaning. The word “satisfied” does.

From the economic point of view, this proverb rivals the import-
ance of the verse describing curse of the ground (Gen. 3:18).! Free
market economic theory teaches that demand is unlimited at zero
price. It also teaches that supplies are always limited: the doctrine of
scarcity. This was Adam Smith’s starting point in The Wealth of
Nations (1776). Theworld does not supply at zero cost all the things
that men want to use or own. Out of men’s study of the interplay of
these two phenomena— demand and supply — has arisen the science
of economics.

The economist who has made the most comprehensive use of the
principle of permanent dissatisfaction is Ludwig von Mises. In his
magnum opus, Human Action (1949), heincludes a section in Chap-
ter 1titled, “ The Prerequisitesof Human Action.” Thefirst prerequis-
ite is discontentment.

We call contentment or satisfaction that state of a human being
which does not and cannot result in any action. Acting man is eager
to substituteamore satisfactory state of affairsfor alesssatisfactory.

1. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 10.
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His mind imagines conditions which suit him better, and his action
aims at bringing about this desired state. Theincentive that impelsa
man to act is always some sense of uneasiness. A man perfectly
content with the state of his affairs would have no incentive to
change things.?

Mises is open about the origin of this theory of human action. It
rests on hedonism. “The idea that the incentive of human activity is
always some uneasiness and its aim always to remove such uneasi-
nessasfar aspossible, that is, to make the acting men feel happier, is
the essence of the teachings of Eudaemonism and Hedonism.”® This
is Epicureanism, he says. It has never been refuted. “ The theol ogical,
mystical, and other school s of aheteronomous ethic did not shakethe
core of Epicureanism becausethey could not raise any other objection
than itsneglect of ‘higher’ and ‘nobler’ pleasures.”* Misesrejects all
such criticisms. Why? Because the individual is autonomous. There
isno higher court of appeal.

The ultimate goal of human action is always the satisfaction of the
acting man’s desire. There is no standard of greater or lesser satis-
faction other thanindividual judgmentsof value, different for various
people and for the same peopl e at various times. What makes aman
feel uneasy and less uneasy is established by him from the standard
of his own will and judgment, from his personal and subjective
valuation. Nobody is in a position to decree what should make a
fellow man happier.®

2. Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics, 3rd ed. (Chi-
cago: Regnery, 1966), p. 13.

3. Ibid., p. 15.
4. ldem.
5. lbid., p. 14.
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Destruction and Hedonism
Solomon compares death and destruction with human discontent-
ment. Solomon had enormous wealth and power. In Ecclesiastes, he
surveyed a representatively wide range of hedonism’s options: the
pursuit of pleasure and fame. It isal vanity, he concluded.

I communed with mine own heart, saying, Lo, | am come to great
estate, and have gotten more wisdom than all they that have been
before me in Jerusalem: yea, my heart had great experience of wis-
dom and knowledge. And | gave my heart to know wisdom, and to
know madness and folly: | perceived that this also is vexation of
spirit. For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth
knowledge increaseth sorrow. | said in mine heart, Go to now, | will
provetheewith mirth, thereforeenjoy pleasure: and, behold, thisalso
isvanity (Eccl. 1:16-2:1).

Hisconclusionwasstraightforward: “ L et ushear the conclusion of
the whole matter: Fear God, and keep his commandments: for thisis
the whole duty of man. For God shall bring every work into judg-
ment, with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be
evil” (Eccl. 12:13-14).

Mises and all those who claim ethical neutrality, methodol ogical
neutrality, and value-freeanalysisarewrong. Man isnot autonomous.
There are higher standards than those that men in their ethical rebel-
lion adopt for themselves at any point intime. These standards apply
in history and will govern the final judgment. God imputes— assigns
and evaluates — value to all things, in terms of ethics and in terms of
meaning. Hisimputation establishes the standard of value.

So, it matters what the source of dissatisfaction is. If it is the
world’ slack of conformity to God’ s standard of value, then dissatis-
faction islegitimate. It reflects men’ s desire to make things better in
history.
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Know ye not that they which runin aracerun al, but one receiveth
the prize? So run, that ye may obtain (I Cor. 9:24).

