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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Building Relationships
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• Acts 2:42 – “They were 
continually devoting 
themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and to fellowship, to 
the breaking of bread and to 
prayer.”

• Hebrews 10:24-25 – “Let us consider how to stimulate one another 
to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, 
as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all the 
more as you see the day drawing near.”

The Importance of Relationships

• Friendships and right relations with neighbors have always been a 
primary concern for God’s people—for the people of God in the in the 
nation of Israel and for the people of God in the church.

• Consequently, it is to be expected that Solomon devoted a significant 
number of his sayings to the topic of relationships.

• Solomon recognized that the quest of every human being is to find the 
friend who “loves at all times” (17:17a) and is “trustworthy” (20:6). 

• But this quest is not easy outside of the innocence of the Garden of 
Eden. A cursed world and our own inherent foolishness relationships 
difficult. 
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Ten Truths about 
Relationships

from the Book of Proverbs

1. Recognize your need for relationships.
• Man was not created for isolation or independence:

 18:1 – “He who separates himself seeks his own desire, he 
quarrels [bears his teeth] against all sound wisdom.” 

• This reiterates what was true even before the Fall:

 Genesis 2:18a – “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good 
for the man to be alone.’”

• It is was challenged specifically by the Fall:

 Genesis 4:9 – “Then the LORD said to Cain, ‘Where is Abel 
your brother?’ And he said, ‘I do not know. Am I my 
brother’s keeper?’”
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• “Wisdom” itself is the skill of living 
successfully, particularly with respect to 
others.

• Wisdom is not the solitude life of the hermit 
who withdraws from all the costs and risks of 
relationships.

• Wisdom is the ability to navigate successfully 
the path of life as it relates to God, family, 
neighbor, and society.

• According to Solomon, the lone ranger, the 
anti-social hermit, is always the fool. 

• For Solomon, wisdom itself could only be learned in community 
with others. 

 15:22 – “Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but 
with many counselors they succeed.”

 27:17 – “Iron sharpens, so one man sharpens another.”

• Isolation leads only to weakness and disaster.

 Ecclesiastes 4:9-10 – “Two are better than one because 
they have a good return for their labor. For if either of 
them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to 
the one who falls when there is not another to lift him up.” 
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“Sin demands to have a man by himself. It 
withdraws him from the community. The more 
isolated a person is, the more destructive will 

be the power of sin over him, and the more 
deeply he becomes involved in it, the more 

disastrous is his isolation. Sin wants to remain 
unknown. It shuns the light. In the darkness of 
the unexpressed it poisons the whole being of 

a person.”

—Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 112

2. Choose your friends carefully.

• First, wisdom teaches that for good or for bad, you become like 
those with whom you closely associate.

 3:31 – “Do not envy a man of violence and do not choose 
any of his ways.”

 14:7 – “Leave the presence of a fool, or you will not discern 
words of knowledge.”

 22:24-25 – “Do not associate with a man given to anger; or 
go with a hot-tempered man, or you will learn his ways 
and find a snare for yourself.”
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 11:9 – “With his mouth the godless man destroys his 
neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous will be 
delivered.”

 12:26 – “The righteous is a guide to his neighbor, but the 
way of the wicked leads them astray.”

 13:20 – “He who walks with wise men will be wise, but the 
companion of fools will suffer harm.”

 16:29 – “A man of violence entices his neighbor and leads 
him in a way that is not good.”

 20:19 – “He who goes about as a slanderer reveals secrets, 
therefore do not associate with a gossip.” 

 1 Corinthians 15:33 – “Do not be 
deceived, ‘Bad company corrupts good 
morals.’” 

 Galatians 5:7 – “A little leaven leavens the 
whole lump of dough.”
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“He is your friend who pushes you nearer to God.” 

—Abraham Kuyper

“Be often among the godly. They are the salt of 
the earth, and they will season you.” 

—Thomas Watson

• Second, wisdom teaches that in choosing friends, balance is 
essential. Being a social butterfly is no better than being a social 
hermit (18:1).

 18:24 – “A man of too many friends comes to ruin, but 
there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.”

 These “friends” are “fair weather” acquaintances who 
quickly abandon ship when storms come.

 The love of popularity, incessant socializing and “winning” 
friends, and prioritizing the quantity of friends above the 
quality of friendships are all foolish responses to the 
danger of isolation.
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“If other things are better when new, a friend is 
better that is old and tried. . . . 

For how can you trust an untried friend?” 

—Bridges, Proverbs, 511

3. Pay attention to your words.

• Words are either the building blocks or the wrecking balls of 
relationships.

 11:9 – “With his mouth the godless man destroys 
his neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous 
will be delivered.”

