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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Esteeming Work, Pt 2
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Esteeming Work, Part 1 Review
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Lessons from the Book of Proverbs

1. A biblical esteem for work recognizes that God Himself works.

2. A biblical esteem for work requires the mortification of laziness.

3. A biblical esteem for work prioritizes diligent labor before reward.

Ten Lessons on Esteeming Work
from the Book of Proverbs

PART 2
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4. A biblical esteem for work takes responsibility 
for ending the cycle of poverty.

5

• Proverbs teaches that individuals must take responsibility for 
their plight in life—including poverty. 

• Rather than placing the obligation on the community or the 
family, Solomon taught that the individual must see his 
responsibility both for his current state of want and for the 
path to escape it. 

• This again expresses the cause-and-effect logic of biblical 
wisdom.
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• 6:10 // 24:34 – “‘A little sleep, a little slumber, a little 
folding of the hands to rest,’ then your poverty will come
as a robber, and your want like an armed man.” 

• 10:4 – “Poor is he who works with a negligent hand, but 
the hand of the diligent makes rich.”

• 12:24 – “The hand of the diligent will rule, but the slack
hand will be put to forced labor.”

• 20:13 – “Do not love sleep, or you will become poor; open 
your eyes, and you will be satisfied with food.”
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• Proverbs does qualify this principle with exceptions:

 Some who are wealthy are not righteous: “Better is a 
little with righteousness than great income with 
injustice” (16:8; see also 28:6, 8, 11; Ps 73:2-12).

 Some who are poor are not so because they have not 
worked hard: “Abundant food is in the fallow ground 
of the poor, but it is swept away by injustice” (13:23; 
see also the example of Job).

 Wealth is never the ultimate goal in life: “Better is a 
poor man who walks in his integrity than he who is 
perverse in speech and is a fool” (19:1; see also 19:22; 
22:1; 23:4-5; 30:7-9; Ecclesiastes).

8

• Nonetheless, the principle is one by which we are to live 
our lives. Paul repeats it to the NT church:

 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12 – “Make it your ambition to 
lead a quiet life and attend to your own business and 
work with your hands, just as we commanded you, 
so that you will behave properly toward outsiders 
and not be in any need.”

 2 Thessalonians 3:10-12

7

8



1/22/2021

5

9

“The bread of the Church was not for those who refused to 
work. Laborare est orare [‘to work is to pray’] is the true 

maxim of the Christian, be the Advent far or near.”

—Lightfoot, Biblical Essays, 261

10

“He who steals must steal no 
longer; but rather he must labor, 
performing with his own hands 

what is good, so that he will have
something to share with one who 

has need.”

—Ephesians 4:28
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Acknowledging personal responsibility and committing 
oneself to hard work is the best prevention against and 

solution to poverty.

The unconditional provision of resources to those unwilling to 
work creates a cruel system of entitlement and dependency. 

5. A biblical esteem for work cannot coincide with 
an attitude of self-sufficiency.

12

• A strong work ethic is often equated with a heightened sense 
of individualism and self-confidence. Proverbs corrects this 
misconception.

• Preparing for a life of work and achieving goals must be done 
in a spirit of humility and teachability. 

• Success in labor is achieved by the application of wisdom, and 
wisdom is acquired through the instruction and correction of 
the wise.
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• 15:22 – “Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but with 
many counselors they succeed.”

• 20:18 – “Prepare plans by consultation, and make war by 
wise guidance.”

• 24:3-6 – “By wisdom a house is built, and by understanding it 
is established; and by knowledge the rooms are filled with all 
precious and pleasant riches. A wise man is strong, and a 
man of knowledge increases power. For by wise guidance 
you will wage war, and in abundance of counselors there is 
victory.”

6. A biblical esteem for work refuses participation 
in enterprises that employ sinful means.

14

• Work in general is virtuous because God Himself is a God who 
works (3:19; 8:22-31; John 5:17); but not all kinds of work 
reflect His glory. 

• Man’s depravity leads him to use his capacity to work in ways 
that dishonor the Creator whose image he bears. 

• Work can be twisted to profit from men’s lusts and the 
degradation of human life. It looks to benefit from others’ 
enslavement to sin. It corrupts good work below the surface 
through the adaptation of dishonest practices. 

• .
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“If they say, ‘Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood, let us 
ambush the innocent without cause; let us swallow them alive 

like Sheol, even whole, as those who go down to the pit; we will 
find all kinds of precious wealth, we will fill our houses with 

spoil; throw in your lot with us, we shall all have one purse,’ my 
son, do not walk in the way with them. Keep your feet from 
their path, for their feet run to evil and they hasten to shed 

blood. Indeed, it is useless to spread the baited net in the sight 
of any bird; but they lie in wait for their own blood; they 

ambush their own lives. So are the ways of everyone who gains 
by violence; it takes away the life of its possessors.”

