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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Practicing Charity

• The Protestant Reformation of the 16th century had a vast 
impact on all areas of life in the Western world. 

• At the foundation of the Reformation were two central 
convictions: 

(1) the Bible is the ultimate authority in all of life (sola 
Scriptura); 

(2) the Bible is to be interpreted literally (sensus literalis).
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• These convictions led the Reformers to take the Bible’s teaching 
about work, vocation, reward, and prosperity seriously. 

• They believed that a primary purpose for human existence is to 
work hard for the glory of God. 

• There was to be no distinction between the sacred and the 
secular. 

• All of life is lived coram Deo (in the presence of God), and all of 
life is lived soli deo gloria (for God’s glory alone). 

• This led to what has been called “the Protestant work ethic.”

“Even today economic historians point to the distinction between 
the cultures of northern Europe, overwhelmingly shaped by the 

Reformation, and southern Europe, less affected by the 
Reformation, more traditionally Catholic nations. Those societies 

are distinct in terms of the work ethic that is involved. In northern 
Europe there is considered to be an appropriate guilt for failing to 
work; that’s something that doesn’t show up in the same way in 

southern Europe. The definitions and the distinctions made 
between work and leisure, well, this has a great deal to do with 
theology, [and] . . . theology always matters; it’s always lurking, 

pretty clearly under the surface, if under the surface at all.” 

—Albert Mohler, “The Briefing,” 11/01/2017
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“Religion begat prosperity and the 
daughter devoured the mother.” 

—Cotton Mather

“Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not 
keeping His commandments and His ordinances and His 

statutes which I am commanding you today; otherwise, when 
you have eaten and are satisfied, and have built good houses 

and lived in them, and when your herds and your flocks 
multiply, and your silver and gold multiply, and all that you 

have multiplies, then your heart will become proud and you 
will forget the LORD your God who brought you out from the 

land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”

—Deuteronomy 8:11-14
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Six Lessons on Practicing Charity
from the Book of Proverbs

“the voluntary giving of help, 
typically in the form of money, 

to those in need”

char·i·ty
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1.  Practicing charity glorifies God. 

11

• A lifestyle of generous giving is essential first and foremost 
because it gives glory to God. 

• It recognizes that He is the source and owner of all good things, 
and esteems Him as the gracious Lord who provides 
undeserved blessings.

• Two proverbs emphasize this principle.

12

• 3:9 – “Honor the LORD from your wealth and from the first of 
all your produce.” 

• 14:31 – “He who oppresses the poor taunts his Maker, but he 
who is gracious to the needy honors Him.” 

 Translated as “honor,” the verb conveys the idea of 
making heavy—as in “making God weighty” or “giving 
God prominence.” 

 Giving provides the opportunity to give God His rightful 
esteem.
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Few things show that a man fears and trusts the LORD
as does his commitment to give generously of his wealth 

to make much of God. 

2. Practicing charity aligns our concerns with God’s.

14

• The book of Proverbs echoes what is stated elsewhere 
throughout Scripture—namely, that God has special concern 
for those who are downtrodden and in need. 

• Deuteronomy 15:7-8 – “If there is a poor man with you, one 
of your brothers, in any of your towns in your land which the 
LORD your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart, 
nor close your hand from your poor brother; but you shall 
freely open your hand to him, and shall generously lend him 
sufficient for his need in whatever he lacks.” 
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• 15:25 – “The LORD will tear down the house of the proud, but 
He will establish the boundary of the widow.

• 23:10-11 – “Do not move the ancient boundary or go into 
the fields of the fatherless, for their Redeemer is strong; He 
will plead their case against you.”

• A QUALIFICATION: Proverbs does not advocate giving 
indiscriminately to everyone who is poor. A distinction is to 
be maintained between: (1) the “deserving” or “innocent 
poor” and (2) the “undeserving” or “guilty poor”

• Generosity is commanded for the former category but not 
the latter.

16

• 14:31 – “He who oppresses the poor taunts his Maker, but he 
who is gracious to the needy honors Him.”

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

• 28:8 – “He who increases his wealth by interest and usury 
gather it for him who is gracious to the poor.”

• 29:7 – “The righteous is concerned for the rights of the poor, 
the wicked does not understand such concern.”
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“Let our heart be as large in capacity of creatures, as God’s is 
in the capacity of a Creator. A large heart from him to us, and 

a [narrow] heart from us to others, will not suit: let us not 
think any so far below us as to be unworthy of our care, since 

God thinks none, that are infinitely distant from him, too
mean for his [care].”

—Stephen Charnock, 
Existence and Attributes of God, 691
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“The measure of all love is its giving. The measure of the 
love of God is the cross of Christ.”

—J. I. Packer
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3. Practicing charity yields spiritual and material 
rewards.

19

• The book of Proverbs stresses that moral actions have 
predictable outcomes. This is the cause-and-effect or sowing-
and-reaping principle fundamental to biblical wisdom. 

• While the introduction of sin and the curse into creation 
complicates this order, it does not negate it. 

• We are to expect that foolish choices will bring about painful 
consequences, while God-honoring obedience will yield 
favorable results.

20

• 3:9-10 – “Honor the LORD from your wealth and from the first 
of all your produce; so your barns will be filled with plenty 
and your vats will overflow with new wine.”

• 11:24 – “There is one who scatters, and yet increases all the 
more, and there is one who withholds what is justly due, and 
yet it results only in want.”

• 11:25 – “The generous man will be prosperous, and he who 
waters will himself be watered.”