 16:23-24 – “The heart of the wise instructs his 
mouth and adds persuasiveness to his lips. 
Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the 
soul and healing to the bones.”

 18:21 – “Death and life are in the power of the 
tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit.”
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• Be especially careful of slander and gossip. These sins are 
particularly destructive to friendships and the community.

 6:16-19 – “There are six things which the LORD hates, yes, 
seven which are an abomination to Him: haughty eyes, a 
lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, a heart 
that devises wicked plans, feet that run rapidly to evil, a 
false witness who utters lies, and one who spreads strife 
among brothers.”

 16:28 – “A perverse man spreads strife, and a slanderer 
separates intimate friends.”

 20:19 – “He who goes about as a slanderer reveals secrets, 
therefore do not associate with a gossip.”

“The definition of a best friend is someone 
who knows enough to ruin you—

and doesn’t.”

—Charles Swindoll
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• Be careful also of unfiltered candor. While truthfulness is 
always required, it must always be seasoned with grace.

 12:18 – “There is one who speaks rashly like the 
thrusts of a sword, but the tongue of the wise 
brings healing.”

 12:25 – “Anxiety in a man’s heart weighs it down, 
but a good word makes it glad.”

 20:15 – “There is gold, and an abundance of 
jewels; but the lips of knowledge are a more 
precious thing.”

 27:9 – “Oil and perfume make the heart glad, so a 
man’s counsel is sweet to his friend.”

“It must be a decisive rule of every Christian 
fellowship that each individual is prohibited 

from saying much that occurs to him.”

—Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 92
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4. Practice a give-and-take approach to counsel.

KINDS OF RELATIONSHIPS (ADAPTED FROM PHILLIPS, GOD’S WISDOM IN PROVERBS, 168)

Description Rightly Applied Wrongly Applied

Give
relationships

Take
relationships

Give and take 
relationships

Providing encouragement and 
counsel; giving benefit to others 
from our spiritual strength; 
bearing the burdens of others.

Giving criticism and grief; 
transferring to others the 
problems we have created while 
taking no ownership.

Accepting counsel and correction; 
receiving necessary help from 
others when we are weak.

Consuming others’ attention; 
focusing on what the other 
person must do for me.

“In a give and take relationship, we are peers, sharing back and forth—
now giving, now receiving; now teaching, now learning” (Phillips). This 
kind of relationship marks true spiritual fellowship and community.

• Proverbs emphasizes that for relationships to flourish, we must 
have a proper give-and-take approach.

 27:17 – “Iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.”

 9:8-9 – “Do not reprove a scoffer, or he will hate you, 
reprove a wise man and he will love you. Give instruction to 
a wise man and he will be still wiser, teach a righteous man 
and he will increase his learning.”

 27:5-6 – “Better is open rebuke than love that is concealed. 
Faithful are the wounds of a friend, but deceitful are the 
kisses of an enemy.”

 What is better? Open rebuke, verbal wounds.
 What is worse? Unexpressed love, false compliments.
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 28:23 – “He who rebukes a man will afterward find more
favor than he who flatters with the tongue.”

 Psalm 141:5a – “Let the righteous smite me in kindness 
and reprove me; it is oil upon the head.”

 James 5:20 – “He who turns a sinner from the error of his 
way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude 
of sins.”

• Fundamental to this “give-and-take” approach is courage (“better 
is open rebuke than love concealed,” 27:5) and humility (“who can 
say, ‘I have cleansed my heart, I am pure from sin,” 20:9). 

“A friend is not necessarily someone who 
will tell us what we want to hear. But a 

friend is certainly someone who will tell us 
what is true—and what we need to hear.” 

—Phillips, God’s Wisdom in Proverbs, 170
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5.  Be quick to forgive—and to confess.

• Essential to healthy relationships is a readiness to forgive.

 10:12 – “Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers all 
transgressions.” 

 17:9 – “He who conceals a transgression seeks love, but he 
who repeats a matter separates intimate friends.”

 19:11 – “A man’s discretion makes him slow to anger, and it 
is his glory to overlook a transgression.”

WHAT FORGIVENESS PROMISES
*Jay Adams, From Forgiveness to Forgiving, 82

1)  I will not bring the matter up to you.

2)  I will not bring the matter up to another.

3)  I will not bring the matter up to myself.
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• “Love hides transgressions, not by condoning wrong, but by 
making allowance and forgiving; it leads a man to cover up not his 
own faults (this is condemned in 28:13) but those of others” (Toy, 
Proverbs, 206).

• But when forgiveness is not extended, offendedness results.

 18:19 – “A brother offended is harder to be won than a 
strong city, and contentions are like the bars of a citadel.” 

• Harboring resentment, feeling offended, and seeking revenge is 
treated by Solomon as foolishness.

