The Wisdom of the Ages: A Study in Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes

Wise Self-Control – November 20, 2008
Dr. Brent Stenberg
“Like a city whose walls are broken down is a man who lacks self-control.”  Proverbs 25:28

In this lesson we will focus on the paradoxical nature of self-control. First, we will look at the __________________ of self-control and then at the ___________________ of self-control.

I.  The Illusion of Self-Control

When you think about various aspects of life that are important to you, how much control do you actually have over the following? (Place your estimated percentage by each item)

_________% - that you will arrive safely at your destination this morning after leaving AMEN
_________% - your health

_________% - your wealth

_________% - career advancement

_________% - that you will have a deeply satisfying marriage

________ % - that your kids will turn out alright

_________% - that you will have a good reputation

_________% - that your future will turn out just as you hope it will

_________% - other areas of importance to you

Do you have 100% control over any of these areas of your life?

The reality: In all areas of our lives, there is a gap between our ____________________ and the ____________________; between what we hope for and how things actually turn out. It is in this gap that _______________________________, _______________________________ and _______________________________ reside.

How does “the world” deal (or not deal) with this reality? 

Through the illusion that we are the ____________________ of our own destiny and that by our own efforts we can create a ____________________ present and a ____________________ future. 

What do we know from God’s point of view?

· “In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps.” (16:9)
· “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.” (14:12)

· That in the end, our ____________________ is in vain. (Ecclesiastes)
But is it hard for us to let go of the belief that we can close the gap between our effort and the outcome. 2PC staff response to the question, “What are some underlying things you might wrestle with that make it difficult to fully experience joy in your life?” The three top answers:

· Difficulty in ____________________ control

· Concern with  ____________________

· Wondering if who I am ____________________

We live with so much ____________________ in our lives – the source of which is both around us and inside us. It is estimated that we are exposed to as many as 3000 messages every day that tell us what is important, what we should be like, what will supposedly make us happy, how we should live our lives. On the inside we worry about our success, about our relationships, about our reputations, about our future. Sometimes in the midst of all of this we lose our way in our ____________________ with God.

Sometimes, we just want the noise to ____________________!!!!!
II.  The Importance of Self-Control
The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel

for attaining wisdom and discipline;

for understanding words of insight;

for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life,

doing what is right and just and fair;

for giving prudence to the simple,

knowledge and discretion to the young-

let the wise listen and add to their learning,

and let the discerning get guidance-

for understanding proverbs and parables,

the sayings and riddles of the wise.

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge,

but fools despise wisdom and discipline.

Proverbs 1:1-7

Wisdom cries aloud in the street,

she raises her voice in the public squares;

at the head of the noisy streets she cries out,

in the gateways of the city she makes her speech.

Proverbs 1:20-21

For the waywardness of the simple will kill them,

and the complacency of fools will destroy them;

but whoever listens to me will live in safety 

and be at ease, without fear of harm.

Proverbs 1:32-33
The focus this fall in AMEN has been on the various ways in which the wisdom found in Proverbs addresses various important areas in our lives including sex, work, our families, our speech and our finances. The emphasis has been on Wisdom’s invitation to live our lives in meaningful ways as wise men as opposed to fools.

In looking at the ____________________ of self-control, we are really looking at the issue of how to ____________________ Wisdom’s invitation to our lives.

What do we mean by “healthy” self-control?

· A willingness to ____________________ our behavior
· According to clear-cut ____________________ 
· In order to effectively live out God’s ____________________ for our lives.
One of the qualities that distinguishes us as human beings from the rest of creation is our fundamental desire to seek meaning and purpose in our lives. Our “lifestyle” – how we choose to live- in the midst of life’s many joys and sorrows reveals what we personally consider to be important for living a meaningful life.

With this in mind, we can view self-control as the process by which we decide:

· what we will say __________ to (what will we pursue) and

· what we will say __________ to (what we will not pursue) with our time, energy, resources and focus.

Key Consideration: These choices are ____________________ only to the extent that they are made in light of a particular hoped for outcome. Without a sense of where we are headed, it is difficult to experience meaning and purpose in our lives.