Wherefore seeing we al so are compassed about with so great acloud
of witnesses, let uslay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so
easily beset us, and let usrun with patience therace that is set before
us (Heb. 12:1).

In contrast, the quest for an unlimited and undefined “more” for
oneself in history isillegitimate: the religion of mammon. Thisisan
unbounded quest. That is why it is illegitimate: man is finite and
bounded. Jesuswarned: “No man can servetwo masters: for either he
will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one,
and despise the other. Y e cannot serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:
24).° Jesus spoke these words of warning to His disciples regarding
the dead-end nature of this quest.

And he said unto them, Take heed, and beware of covetousness; for
aman'’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he
possesseth. And he spake aparable unto them, saying, Theground of
a certain rich man brought forth plentifully: And he thought within
himself, saying, What shall | do, because | have no room where to
bestow my fruits? And he said, Thiswill | do: I will pull down my
barns, and build greater; and there will | bestow all my fruitsand my
goods. And | will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goodslaid up
for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry. But God
said unto him, Thou fool, thisnight thy soul shall berequired of thee:
then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided? Soishe
that layeth up treasure for himself, and isnot rich toward God (L uke

6. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 14.
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12:16-21).7

And he said unto his disciples, Therefore | say unto you, Take no
thought for your life, what ye shall eat; neither for the body, what ye
shall put on. The life is more than meat, and the body is more than
raiment. Consider the ravens: for they neither sow nor reap; which
neither have storehouse nor barn; and God feedeth them: how much
more are ye better than the fowls? And which of you with taking
thought can add to his stature one cubit? If ye then be not able to do
that thing which isleast, why take ye thought for the rest? Consider
the lilies how they grow: they toil not, they spin not; and yet | say
unto you, that Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of
these. If then God so clothethegrass, whichisto day inthefield, and
to morrow is cast into the oven; how much more will he clothe you,
O ye of little faith? And seek not ye what ye shall eat, or what ye
shall drink, neither beye of doubtful mind. For all thesethingsdo the
nations of theworld seek after: and your Father knoweth that ye have
need of these things. But rather seek ye the kingdom of God; and all
these things shall be added unto you (Luke 12:22-31).8

Establishing Prices

In a free market, prices are established through competitive bid-
ding. Individualscompete for scarce resources by offering something
in exchange. The price system operates in terms of this genera rule:
“High bid wins.”
The array of pricesreflectsthe competing bids. Covenant-keepers
and covenant-breakers compete for resources. They seek to achieve
their endsthrough the means of private property. The New Testament

7. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke,

2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries,

Inc., 2003), ch. 25.

8. Ibid., ch. 26.
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speaks of redemption. Redemption means buying back something
originally owned. Jesus bought back the fallen world from God’'s
wrath (common grace). This included individual souls (special
grace).’ “But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth
his Son, made of awoman, made under the law, To redeem them that
were under thelaw, that we might receive the adoption of sons’ (Gal.
4:4-5). His work was definitive, meaning complete. His people’s
representative redemptivework on Hisbehalf isprogressive. “ For we
are hisworkmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which
God hath before ordained that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).

The price of everything reflects the efforts of al men to establish
akingdom in history: man’sor God's. Thisisthe war between mam-
mon and God. It is a covenantal war that encompasses every area of
life. Thefact that evangelismiscalled redemptionindicatesthe nature
of the process. It involves purchasing the entire world, oneitem at a
time, on behalf of Christ. Thisinvolves the whole world.

For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain
together until now. And not only they, but ourselvesal so, which have
thefirstfruitsof the Spirit, even we ourselvesgroan within ourselves,
waiting for the adoption, to wit, the redemption of our body (Rom.
8:22-23).1°

For hemust reign, till he hath put all enemiesunder hisfeet. Thelast
enemy that shall be destroyed is death. For he hath put all things
under his feet. But when he saith, al things are put under him, itis

9. Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace: The Biblical Basis of Progress
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).

10. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on
Romans, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., 2003), ch. 5.
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manifest that heisexcepted, which did put all thingsunder him. And
when all things shall be subdued unto him, then shall the Son aso
himself be subject unto him that put all things under him, that God
may beal inall (I Cor. 15:25-28)."*

Ownership is always stewardship. It is never autonomous. The
distribution of property, like the array of prices, reflects men’s stew-
ardship on behalf of either mammon or God.