 20:22 – “Do not say, ‘I will repay evil’; wait for the LORD, and 
He will save you.”

“If you’ve experienced God’s forgiveness, others will experience 
your forgiveness.” 

—Burk Parsons

“Once a man has experienced the mercy of God in his life he will 
henceforth aspire only to serve. The proud throne of the judge no 

longer lures him; he wants to be down below with the lowly and the 
needy, because that is where God found him.” 

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer
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• Also essential to healthy relationships is the readiness to confess.

 28:13 – “He who conceals his transgressions will not 
prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will find 
compassion.”

 James 5:16a – “Therefore, confess your sins to one another, 
and pray for one another so that you may be healed.”

6. Prioritize listening over speaking.

• Relationships are built not by quickness of speech, nor by quantity of 
words, but on the abundance of listening.

 10:19 – “When there are many words, transgression is 
unavoidable, but he who restrains his lips is wise.”

 15:28 – “The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, 
but the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things.”

 17:27-28 – “He who restrains his words has knowledge, add 
he who has a cool spirit is a man of understanding. Even a fool, 
when he keeps silent, is considered wise; when he closes his 
lips, he is considered prudent.”
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 18:13 – “He who gives an answer before he hears, it is folly 
and shame to him.”

 18:17 – “The first to plead his case seems right, until another 
comes and examines him.”

 25:11 – “Like apples of gold in settings of silver is a word 
spoken in right circumstances.”

 29:20 – “Do you see a man who is hasty in his words? There 
is more hope for a fool than for him.”

“The beginning of love for the brethren is learning to 
listen to them. . . . Many people are looking for an ear 
that will listen. They do not find it among Christians, 

because these Christians are talking where they 
should be listening. But he who can no longer listen 

to his brother will soon no longer be listening to God 
either; he will be doing nothing but prattle in the 

presence of God too. . . . Christians have forgotten that 
the ministry of listening has been committed to them 

by him who is himself the great listener and whose 
work they should share.”

—Bonhoeffer, Life Together, 97-99
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7.  Do not be overbearing.
• To be overbearing = a selfish disregard for others.

(1) Invading others’ privacy and consuming their time:

 25:17 – “Let your foot rarely be in your neighbor’s house, 
or he will become weary of you and hate you.” 

 Familiarity breeds contempt; too much of a good thing 
can be harmful. 

 Consider the connection to the preceding proverb: “Have 
you found honey? Eat only what you need, that you not 
have it in excess and vomit it” (25:16).

“Friendship ripens through discreet 
sensitivity not to intrude on privacy and 
to allow space for the other person to be 

a person in his own right, not through 
self-enjoyment, impetuosity, or 

imposition. Without that discretion, 
instead of enriching life, friendship takes 

away from it.”  

—Waltke, Proverbs 15-31, 327
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(2) Ignoring others’ emotional state and imposing your own:

 25:20 – “Like one who takes off a garment on a cold day, or 
like vinegar on soda, is he who sings songs to a troubled 
heart.”

 26:18-19 – “Like a madman who throws firebrands, arrows 
and death, so is the man who deceives his neighbor, and says, 
‘Was I not joking?’”

 27:14 – “He who blesses his friend with a loud voice early in 
the morning, it will be reckoned a curse to him.”

“The tenderness that shows a brother’s tears; 
that knows how to ‘weep with those who 
weep,’ as members of the same body; and 

directs the mourner to the mourner’s friend 
and God—this is Christian sympathy—a 

precious balm for the broken heart.”

—Bridges, Proverbs, 475
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(3) Exaggerating others’ qualities for selfish purposes:

 26:28 – “A lying tongue hates those it crushes, and a 
flattering mouth works ruin.”

 29:5 – “A man who flatters his neighbor is spreading a net 
for his steps.”

 Flattery is a form of lying—it exaggerates a person’s 
qualities in order to take advantage of him or set that 
person up for failure. 

 This overbearing, insincere praise for a neighbor is 
ultimately destructive. 

8. Show loyal love.

• Q. What is loyalty? 

• A. The ability to stick with a person despite pressure to the contrary.

• A common Hebrew word for God’s love is the word ḥesed  ,(ֶחֶסד)
which is often translated as “mercy,” “kindness,” or “lovingkindness.”

• It is not a spontaneous, arbitrary kind of love that waxes and wanes, 
but a love which springs from commitment to a promise. It is loyal 
or faithful love—a kind of love which keeps on loving despite the 
unworthiness of the one who is loved. It is a love which endures 
forever (Psalm 118:1-2). 
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 3:3-4 – “Do not let kindness [ḥesed] and truth leave you; 
bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of 
your heart. So you will find favor and good repute in the 
sight of God and man.”

