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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Respecting Authority
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“Americans have grown noticeably hostile 
toward authority figures in the last fifty 

years. Since the 1950s, when members of 
the so-called ‘greatest generation’ were 

running the country and raising their 
families, rejection of the establishment 

has taken on epic proportions. Presidents, 
parents, and pastors were once 

respected, even if disliked. No longer. 

“The rallying cry of the 1960s was ‘Question Authority.’ The self-
absorbed ‘Me’ generation of the ’70s led to the self-indulgent 

‘Material’ generation of the ’80s and ’90s. The weakening of our 
social institutions has been profound. In the common parlance, 

many young people today have serious ‘respect issues’ with 
parents, teachers, pastors, bosses and authority figures in general. 

How do we reverse the decline?”

—Kenneth Wingate, A Father’s Gift: 
Lessons from Proverbs, 131
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“Every sin is an act of cosmic treason, a futile attempt to 
dethrone God in His sovereign authority.” 

—R. C. Sproul

• The issue of authority is a significant 
theme in biblical wisdom and 
Proverbs in particular. 

• Proverbs repeatedly attributes its 
contents and compilation to kings 
(Solomon, “king of Israel” – 1:1; 
10:1; 25:1; Hezekiah, “king of Judah” 
– 25:1; and “King Lemuel” – 31:1). 

• The instruction is given by kings to 
their sons; Proverbs is in many ways 
is a curriculum for young monarchs.
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Four Lessons on 
Respecting Authority

from the Book of Proverbs

1. A proper attitude toward authority identifies 
God as the ultimate Sovereign.

8

• A proper understanding of authority must begin with the 
recognition that God alone is sovereign. 

• There is no basis to understand or accept the concept of 
human authority apart from this fundamental appreciation for 
God’s sovereignty. 

• The man who submits to this reality is the one who can 
navigate the path of life successfully. 
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“There is not a square inch in the whole domain of 
our human existence over which Christ, who is 

Sovereign over all, does not cry, ‘Mine!’” 

—Abraham Kuyper
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• 3:5-7 – “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. Do not be wise in 
your own eyes; fear the LORD and turn away from evil.”

• 19:21 – “Many plans are in a man’s heart, but the counsel of 
the LORD will stand.”

• 21:1-2, 30-31 – “The king’s heart is like channels of water in 
the hand of the LORD; He turns it wherever He wishes. Every 
man’s way is right in his own eyes, but the LORD weighs the 
hearts. . . . There is no wisdom and no understanding and no 
counsel against the LORD. The horse is prepared for the day of 
battle, but victory belongs to the LORD.”
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• God exercises this ultimate authority through two means:

a) through His written law (verbal revelation); and 

b) through the laws He instilled and sustains in creation 
(natural revelation).

GOD

Verbal Revelation Natural Revelation
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• God’s authority expressed through verbal revelation is 
evident particularly in Proverbs’ designation of this revelation 
as “the fear of the LORD.” 

 Psalm 19:7-9 – “Fear” is used as a synonym to such 
terms as God’s “law,” “testimony,” “precepts,” 
“commandment,” and “judgments.” 

 1:7 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.”

 9:10 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, 
and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”
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• God’s authority expressed through natural revelation is 
evident in the way Proverbs draws wisdom from nature. 

 Romans 1:20 – “Since the creation of the world His 
invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, 
have been clearly seen, being understood through what 
has been made . . .”

 Law of sowing and reaping; law of personal 
responsibility; law of assimilation; etc.

 6:6-11 – “Go to the ant, O sluggard . . .”

 To reject these laws is to reject the authority of God.
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“In the act of destroying the idea of Divine authority we have 
largely destroyed the idea of that human authority by which we do 

a long-division sum.” 

—G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 32
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2. A proper attitude toward authority 
acknowledges that God delegates authority to 
certain individuals.
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• God’s authority is ultimate, but He delegates the exercise of 
some of it to His image-bearers for the fulfillment of His 
purposes.

• This delegated authority is not spread equally among all, but 
selectively—according to God’s own prerogative and good 
pleasure.

16

a) Parents

• The book of Proverbs depicts parents—and the father in 
particular—as the most fundamental of human authorities. 

• Parents are charged with the responsibility and the right to 
instruct, admonish, and even exercise corporal punishment. 

• Children are called upon to respect their parents, obey their 
instruction, and appreciate their discipline. 

• A child’s submission to this most basic expression of 
authority is key to success in life.
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• 3:1-2 – “My son, do not forget my teaching, but let your 
heart keep my commandments; for length of days and 
years of life and peace they will add to you.”

• 19:18 – “Discipline your son while there is hope, and do 
not desire his death.”

• 20:20 – “He who curses his father or his mother, his lamp 
will go out in time of darkness.”

• 30:17 – “The eye that mocks a father and scorns a 
mother, the ravens of the valley will pick it out, and the 
young eagles will eat it.”
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b) Kings

• Proverbs portrays the rule of civil magistrates—specifically 
kings—as an extension of God’s own sovereignty. 