Conclusion

The eyes of men are never satisfied. Thereis aways more to buy.
Thequestionis: By whom and for whomisit being purchased? Secu-
lar free market economics focuses on the consumer: the final owner.
Socialist economics focuses on the State: the final owner. Biblical
economics focuses on God: the original owner, present owner, and
final owner.

Each approach hasadoctrine of stewardship. Thefree market eco-
nomist proclaims the individual as steward on his own behalf and
also on behalf of the highest-bidding consumer. The socialist pro-
claims the State bureaucrat as steward on behalf of the People, who
are collectively sovereign. The Christian economist proclaims (or
should proclaim) the individual and the association as stewards on
behalf of the triune God.

The Christian should be dissatisfied with his previous perform-
ance, but not dissatisfied with its outcome.

Not that | speak in respect of want: for | have learned, in whatsoever
state | am, therewith to be content. | know both how to be abased,

11. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Corinthians, electronic edition (West Fork, Arkansas: | nstitute for Christian Eco-
nomics, 2001), ch. 16.
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and | know how to abound: every where and in al things | amins-
tructed both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer
need. | cando all thingsthrough Christ which strengtheneth me (Phil.
4:11-13).

And having food and raiment let us be therewith content (I Tim. 6:
8).12

L et your conversation be without covetousness; and be content with
such things as ye have: for he hath said, | will never leave thee, nor
forsake thee (Heb. 13:5).

12. Gary North, Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First
Timothy (Harrisonburg, Virginiaz Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [2001]
2006), p. 225.
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ENTROPY AND CAPITAL

Be thou diligent to know the state of thy flocks, and ook well to thy
herds. For riches are not for ever: and doth the crown endure to
every generation? (Prov. 27:23).

This proverb is directed to those who have amassed capital. It
focuses on what might be called the entropy of capital. Without an
owner’ sattention to details, the entropy processtakes control. Things
grow more chaotic. Economic value declines. Solomon has already
described this process. “1 went by the field of the slothful, and by the
vineyard of the man void of understanding; And, lo, it wasall grown
over with thorns, and nettles had covered the face thereof, and the
stonewal | thereof wasbroken down” (24:30).! Careof theflocks, like
care of the fields, requires attention to details.

Riches are easily dissipated by heirs. “ For riches are not for ever:
and doth the crown endure to every generation?’ Heirs can squander
their inheritance. This reverses the expansion of family wealth over
time. A family’ s dominion is thereby reduced. In the process of red-
emption—buying back the kingdom of Satan—the dissipation of fam-
ily capital isathreat.

In good times, the owner istempted to imagine that they are perm-
anent. This proverb reminds ownersthat thisis not the case. Circum-
stances change, and he who wantsto maintain his capital must adjust
accordingly. While successful men prefer to think that they deserve
their wealth, this proverb points to the fact of capital dissipation. It
takes active efforts to preserve capital.

Thereisaphrasein agricultural circles: “The best fertilizer isthe

1. Chapter 74.
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owner’ s shadow.” Because he cannot oversee everything personaly,
the owner delegates authority to his employees. They are unlikely to
take the same care with his resources as they do with their own. Fur-
thermore, if they were as productive as the owner, they would not be
employees. They would own their own businesses. Their skills at
making aprofit are limited. So, the owner has an economic incentive
to monitor the management of hissubordinates. Thisproverb encour-
ages this kind of responsible oversight.

Solomon asksrhetorically: “ Doth the crown endureto every gener-
ation?’ It does not. What crown? Probably his own. Kingly crowns
are passed from father to son. But sons who cannot defend their
authority lose their crowns. This happened to Solomon’s son, Reho-
boam, with respect to the northern tribes: Israel. They revolted and
separated from the nation. He retained authority only over Judah and
the tribe of Benjamin (I Kings 12:21). God had revealed to Solomon
that this would happen (I Kings 11:11-13).