—Proverbs 1:11-19

16

“There are many persons employed in sinful 
trades and arts, merely to furnish other 
men’s lusts. They do not only sin in their 

employments, but their very employments 
are sinful. They trade hell and are factors of 

the devil.” 

—Puritan theologian John Flavel
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• 11:1 – “A false balance is an abomination to the LORD, but a 
just weight is His delight.”

• 11:18 – “The wicked earns deceptive wages, but he who 
sows righteousness gets a true reward.”

• 13:11 – “Wealth obtained by fraud dwindles, but the one 
who gathers by labor increases it.”

• 15:27 – “He who profits illicitly troubles his own house, but 
he who hates bribes will live.”

18

• Q: What attracts men to immoral, unethical forms of work?

• A: The potential for a quick and easy reward (money).

 It is a refusal to acknowledge God’s curse: “Cursed is 
the ground because of you; in toil you will eat of it all 
the days of your life. Both thorns and thistles it shall 
grow for you; and you will eat the plants of the field; 
by the sweat of your face you will eat bread till you 
return to the ground . . .” (Gen 3:17-19).

 It is a refusal to submit to God’s cause-and effect 
universe.
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• 21:5 – “The plans of the diligent
lead surely to advantage, but 
everyone who is hasty comes surely 
to poverty.”

• 28:20 – “A faithful man will abound 
with blessings, but he who makes 
haste to be rich will not go 
unpunished.”

• 28:22 – “A man with an evil eye hastens after wealth and does 
not know that want will come upon him.”

20

• For the one who fears God, no paycheck, kickback, gift, 
bribe, or promotion is worth the sacrifice of integrity.

 15:16 – “Better is a little with the fear of the LORD
than great treasure and turmoil with it.” 

 16:8 – “Better is a little with righteousness than great 
income with injustice.”

 28:6 – “Better is the poor who walks in his integrity 
than he who is crooked though he be rich.”

19
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7. A biblical esteem for work does not accept profit 
at the expense of the downtrodden.

21

• Biblical wisdom recognizes that some circumstances are 
beyond a person’s control. Poverty can come through no fault 
of one’s own. 

• The man who fears God is to be marked by a special concern 
for people in such circumstances and a refusal to capitalize on 
their calamity to his own advantage. 

• Even those who are responsible for their own poverty must 
never be the victims of the godly man’s gain.

22

• 17:5 – “He who mocks the poor taunts his Maker; he who 
rejoices at calamity will not go unpunished.”

• 22:16 – “He who oppresses the poor to make more for 
himself or who gives to the rich, will only come to poverty.”

• 22:22-23 – “Do not rob the poor because he is poor, or 
crush the afflicted at the gate; for the LORD will plead their 
case and take the life of those who rob them.”

• 28:8 – “He who increases his wealth by interest and usury 
gathers it for him who is gracious to the poor.”
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 22:2 – “The rich and the poor 
have a common bond, the LORD
is the maker of them all.”

 29:13 – “The poor man and the 
oppressor have this in common: 
the LORD gives light to the eyes of 
both.”

• FIXED REALITY: The poor share the same image-bearer status 
as the wealthy (Gen 1:27; Job 31:15; James 3:9).

24

• Certain money-making ventures capitalize specifically on 
desperation and suffering. 

• One practice is known as usury—the practice of lending 
money at exorbitant rates of interest.

 Leviticus 25:35-37 – “Now in case a countryman of 
yours becomes poor and his means with regard to 
you falter, then you are to sustain him, like a stranger 
or a sojourner, that he may live with you. Do not take 
usurious interest from him, but revere your God, that 
your countryman may live with you. You shall not give 
him your silver at interest, nor your food for gain.”

23
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8. A biblical esteem for work delights in producing 
a benefit to others.

25

• The work ethic of Proverbs is different from the individualistic 
ethic commonly espoused in greedy forms of capitalism. 

• While the concept of reward is important to biblical wisdom, 
Proverbs nonetheless is not focused on personal reward 
exclusively. 

• A good work ethic produces a benefit to others—of first 
priority to one’s family, but then also to one’s community.

26

• 3:27-28 – “Do not withhold good from those to whom it is 
due, when it is in your power to do it. Do not say to your 
neighbor, ‘Go, and come back, and tomorrow I will give it,’ 
when you have it with you.”