Questions for Refection:

· What do I see as my calling at this point in my life?
· What are my “core values”? What is important to me? How do I seek God’s guidance as I live this life He has given me? 
· What gets in the way of my being the person I believe I am called to be? What am I willing to do about it?
· What value do I place on my current life trajectory? What is “solid” and what is “fluff”?
· Who are the people that are important in my life? What is my relationship like with each of them?
· Are there any blocks that keep me from connecting more deeply with others I know are there for me?
· Who are the people that know that I am there for them?
· What are my future hopes and dreams?
NOISE: by Rob Bell

· Why is silence so hard to deal with?

· 183 million people are regularly exposed to noise levels labeled as excessive by the EPA.

· Do you have a cell phone?

· A pager?

· Voice-mail?

· Do you have a cell phone with voice-mail and e-mail?

· Do you have a TV?

· More than one TV?

· Do you have a radio on all day?

· On at work, in the car, at home?
· Is there such a thing as visual noise?
· Do you wish there were more billboards along the roads you drive?

· Do we have enough strip malls yet?

· Do you feel like God is distant?

· Do you wish God’s voice would be louder in your life?

· Is there a connection between the amount of noise in our lives and our inability to hear God?

· SUV’s and minivans now come with separate CD and DVD systems for the back seats.

· You can buy wired clothing now. Coats and jackets equipped with cell phones and MP3 players.

· Try this… Make yourself comfortable in your chair and begin breathing slowly as you read.

· Then Moses and the priests, who were Levites, said to all Israel, “Be silent, O Israel, and listen!”  Deuteronomy 27:9

· “Search your hearts and be silent.”  Psalms 4:4

· “But the Lord is in His holy temple: Let all the earth be silent before him.” Hab 2:20

· “Come to me, all who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.”  Jesus - Mt 11

· If I am not still, and if I don’t listen, how is Jesus going to give me rest?

· Have you spend the same amount of time worrying and talking about your difficult, confusing situations as you have spent in silence listening to what God might have to say?

· Why is talking so much easier than listening?

· But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.  Luke 5:16

· These were regular disciplines Jesus had. Silence. Solitude.

· When was the last time you were in a solitary place?

· What is it about silence that is so difficult?

· Why is it easier to surround myself with noise and keep moving rather than to stop, be silent and listen?

· How much noise do I voluntarily subject myself to?

· Does my schedule, my time, my life look like that of a person who wants to hear God’s voice?

· Maybe the healing and guidance we desperately need is not going to come from one more meeting or therapy session

· or sermon or self-help book.

· But from simply listening for the voice of God.

· Do you really believe that God’s voice is more interesting than the voices around you?

· Is it possible that you have been searching for God in the winds, the earthquakes and fires,

· and He is waiting to speak to you in silence?

· Silence

Invitation: Why not consider making time to spend quiet time with God. There is no “right way” to do this; it’s just a matter of being willing to do so, and then seeing what happens in your relationship with Him. Some ideas:

· Sit quietly. Focus on your breathing and on releasing whatever tensions or concerns you might be carrying. Be aware that God is there with you and ask Him to show you what He wants you to see. When your mind goes in a million directions, refocus on being there with Him and on seeking to hear His voice in the silence.

· Go for a walk. Not for exercise. Not with your I-Pod. Move at a comfortable pace and notice the beauty of the season around you. Sometimes movement helps to quiet our minds. Be aware that God is walking with you. Tell Him you are open to hearing His voice, and listen.

· Meditate over and over again on a particular passage of Scripture that is meaningful to you in connecting with God. One passage you might find helpful is the 23rd psalm. This psalm reminds us that God leads us, God walks with us, and that He has made provision so that our future is secure. Early in this psalm is a promise: “He restores my soul.” This is a great point for reflection. Where does your soul need restoration? When have you experienced God’s presence and guidance in difficult times? Gratefully reflecting on where you have experienced His faithfulness in your life or quietly focusing on where you know you need His healing touch - and then listening for His voice - can be a meaningful way to deepen your relationship with Him. 
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