Conclusion

Thisproverbissimple. It advises people with capital to “mind the
store.” Things do not autonomously take care of themselves. God
requires owners and managers, as good stewards of His capital, to
monitor it. Someone must monitor capital. Thisserviceisnot done at
zero cost. It must be paid for. This meansthat purely passive income
isaform of capital consumption. This proverb warns against passive
income. Passive incomeisanillusion.
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THEMYTH OF VALUE-FREE
ECONOMIC THEORY

Better isthe poor that walketh in hisuprightness, than hethat is per-
verse in hisways, though he berich (Prov. 28:6).

This proverb reminds men that righteousness is more important
than wealth. It isan extension of Proverbs 1:1-4.! Few religionshave
ever taught anything else. Even murderous cults, such as thuggee,
have a concept of ethics governing those inside the cult.

Throughout history, people have taught their children this princi-
ple. Also throughout history, men have pursued wealth at the expense
of ethics. Thelure of great wealth is so powerful that people with the
ability to get rich through evil actions have done so. They have
abandoned the ethical principles they learned in their youth and in
school.

This proverb makes a value judgment. It does not pretend to be
ethically neutral. It does not deal with means to the neglect of ends.
It makes a judgment regarding ends and means. The end of great
wealth, when attained through ethically perverse means, is not worth
the cost. To make plain the extent of the high cost of perversity,
Solomon compares the rich man with a poor man. The poor man is
better off than the rich man. The deciding factor is ethics, not wealth.

Solomon does not hesitate to tell his listeners which condition is
best. The suggestion of modern free market economists that such a
judgment is not scientifically valid, because it makes interpersonal
comparisons of subjective utility, would not have impressed Solo-
mon. This is because God does not begin with the hypothetically

1. Chapter 1.
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autonomous value scale of the acting individual. He begins instead
with His covenant with mankind, which has established a system of
moral cause and effect in society.

Christian economics makes no pretense of value neutrality. Value
neutrality is a myth, and a highly unneutral one, given the fact of
God'’ s assertion of absolute sovereignty. Value neutrality constitutes
arebellion against God and His covenant. Its defenders assume that
each individual is autonomous. But on such a basis, there can be no
scientifically valid universal ethical system, including the ethics of
neutrality.

Such an assertion of individual men’s autonomy is inherently a
form of nominalism: every manisaking, no manisaservant. Reality
iswhatever individual menthink it is. Each person imputes meaning
to the universe. But he does not impute corporate meaning. What he
imputes has authority only for himself.

Under such a philosophy, the quest for wealth and power easily
becomes an obsession. If the universe reflects what an individual
thinks and does, then to gain immunity from other men’ srival impu-
tations and power, the self-proclaimed autonomous individual must
seek to establish his own authority. This outlook leads to the error
described in this proverb: seeking wealth perversely. Wealth is seen
as ameans of buying immunity and power.

Who imputes good or evil, success or failure, to anyone or any
group? God does. Deny God this ability, and you must attribute it to
something else. The State has been an obvious candidate through the
ages. For a few theorists, the free market has replaced God as the
agency of imputation. But the free market is merely the socia
arrangement that has devel oped as a result of the concept of private
property. This concept rests on ethics: “Thou shalt not steal.” “The
Lord is not a respecter of persons.” “Do not move thy neighbor’s
landmark.” The free market has no external source of legitimacy in
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a world without God or permanent ethics. Everything is said to
evolve. Power-seekersthen seek to direct evolutionary forcesto their
benefit.?

Poverty

Poverty isbest defined asalack of affordable options. Theindivid-
ual poor man has fewer choices than arich man does. It appears that
a poor man operates at the mercy of the wealthy or else in the shad-
ows, where the wealthy pay no attention. Poverty is the absence of
immunity. Poverty is weakness.

Then why should Solomon insist that a poor man in his right-
eousness is better than a rich man in his perversity? What did he
mean, better? The Hebrew word can be translated “good,” in the
sense of righteousness. Asin English, it can also mean valuable, as
in*“good land.” It can even betranslated as* prosperity.” “Thou shalt
not seek their peace nor their prosperity all thy daysfor ever” (Deut.
23:6). It can mean “better off.” “And wherefore hath the LORD
brought us unto thisland, to fall by the sword, that our wives and our
children should be a prey? were it not better for us to return into
Egypt?’ (Num. 14:3).