• 22:9 – “He who is generous will be blessed, for he gives some 
of his food to the poor.”
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“Now this I say, he who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, 
and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. . . . Now 

He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will 
supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase the 

harvest of your righteousness; you will be enriched in 
everything for all liberality, which through us is producing 

thanksgiving to God.”

—2 Corinthians 9:6, 10-11

• Question: Is it right to be motivated to give by promises of 
future rewards?

• Altruism (“the belief in or practice of disinterested and 
selfless concern for the well-being of others”): NO! 

• God’s people must be motivated solely by the need of the 
poor, or by the fact that it is God who commands generosity.

• Anything beyond is self-serving in nature and disqualifying.
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“The naming of positive consequences for generosity shows that 
Proverbs is not above naming self-interest for the motivation of 

good behavior. Both individual and community interest are 
encompassed in this teaching, since both the self and the other 

are said to derive good from a person’s giving nature.” 

—Longman, Proverbs, 263

“The merciful man does himself good, 
but the cruel man does himself harm.” 

—Proverbs 11:17

24

“If you asked twenty good men today what they thought the 
highest of the virtues, nineteen of them would reply, 

Unselfishness. But if you had asked almost any of the great 
Christians of old, he would have replied, Love. You see what has 
happened? A negative term has been substituted for a positive, 
and this is of more than philological importance. The negative 

idea of Unselfishness carries with it the suggestion not primarily 
of securing good things for others, but of going without them 

ourselves, as if our abstinence and not their happiness was the 
important point. I do not think this is the Christian virtue of 

Love. The New Testament has lots to say about self-denial, but 
not about self-denial as an end in itself. . . .
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“We are told to deny ourselves and to take up our crosses in 
order that we may follow Christ; and nearly every description of 
what we shall ultimately find if we do so contains an appeal to 
desire. If there lurks in most modern minds the notion that to 

desire our own good and earnestly to hope for the enjoyment of 
it is a bad thing, I submit that this notion has crept in from Kant 
and the Stoics and is no part of the Christian faith. Indeed, if we 
consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering 
nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem 
that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak.” 

—C. S. Lewis, “The Weight of Glory”

4. Practicing charity is not the same thing as 
making loans or securing others’ debts.

26

• While Proverbs commands generosity towards others, it is 
careful to exclude from the definition of generosity the 
making or loans or co-signing for the debt of others. 

• Providing help to those in need “are not loans, but rather 
outright gifts. And that seems to be the point. If people have 
needs, then give them what they need. The problem with 
loans is that often they are given in contexts where the lender 
cannot afford to lose the money, and the risk is just too high” 
(Longman, Proverbs, 169).
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• 6:1-5 – “My son, if you have become surety for your 
neighbor, have given a pledge for a stranger, if you have been 
snared with the words of your mouth, have been caught with 
the words of your mouth, do this then, my son, and deliver 
yourself; since you have come into the hand of your neighbor, 
go, humble yourself, and importune your neighbor. Give no 
sleep to your eyes, nor slumber to your eyelids; deliver 
yourself like a gazelle from the hunter’s hand and like a bird 
from the hand of the fowler.”

• 17:18 – “A man lacking in sense pledges and becomes 
guarantor in the presence of his neighbor.”

28

• (1) A loan is not a gift. By serving as a lender to someone in 
need, you are only giving what you expect to receive back. By 
doing so, you create a new kind of relationship—one of a 
master and his slave. 

• (2) By serving as a guarantor, you are threating the stability 
of you and your family for the venture of another person. You 
may lose all you risked. Charity should not be exercised in a 
way as to produce the need for even greater charity. 
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5.  Practicing charity requires discernment.

29

• 14:20 – “The poor is hated even by his neighbor, but those 
who love the rich are many.” 

• 19:4 – “Wealth adds many friends, but a poor man is 
separated from his friend.”

• 19:6-7 – “Many will seek the favor of a generous man, and 
every man is a friend to him who gives gifts. All the brothers 
of a poor man hate him; how much more do his friends 
abandon him! He pursues them with words, but they are 
gone.”

6.  Practicing charity is no substitute for fearing God.

• Since generosity is so practical, it can easily be used as an 
external shell to conceal internal disobedience or disinterest. 

• Proverbs teaches that it must never be allowed to function as 
a substitute for whole-hearted obedience and the fear of 
God—things that are 
intensely personal and 
largely seen only by 
God Himself.
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• 21:3 – “To do righteousness and justice is desired by the LORD
more than sacrifice.”

• 21:27 – “The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination, how 
much more when he brings it with evil intent!”

• 1 Samuel 15:22 – “Samuel said, ‘Has the LORD as much 
delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the 
voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, 
and to heed than the fat of rams.’”

32

Art thou resting in the shell and surface, or art thou worshiping 
in the spirituality of service? Dost thou hear the voice calling 

thee from the dead forms, to seek the living power of godliness? 
Cain brought sacrifice, not the heart. . . . Remember those 

externals, that stand in the place of a consecrated heart, are the 
delusion of the great deceiver. Let thine heart be with God, 

walking with him in the sound exercise of Christian obligation; 
honoring the Divine stamp on every commandment; making 

conscience of every duty; and though we come short of every 
one, yet daring not to neglect any.”

—Charles Bridges, Proverbs, 367
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“For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that though He was rich, yet for your sake 

He became poor, so that you through His poverty 
might become rich.”

—2 Corinthians 8:9
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