“The identity of the ‘good’ is left unspecified because it could 
refer to any number of things in real life. The ‘good’ could be 

money (or its equivalent), a tool the neighbor needs, a certain 
type of expertise, or physical aid—the list could go on and on. 
. . . The point of the proverb is that the wise are attentive to 

the needs of their community, particularly those who live 
near them.” —Longman, Proverbs, 143
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• 31:15-29 – “She rises also while it is still night and gives food 
to her household and portions to her maidens. She 
considers a field and buys it; from her earnings she plants a 
vineyard. . . . She senses that her gain is good; her lamp does 
not go out at night. She stretches out her hands to the 
distaff, and her hands grasp the spindle. She extends her 
hand to the poor, and she stretches out her hands to the 
needy. . . . She makes linen garments and sells them, and 
supplies belts to the tradesmen. She looks well to the ways 
of her household, and does not eat the bread of idleness. 
Her children rise up and bless her; her husband also, and he 
praises her, saying: ‘Many daughters have done nobly, but 
you excel them all.’”

28

• Work done to the glory of God will always provide a benefit 
to one’s family and one’s community. 

• Such work arises out of two controlling ambitions: (1) love 
of God; and (2) love of neighbor.

 Luke 10:27 – “And he [Jesus] answered, ‘YOU SHALL
LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH
ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH, AND WITH ALL
YOUR MIND; AND YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.’”

27
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“We may not aim only at our own, but 
at the public good. Therefore, faith 
will not think it hath a comfortable 

calling unless it will serve, not only its 
own turn, but the turn of other men.” 

—Cotton Mather (1663-1728)

30

“All work . . . is oriented to the welfare of other people—
directly or indirectly. The answer to the question [of how 
Christians can view their daily work as ministry] is to be 

conscious of your work as service to people.” 

—J. I. Packer
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9. A biblical esteem for work knows where to draw 
the line.

31

• As virtuous has diligent labor is, biblical wisdom recognizes its 
limits. 

• These limits are treated in greater detail in the book of 
Ecclesiastes, they are nonetheless identified in Proverbs.

• Works must be viewed as a means, not an end.

• 15:16 – “Better is a little with the fear of the LORD than great 
treasure and turmoil with it.” 

32

• 16:8 – “Better is a little with righteousness than great income 
with injustice.”

• 19:1 – “Better is a poor man who walks in his integrity than 
he who is perverse in speech and is a fool.”

• 22:1 – “A good name is to be more desired than great 
wealth, favor is better than silver and gold.”

• 30:8-9 – “Keep deception and lies far from me, give me 
neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is my 
portion, that I not be full and deny You and say, ‘Who is the 
LORD?’ Or that I not be in want and steal, and profane the 
name of my God.”

31
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“Beware you lose not your God in the 
crowd and hurry of earthly business.” 

—John Flavel

10. A biblical esteem for work aims for God’s glory 
as its ultimate end.

34

• This last emphasis connects directly back to the first. 

• Because God Himself works, man’s capacity to work is 
evidence of God’s image in him. 

• Consequently, when work is done rightly, man reflects the 
glory of God in the works of his own hands.

• Man can intentionally glorify his Creator by acknowledging 
Him as the source, standard, and Sovereign of all his efforts.
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• 3:5-6 – “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean 
on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge 
Him, and He will make your paths straight.”

• 16:3 – “Commit your works to the LORD and your plans will be 
established.”

• Psalm 127:1-2 – “Unless the LORD builds the house, they labor 
in vain who build it; unless the LORD guards the city, the 
watchman keeps awake in vain. It is vain for you to rise up 
early, to retire late, to eat the bread of painful labors; for He 
gives to His beloved even in his sleep.”

• Colossians 3:23 – “Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as 
for the Lord rather than for men.”

36
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Esteeming Work

37

Ten Lessons from the Book of Proverbs

1. A biblical esteem for work recognizes that God Himself works.

2. A biblical esteem for work requires the mortification of laziness.

3. A biblical esteem for work prioritizes diligent labor before reward.

4. A biblical esteem for work takes responsibility for ending the cycle of poverty.

5. A biblical esteem for work cannot coincide with an attitude of self-sufficiency.

38

Ten Lessons from the Book of Proverbs (cont’d)

6. A biblical esteem for work refuses participation in enterprises that employ sinful means.

7. A biblical esteem for work does not accept profit at the expense of the downtrodden.

8. A biblical esteem for work delights in producing a benefit to others.

9. A biblical esteem for work knows where to draw the line.

10. A biblical esteem for work aims at God’s glory as its ultimate end.
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