• The king—as the highest human authority in civic affairs—is 
to function as God’s vice-regent on earth to exercise justice, 
protect the innocent, reward the righteous, avenge the 
oppressed, and punish the evildoer. 

• Once again, crucial to successful living in the world is the 
willingly submission to those who possess such authority.
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• 24:21-22 – “My son, fear the LORD and the king; do not 
associate with those who are given to change, for their 
calamity will rise suddenly, and who knows the ruin that 
comes from both of them?”

• 14:35 – “The king’s favor is toward a servant who acts
wisely, but his anger is toward him who acts shamefully.”

• 19:12 – “The king’s wrath is like the roaring of a lion, but 
his favor is like dew on the grass.”
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c) Teachers

• Proverbs also recognizes that God has delegated authority 
to those who teach His laws and statutes. 

• Teachers, wise men, or “counselors” are those who have 
authority in the area of knowledge and wisdom—who 
shape and grow others by conveying and applying the 
revelation of God. 

• If a man is to have success in this world, he must also 
respect and follow these men and their teaching.
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• 22:17a – “Incline your ear and hear the words of the 
wise.”

• 11:14 – “Where there is no guidance the people fall, but 
in abundance of counselors there is victory.”

• 13:13 – “The one who despises the word will be in debt 
to it, but the one who fears the commandment will be 
rewarded.” 

• 13:14 – “The teaching of the wise is a fountain of life, to 
turn aside from the snares of death.”
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d) Masters

• The fourth sphere of delegated authority recognized in 
Proverbs pertains to labor. 

• If a man is to have success in this world, he must also 
respect and submit to the authority of those for whom he 
works.

• 25:13 – “Like the cold of snow in the time of harvest is a 
faithful messenger to those who send him, for he refreshes 
the soul of his masters.”

• 27:18 – “He who tends the fig tree will eat its fruit, and he 
who cares for his master will be honored.”
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3. A proper attitude toward authority affirms that 
those with authority must exercise it in a way 
consistent with God’s will.
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• Since all human authority is derived from God, every human 
authority is accountable to Him. 

• Such authority can function correctly only when it is exercised 
in the manner God intended. 

• Proverbs not only instructs those under authority to respect 
that authority, it also instructs those with authority to exercise 
it with righteousness and justice. 

24

Not

Rex Lex
but

Lex Rex
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• 8:15-16 – “By me [divine wisdom] kings reign, and rulers 
decree justice. By me princes rule, and nobles, all who judge 
rightly.”

• 16:10 – “A divine decision is in the lips of the king; his mouth 
should not err in judgment.”

• 16:12 – “It is an abomination for kings to commit wicked acts, 
for a throne is established on righteousness.”

• 17:15 – “He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns 
the righteous, both of them alike are an abomination to the 
LORD.”  

4. A proper attitude toward authority demands 
submission to those in positions of authority.
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• Proverbs emphasizes that those under authority have a duty 
to respect and submit to those in authority. 

• This is a fundamental key to successful living in a treacherous 
world; it distinguishes the wise from the foolish. 

• The God-fearing man will intentionally seek to live in good 
favor with those in authority over him and will acknowledge 
his own subordinate position through willful compliance.
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• Exodus 22:28 – “You shall not curse God, nor curse a ruler of 
your people” (see Acts 23:1-5).

• 24:21-22 – “My son, fear the LORD and the king; do not 
associate with those who are given to change [revolution], for 
their calamity will rise suddenly, and who knows the ruin that 
comes from both of them?”

 The close association of fearing “the LORD” and “the 
king” indicates that the king is the extension of the LORD.

 The different sides of the same coin: “fear” (positive 
command) and “do not associate” (negative command).
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“Sages knew that successful living came from knowing one’s 
right place in the power structure of the universe and their 

culture. They understood that it was important to respect the 
powers above them, both divine and human. This is particularly 
the case when those powers have the ability to destroy them. 

The latter is certainly the case with both God and king.” 

—Longman, Proverbs, 441
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A Final Qualification

• What happens with the authority of one sphere collides with 
the authority of another?

• Matthew 22:21 – “Render to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s; and to God the things that are God’s.” 

• Daniel 6:10; Acts 5:29

“The sphere of the church is distinct from that of the civil 
magistrate. . . . What needs to be appreciated now is that its 
sphere is co-ordinate with that of the state. The church is not 
subordinate to the state, nor is the state subordinate to the 

church. They are both subordinate to God, and to Christ in his 
mediatorial dominion as head over all things to his body the 

church. Both church and state are under obligation to recognize 
this subordination, and the corresponding co-ordination of their 

respective spheres of operation in the divine institution. . . . 
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“Each must maintain and assert its autonomy in reference to 
the other and preserve its freedom from intrusion on the part 

of the other. . . . When the civil magistrate trespasses the 
limits of his authority, it is incumbent upon the church to 
expose and condemn such a violation of his authority.” 

—John Murray, Collected Writings, 1:253-254
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