Then why is righteousness in poverty better than perversity in
prosperity? This proverb does not say, but there is enough informa-
tion in the Bible to answer the question. “Thou shalt be perfect with
the LORD thy God” (Deut. 18:13). “Let your heart therefore be per-
fect with the LORD our God, to walk in his statutes, and to keep his
commandments, as at thisday” (I Kings 8:61). Jesuswarned: “Beye
therefore perfect, even as your Father which isin heaven is perfect”
(Matt. 5:48).

2. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:. Insti-
tute for Christian Economics, 1987), Appendix A.
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In contrast istherich perverse man. Hiscondition was summed up
by Jesus. “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole
world, and lose his own soul? or what shall aman give in exchange
for his soul?’ (Matt. 16:26).3

Conclusion

Thereisno neutrality. Thereisalso no neutral science. Neutrality
isalways a disguise for man’s pretended autonomy. It beginswith a
presupposition: whatever islogical for all menisneutral. First, there
is this problem: all men never agree on what is logical. There are
many forms of logic, and lots of illogical men. Second, God estab-
lisheswhat islogical and true; men’sindividual minds do not.

Thereis ethical causation in history. The Bible teaches that soc-
ieties that adopt laws that are more consistent with biblical laws get
richer than societieswhose laws areless consistent with biblical laws
(Lev. 26; Deut. 28). In contrast, for individual s there can be anomal-
ies (Ps. 73). So, this proverb brings us to the great religious rivals,
God and mammon, by way of anomalies: righteous poverty and per-
verse wealth. Better the former than the latter, this proverb teaches.

3. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matt-
hew, 2nd el ectronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minis-
tries, Inc., [2000] 2003), ch. 35.
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THE DISINHERITANCE OF
COVENANT-BREAKERS

He that by usury and unjust gain increaseth his substance, he shall
gather it for himthat will pity the poor (Prov. 28:8).

This proverb is a variation of another: “A good man leaveth an
inheritance to his children’s children: and the wealth of the sinner is
laid up for the just” (Prov. 13:22)." It presents a view of economic
causation that istied directly to ethics. Righteousnessisapredictable
source of wealth. Thegenerouswill inherit. Thisproverbisnot saying
that righteousness is its own reward. It is saying that righteousness
brings positive economic sanctionsin thislife. It also announcesthat
unrighteousnessisajpredictable source of impoverishment: gathering
for others. Bad actions produce bad results. Theworld isnot ethically
random.

It takesthingsastep further. It saysthat he who devotes hisefforts
to unrighteousness ultimately isworking on behal f of the person who
deals righteously with people. Previously, Solomon announced that
the wealth of the sinner islaid up for the just. Here, he repeats this
assertion.

This system of covenantal economic causation does not announce
that the good do well and the evil do poorly. It says that the good do
well at the expense of evil-doers. It is not that there are two fields of
grain, with one field flourishing and the other field blighted. It goes
far beyond this. It says that the output of one field will benefit the
owner of the other field.

1. Chapter 40.
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Dominion Through Inheritance
This proverb rests on aconcept of inheritance that isunique to the
Mosaic covenant. This concept of inheritance is symbolized by the
conquest of Canaan. That was a conguest by force, aone-time event.
But the nature of the transaction is clear from this proverb: inherit-
ance through disinheritance.

Andit shall be, whenthe LORD thy God shall have brought theeinto
the land which he sware unto thy fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and
to Jacob, to give thee great and goodly cities, which thou buildedst
not, And houses full of all good things, which thou filledst not, and
wells digged, which thou diggedst not, vineyards and olive trees,
which thou plantedst not; when thou shalt have eaten and be full;
Then bewarelest thou forget the LORD, which brought theeforth out
of theland of Egypt, from the house of bondage. Thou shalt fear the
LORD thy God, and serve him, and shalt swear by his name (Deut.
6:10-13).

The covenant-breaker laborsto build up an inheritance that he can
pass on to his heirs. He makes himself a name. He leaves behind a
legacy. The concept of intergenerational wealth transfer isinherentin
humanity. This is an aspect of the dominion covenant. Adam was
supposed to multiply and fill the earth. The concept of economic
growth as stewardship on behalf of God is misapplied by covenant-
breakers, who labor for themselves. The goal of dominion through
expansion of wedlth is legitimate (Deut. 28:1-14).2 The question is:
Dominion on whose behal f?