 17:17 – “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for 
adversity.” 

o Solomon most likely did not intend an antithesis (a 
friend is dependable, but a brother causes friction), 
but a climax.

o A friend is with you through good times and bad, but a 
“brother” is there particularly for times of adversity.

 19:22 – “What is desirable in a man is his kindness [ḥesed], 
and it is better to be a poor man than a liar.”

 20:6 – “Many a man proclaims his own loyalty [ḥesed], but 
who can find a trustworthy man?”

 25:19 – “Like a bad tooth and an unsteady foot is confidence 
in a faithless man in time of trouble.”

 27:10 – “Do not forsake your own friend or your father’s 
friend, and do not go to your brother’s house in the day of 
your calamity; better is a neighbor who is near than a 
brother far away.”
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“Friendship, however, though very pleasing 
and exceedingly blessed, has been the cause 

of the greatest misery to men when it has 
been unworthy and unfaithful; for just in 

proportion as a good friend is sweet, a false 
friend is full of bitterness.” 

—Charles Spurgeon

“Biblical accountability is first and foremost an arm around the 
shoulder, not a finger pointing in the face.”

—Burk Parsons
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9. Protect what is revealed in confidence.

• Solomon recognized that closeness in community had to be 
protected from an associated danger—the temptation to gossip.  

 11:9 – “With his mouth the godless man destroys his 
neighbor, but through knowledge the righteous will be 
delivered.”

 11:12-13 – “He who despises his neighbor lacks sense, but a 
man of understanding keeps silent. He who goes about as a 
talebearer reveals secrets, but he who is trustworthy 
conceals a matter.”

 13:3 – “The one who guards his mouth preserves his life; the 
one who opens wide his lips comes to ruin.”

 17:9 – “He who conceals a transgression seeks love, but he 
who repeats a matter separates intimate friends.”

• This does not mean Solomon advocates that one turn a blind eye to 
the commission of sin or promise not to disclose an indiscretion.

 19:25 – “Strike a scoffer and the naive may become shrewd, 
but reprove one who has understanding and he will gain 
knowledge.

 21:11 – “When the scoffer is punished, the naive becomes 
wise; but when the wise is instructed, he receives 
knowledge.”
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“Every word spoken about a brother’s sin, 
that is not prompted by a Christian 

conscience, that does not vibrate with the 
love of a Christian heart, is itself a sin against 

the mercy and the judgment of Christ.” 

—James Denny

“It is required of us that we be tender of the good 
name of our brethren; where we cannot speak well, 
we had better say nothing than speak evil; we must 

not take pleasure in making known the faults of 
others, divulging things that are secret, merely to 
expose them, nor in making more of their known

faults than really they deserve, and, least of all, in making false stories, 
and spreading things concerning them of which they are altogether 

innocent. What is this but to raise the hatred and encourage the 
persecutions of the world, against those who are engaged in the same 
interests with ourselves, and therefore with whom we ourselves must 

stand or fall?” 

—Matthew Henry
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10. Share God’s hatred for strife.
• Strife (quarrelling, gossip, slander, etc.) is antithetical to wisdom and 

abominable to God. 

 6:12-14 – “A worthless person, a wicked man, is the one who 
walks with a perverse mouth, who winks with his eyes, who 
signals with his feet, who points with his fingers; who with 
perversity in his heart continually devises evil, who spreads 
strife.”

 6:16-19 – “There are six things which the LORD hates, yes, 
seven which are an abomination to Him: haughty eyes, a lying 
tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that 
devises wicked plans, feet that run rapidly to evil, a false 
witness who utters lies, and one who spreads strife among 
brothers.”

• Solomon warned about the serious consequences of strife and 
identified the wise response to it.

 17:14 – “The beginning of strife is like letting out 
water, so abandon the quarrel before it breaks 
out.”

 18:19 – “A brother offended is harder to be won than a strong 
city, and contentions are like the bars of a citadel.”

 20:3 – “Keeping away from strife is an honor for a man, but 
any fool will quarrel.”

 22:10 – “Drive out the scoffer, and contention will go out, 
even strife and dishonor will cease.”
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• Essential to healthy relationships is the ability to bring peace.

 15:18 – “A hot-tempered man stirs up strife, but the slow 
to anger calms a dispute.”

 16:14 – “The fury of a king is like messengers of death, 
but a wise man will appease it.

 Matthew 5:9 – “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
shall be called sons of God.”

REVIEW: Solomon’s Wisdom for Building Relationships

1. Recognize your need for relationships.

2. Choose your friends carefully.

3. Pay attention to your words.

4. Practice a give-and-take approach to counsel.

5. Be quick to forgive—and to confess.

6. Prioritize listening over speaking.

7. Do not be overbearing.

8. Show loyal love.

9. Protect what is revealed in confidence.

10. Share God’s hatred for strife.
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