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Getting Along with Others

Purpose: To win friends and influence people through wise management of our interpersonal relationships.

A gentle answer turns away wrath,
but a harsh word stirs up anger. Prov 15:1
Starting a quarrel is like breaching a dam;
so drop the matter before a dispute breaks out. Prov 17:14
It is to a man's honor to avoid strife,
but every fool is quick to quarrel. Prov 20:3
Through patience a ruler can be persuaded,
and a gentle tongue can break a bone. Prov 25:15
Like a city whose walls are broken down
is a man who lacks self-control. Prov 25:28
The book of Proverbs is something like “How To Win Friends and Influence People” written for monarchs (see Introducing Proverbs for more information). But it is also helpful for people like you and me, living our lives in daily relationships with family members, fellow workers and anyone else with whom good relations mean personal profit.

Getting along with others is a key skill which is necessary if we're to live productive, happy lives. The proverbs in this study are a sample of those which teach us how to achieve harmonious and successful relationships with others.

1.  How would a person normally react if someone began furiously scolding him or her? (Focus on the reaction, not the rightness or wrongness of the people involved.)

Question 1. Invariably, the ordinary reaction is self-defense, expressed in many emotion-laden ways, all designed to question the rightness of the wrathful party's anger. A quarrel then ensues with both parties liable to escalating anger and conflict.

2.  Read the proverbs on the facing page. How does your answer to the previous question explain why “a harsh word stirs up anger” (Prov 15:1)?

Question 2. All a “hard” answer does is confirm the complainer's case. The “soft” answer has amazing power to defuse another's hostility, to highlight the complainer's agitation against the quietude of the one charged.

3.  Why, then, does “a gentle answer” turn away wrath?

Question 3. The “gentle answer” requires a lack of overt self-defensiveness, though not necessarily a capitulation to the angered party's charges. Furthermore, the “gentle answer” can never partake of anger itself, without becoming “hard.”

4.  Proverbs 17:14 refers to temporary earth dams used to direct water through a system of irrigation canals. With this information and the memories of small dams you may have built (and destroyed) as a child, what similarities might there be between the beginning of strife and a leak in a dam?

Question 4. In Proverbs 17:14, the phrase starting a quarrel is better translated as “the beginning of a quarrel.”

If possible, it will help to record the group's observations for all to see—on a blackboard, large paper tablet or overhead projector. Among commonly suggested similarities are:

a. Both start small.

b. Both grow larger by themselves with no encouragement.

c. Both grow more and more difficult to repair with the passing of time.

d. Both can produce additional leaks as a result of the damage of the original leak.

e. Both can reach a point where it is no longer possible to repair the leak.

5.  How have you or someone you know avoided an interpersonal calamity by “dropping the matter” before a dispute broke out?

Question 5. “Dropping a matter” is analogous to stopping the flow of water. Some people may describe situations where they abandoned a quarrel already in progress. This is laudable, of course, if they are capable of doing so. Much better—and easier—is to drop a matter before the quarrel begins. Essentially, this means choosing not to be upset with another person's provocations, particularly the small ones.

6.  Read Judges 8:1–3 and 12:1–6. These passages show how two different judges responded to the hotheadedness of the Ephraimites. Using Proverbs 15:1 and 17:14, explain what happened in each case.

Question 6. Gideon and Jephthah faced similar provocations from the tribe of Ephraim. The Ephraimites took offense when called belatedly to assist Gideon when he went to war to defeat Israel's oppressors, the Midianites. The same thing happened when they had no part in Jephthah's defeat of the Ammonites. Evidently, their pride was injured.

Gideon's answer is gentle. He belittles his own accomplishments. “The full grape-harvest of Abiezer” is Gideon's expression for his first attack against the Midianites at Abiezer (Judg 6–7). Though acknowledging the Ephraimites entered late (the grape-gleanings of Ephraim), Gideon says they are better than anything he did. After all, Gideon says, “God gave Oreb and Zeeb, the Midianite leaders, into your hands. What was I able to do compared to you?” (Judg 8:3). Thus Gideon turned away wrath (Prov 15:1), dropped a matter before a quarrel broke out (Prov 17:14), and took the honorable course of avoiding strife (Prov 20:3).

Jephthah's answer is not soft. He defends himself and counter charges the Ephraimites with refusing to heed a call to arms. This further provokes the Ephraimites (not the calmest of people anyway) to disparage the Gileadites as renegades. In the ensuing warfare between the Gileadites and Ephraimites, forty-two thousand Ephraimites die. Thus, Jephthah's answer and its results are good examples of Proverbs 15:1 and 17:14, and he is shown to be as much a fool as the Ephraimites (Prov 20:3).

7.  Some might say that avoiding strife shows weak character, a timidity in resisting evil. And certainly, there are weak-willed people who fit this description. How, then, can we explain Proverbs 20:3—that it's a honor to avoid strife?

Question 7. It's not difficult to tell the difference between spineless timidity and confident self-possession. Nor is it difficult to distinguish between a properly made protest and the fool's objections which he makes merely to hear himself speak.

8.  In the ancient world, a city's walls were its basic defense from attack. Villages without walls were poor places; only in protected cities did civic, economic and cultural institutions thrive, bringing the city a higher standard of living and power over its surrounding territories. With this background, explain how a person with no self-control is like a city without walls.

Question 8. A city without walls is continually subject to the will of others, even as a person with no self-control can be influenced, controlled or otherwise manipulated by others. We're always controlled by someone—either by ourself or someone else. Self-control protects us from intimidation, from being aroused, provoked or cajoled by the words and deeds of others, even as a wall in Solomon's day protected a city from invasion.

9.  Can you think of an area in your life where your “city walls” need repair? Explain.

10.  Looking back on these proverbs, which is more important in living happily with those around you—the words and deeds of those you relate to, or your own words and deeds? Why?

Question 10. Of course, both are important. Getting along with others may be easy or difficult, depending on those with whom we deal. So long as our own words and deeds are guided by wisdom, we can get along with almost anyone. Without an application of wisdom to ourselves, however, we can get along with no one.
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