Thisproverbreinforcestheearlier one, which clearly placeswealth

2. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deut-
eronomy, 2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational
Ministries, Inc., [1999] 2003), ch. 68.
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in the context of inheritance. The sense of long-term inheritance
through thetransfer of accumulated wealth isinescapable. Thisprov-
erbislessforthright regarding the context of inheritance. The phrase,
“he shall gather it for him that will pity the poor,” does not specify a
time frame. It does not indicate when the wealth transfer will take
place: inthelifetime of the covenant-breaker orinhisheirs’ lifetimes.
This proverb is silent on whether this transfer will be intergenera-
tional or not. The man who uses unethical practices to accumulate
wealth may not see his capital transferred to a righteous man of his
own generation. But Solomon gives awarning to every such person:
the end result of his efforts will be to enlarge the inheritance of his
covenantal enemies.

Thisis God’ s message to Satan throughout history. The kingdom
of God will replacethe kingdom of Satan, not just in eternity, but also
intime. “ Andthe LORD God said unto the serpent, Becausethou hast
done this, thou art cursed above al cattle, and above every beast of
the field; upon thy belly shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou eat all the
days of thy life: And | will put enmity between thee and the woman,
and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou
shalt bruisehisheel” (Gen. 3:14-15). Thiswill be manifestedin civil
rule.

Why do the heathen rage, and the peopleimagine avain thing? The
kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel
together, against the LORD, and against hisanointed, saying, Let us
break their bands asunder, and cast away their cordsfromus. Hethat
sitteth in the heavens shall laugh: the Lord shall have them in deris-
ion (Ps. 2:1-4).

A Psalm of David. The LORD said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my

right hand, until I make thine enemiesthy footstool. The LORD shall
send the rod of thy strength out of Zion: rule thou in the midst of
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thine enemies (Ps. 110:1-2).

Thisprinciple of dominion appliesin economic affairsinthe same
way. Theexpansion of God’ skingdomin history isnot limited to one
manifestation of His covenantal order, but extends to all. The con-
quest is comprehensive because redemption is comprehensive?

This proverb teaches that the covenant-breaker may well be able
to expand his control over wealth through usury. He canincrease his
wealth by lending at interest to covenant-keepers who arein poverty
through no fault of their own. This proverb does not say that unright-
eousness produces |osses from beginning to end. On the contrary, it
affirms that the covenant-breaker can build up wealth. It says only
that thiswealth will eventually wind up under the control of acoven-
ant-keeper. Thisisthe essence of the dominion covenant: the steady
replacement of covenant-breakers by covenant-keepers. The socia
world operatesin termsof acovenantal order that el evatesethicsover
all other sources of economic success.

Why is this historical process not obvious to covenant-breakers
and covenant-keepers alike? Why are two proverbs necessary to
remind economic actors of the nature of economic causation? One
answer isthat covenant-breakers suppressthetruth (Rom. 1:18-22) *
But this does not explain why covenant-keepers seem equally blind
to economic causation. The most likely answer is the long-term
nature of this process of wealth transfer. Asaph suffered from an
inability to see that covenant-keepers' success would eventually lead
to their destruction.

3. Gary North, Isthe World Running Down? Crisisin the Christian Worldview
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1988), Appendix C.

4. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Rom-
ans, 2nd el ectroni c edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Minist-
ries, Inc., 2003), ch. 2.

373



God’' s Success Manual

For | was envious at the foolish, when | saw the prosperity of the
wicked. For there are no bands in their death: but their strength is
firm. They are not in trouble as other men; neither are they plagued
like other men. Therefore pride compasseth them about as a chain;
violence covereth them as a garment. Their eyes stand out with fat-
ness: they have more than heart could wish. They are corrupt, and
speak wickedly concerning oppression: they speak loftily (Ps. 73:3—
8).

But Asaph eventually came to his senses. “Until | went into the
sanctuary of God; then understood | their end. Surely thou didst set
them in dlippery places: thou castedst them down into destruction.
How arethey brought into desolation, asinamoment! they are utterly
consumed with terrors’ (Ps. 73:17-19).

