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Study 
SERIES 
Week Six - AM: Marc Rader 

Life HACKS: Pocket tips from Proverbs for better living 

Proverbs are among the most intensely practical of all the biblical 
literature; they are designed to be used in our day-to-day life. They 
are, as the title of this series suggests, “pocket tips”; short 
statements of generalised truth to lead us toward better living. 

Bible 
Proverbs 12:9 

Better to be a nobody and yet have a servant 

than pretend to be somebody and have no food.  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Sermon Outline 
Today’s proverb is a “better than” proverb in which two situations are contrasted, with 
one being described as “better than” the other. Often the situations they contrast are 
doublets themselves. For example, Proverbs 17:1 says, “Better a dry crust with peace and 
quiet than a house full of feasting, with strife.” A dry crust is not better than feasting unless 
you consider the context. In this case, a peaceful domestic situation makes dry crusts for 
dinner more bearable than a feast where there is constant friction. The thing about “better 
than” proverbs is that they are designed to help make choices. Given the choice between 
two circumstances in which you have to give something up (in the case of 17:1) choose 
wisely.  

Our proverb then is encouraging a wise choice too. The question to ask is what is the 
choice being advocated? The proverb reads, “Better to be a nobody and yet have a 
servant than pretend to be somebody and have no food.” At first glance this appears to be 
a choice of authenticity; given the choice between being honest and genuine, and faking it, 
choose the former. Now, this is good advice, but this proverb seems to be getting at 
something a bit more foundational.  

Consider the two characters presented in this proverb. On the one hand, there is a person 
who is considered a nobody but who has a servant – suggesting they are not a nobody, 
only that they are not recognised for being a somebody. In the ancient world, having a 
servant didn’t mean you were fabulously wealthy, but did indicate that you had some 
financial means. Servanthood also functioned as a bit of a social security net where those 
who had become impoverished could sell themselves into slavery/servanthood and 
gradually, if the law was followed, regain their independence. To have a servant may also 
have demonstrated the capacity to be socially responsible and help those in need. On the 
other hand, there is a person who is considered a somebody but who has no food – 
suggesting that they are not a somebody, but a fool. 

The nature of their folly is revealed by their lack of food. In Proverbs, following the way of 
wisdom leads to success and following the way of folly leads to disaster. Now, we know 
that this is not always the case, but more often than not it proves true. The person who has 
no food in this proverb is a fool, as surely as the person who has a servant in this proverb is 
wise. And when you think about it, having a servant or having no food is pretty obvious. 
You can’t hide either of them for very long. Their wisdom and folly  is readily seen but has 
not been recognised. And this, it seems, is the choice that is being presented. 

We all want to be recognised and acknowledged and sometimes this desire can lead us 
to make decisions for the sake of being recognised rather than making a wise decision. 
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Wisdom will out, but sometimes it takes time to be seen. However, it is always, always, 
always better to choose the way of wisdom even if our wisdom is not recognised.  

In Proverbs 4:7 it says, “The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom. Though it cost all 
you have, get understanding.” Even if you have nothing else in your life, choose wisdom. 
This sounds similar to Jesus’ words, in Matthew 16:26, What good will it be for someone to 
gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?” In every situation we face, given the choice 
between recognition and wisdom; choose wisdom. 

Questions 
These questions are a guide for conversation. Please take your time over them, and don’t 
feel in a rush to finish them. The objective here is to engage in a conversation around a 
Biblical idea, and begin to consider its implications for our everyday lives. Take some time 
to pray and invite the Holy Spirit to lead your time of reflection. 

1. Opening Discussion: What motivates people to seek status or recognition? Share your 
reflections with the group. 

2. For a couple of minutes in silence, reflect on Proverbs 12:9. Invite the Holy Spirit to lead 
your thinking. What does this Proverb say to you, and what are you challenged by?
Discuss your thoughts with the group.  

3. Consider a time when you have made a decision, largely because you wanted to be 
recognised for making it. Try to be honest. Share that with the group. 

4. Authenticity may not be the main point of this proverb but it is certainly part of it. How 
important is authenticity to you? How can you tell if someone is authentic? How do you 
practice authenticity? 

5. Can you think of a time when you chose the way of wisdom, making a good decision, 
but you received no recognition? 

6. Reflecting on your answers to question 5, what did you feel when you received no 
recognition? Understanding what we feel in these situations, gives us greater insight 
into our motives, and then helps us to to pray more specifically for the Holy Spirit to be 
at work, leading us into God’s way for us to live.  
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Prayer 
Take some time to consider each other’s answers to question 6. Invite the Holy Spirit to 
lead you towards making wise decisions that serve God for His glory, more than our 
recognition. (Remember, this is not about punishing ourselves, but taking steps along this 
journey of being changed by Jesus.)

Copyright: Gymea Baptist Church - 2018  4