Conclusion

Economic causation is covenantal. It is hierarchical, because God
controls events. It is ethical, because God establishes rules of right
and wrong. It is predictable, because God governs through a system
of sanctions. Finally, it is eschatol ogical, because of the structure of
inheritance in history: inheritance through disinheritance.

Thisproverb reflectsthe covenantal structure of kingdom history.
Satanisdisinheritedin history. Thismeansthat, for atime, heaccum-
ulates capital that is worth inheriting in history. He build up a
kingdom. Then he losesit. Sometimes redemption is strictly by pur-
chase. Covenant-keepers buy back the kingdoms of man. They offer
for sale what covenant-breakers want. They exchange trinkets for
ownership of long-term, culture-transforming capital. But they also
inherit. Theideal way isthrough conversion. Theheirsof rich sinners
transfer allegiance to a new king and a new kingdom. In doing so,
they disinherit their forefathers, who had other goalsfor their wealth.
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PATHWAY TO SUCCESS

Hethat tilleth hisland shall have plenty of bread: but hethat follow-
eth after vain persons shall have poverty enough (Prov. 28:19).

Thisisavariation of Proverbs 12:11: “Hethat tilleth hisland shall
be satisfied with bread: but he that followeth vain personsis void of
understanding.”* The contrast there is between steady though unin-
spiring physical labor vs. following the schemes and dreams of vain
(empty) people. Here, the contrast is between plenty of bread and
“poverty enough.” Thisis a poetic phrase. Solomon could have said
“poverty” and conveyed theidea. But “ poverty enough” puts an edge
to it, akind of ridicule. It raises the question: Poverty enough to do
what? The idea here is sufficient poverty to make God'’ s point.

What is God’'s point? This: there are vain people in every society
who lure unsuspecting and naivefollowersinto making economically
disastrous decisions. These people thrive on having followers. They
get a sense of satisfaction out of the deference shown to them, even
if this deference comes from people with minimal ethical awareness.
Solomon reminds hisreaders of the danger associated with following
such people. The end result is poverty.

But why would anyonefollow vainleaders? Theimplicationisthat
the followers are unwilling to submit to the requirements of conven-
tional labor: tilling one’s own land. Such labor is undistinguished in
an agricultural society. Thefact that aman ownsland, tools, and seed
does not distinguish him from all the other farmers who also own
land, tools, and seed. It distinguishes him from field hands who own
no land, tools, or seed, but he does not have his eye on those whom

1. Chapter 36.

375



God’' s Success Manual

he might employ. He has hiseyes on hispeers. He wishesto stand out
from them in the way that he stands out from field hands: higher.

Most people dream of attaining personal distinction in life. They
want to be remembered as people who stood out from the crowd in
some way, even if this means joining another crowd. Becoming the
follower of an unconventional person who has the gift of attracting
followers seemsto many peopleto bethe pathway to distinction. Men
seek distinction through being represented by significant people. The
fact that these people are empty does not register in the thinking of
their followers.

Solomon saysthat it iswiseto stick with what isconventional and
thereby put bread on the table rather than venturing into unknown
realms as followers of vain people. Stick with the tried and true. If
you fail to stand out from the crowd, but you have bread on your
table, you are better off than dreaming of wealth untold in the entour-
age of vain people.

Conventional Roadsto Success

This proverb affirms tilling as the road to success, with success
defined as bread on the table. Thisis an affirmation of conventional
labor, long and hard, in the mid-summer sun. It affirms a theory of
conventional labor. He who wishes to escape from this conventional
pathway to successisopening himself to poverty-inducing leadership
by vain people.

Until theadvent of massagricultural production, which accelerated
rapidly with mechanical harvesters in the 1840’s, and also with the
transportation revolution of the railroads, which began in the same
decade, most peopletilled the soil for aliving. They did not produce
enough food to support a predominately urban society. Most people
lived onfarms, whether they rai sed grainsor edible-wearableanimals.
A farmer pursued a vocation that extended back into the mists of
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unrecorded history. This occupation has been the archetype of con-
ventional production.

The Bible speaks of bread as the symbol of life: that 