
Proverbs 18:1: Isolation
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INTRODUCTION

Isolation in the medical world is a good thing, but isolation in the church is a bad thing.  God
lives in community and so should we.  Sin drives us into ourselves away from all others.  
The statement that individualism is sinful and community is holy is generally true, but there 
are some necessary qualifications that must be made.  We do not mean community at the 
cost of individuality but individualism which is a dominant humanistic influence in the 21st 
century.  And, we do not approve of all things done in the name of community because 
there are many abuses, extremes and ungodly ways of being a group.  The verse before us 
is Proverbs 18:1, ‘Whoever isolates himself seeks his own desire; he breaks out against all 
sound judgment.’  This is one of those emboldened verses that has always stood for me as it
has cut to the heart of the sinful condition as it highlights a typical and important pattern of 
behaviour.  In our sinfulness we tend to individualism, withdrawal, isolation, or as Luther put
it, because of sin we are bent in on ourselves.  The hand that is supposed to be extended 
out to God in worship, love and service, strokes and serves self.  That hand intended to be 
extended to our neighbours in love is self-serving.  Even doctors today are confirming the 
community oriented nature of our existence.  Chronically isolated people have a higher 
blood pressure and are more prone to developing Alzheimer’s and dementia.  John Donne 
was right when he wrote, ‘No man is an island entire of itself.’  So today I would like us to 
consider the general trend in all of our hearts towards isolation.

We are not going to address the involuntary isolation of loneliness, imprisonment, 
Alzheimer’s and other situations where isolation is forced upon us and not sinfully chosen.  
Much of what we have to say about healthy community will no doubt bear upon those 
conditions and guide us when we encounter those in them.  We also want to clarify that 
there are healthy forms of isolation that are legitimate like Matthew 6:9, ‘But when you pray,
go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret. And your 
Father who sees in secret will reward you.’  This has been called solitude as opposed to 
isolation by some and is a necessary form of separating oneself for private prayer and a 
nurturing of our relationship with God.  There is a necessity for married couples to get 
alone, for families to be apart alone, even churches to spend some time as a congregation.  
We want to focus on the ways our sin which bends in on itself, nurtured and nourished in 
the environment of 21st century humanistic individualism, finds pockets of isolation.  Since 
we are all sinful and bent in on ourselves we want to identify the various forms of isolation, 
eradicate them and nurture the healthy connectedness that was intended for our God-
imaging existence.
Intellectual isolation



The verse we are considering has two parts to it.  The first part tells us of the selfishness of 
isolation, ‘Whoever isolates himself seeks his own desire.’  The second part tells us of the 
insanity of isolation, ‘he breaks out against all sound judgement.’  As we work through the 
various categories of isolation we will consider the sinful selfishness of it, as well as the 
insane and self-afflicting nature of it.  The primary form of isolation that our text seems to 
be concerned with is intellectual isolation.  

Let’s talk about insulating ourselves from godly parental advice.  Have you ever spoken to a 
young person and when you inform them of something they say, ‘I know’?  Or when 
speaking to a child and trying to educate them to the sin in their behaviour, you see them 
agitating and squirming not listening but just trying to get out of there as soon as possible.  
Or when trying to teach someone something they clearly don’t understand as you are 
speaking you can see they are not listening but are only planning their next answer.  It 
seems that Solomon has someone like this in mind, look at the very next verse which is 
probably joined to this one, 18:2, ‘A fool takes no pleasure in understanding, but only in 
expressing his opinion.’ 
This behaviour is not restricted to children but is prevalent in adults as well when they are 
unteachable.  This trait is however undiluted in young people and the book of Proverbs 
which is in many ways a parenting manual is choosing to address this issue.  We manifest 
this intellectual isolation when we value the council of our teenage friends who share our 
ignorance and desires for the godly wisdom of parents.  When you have an attitude of scorn
and contempt and sneer at godly advice and instruction, 18:3 tells us it is because we have 
allowed wickedness to have us, ‘When wickedness comes, contempt comes also, and with 
dishonour comes disgrace.’  
There is another sequence worth paying attention to in v3 notice it begins with wickedness, 
let’s call this the selfish rejection of godly wisdom for one’s own notions, this evidences itself
in contempt and spurning the help, and this is followed by disgrace.  As you follow your own
ways you sin in such a way as to dishonour and disgrace yourself.  How many times have 
teenagers gone against godly advice and there have been photos on Facebook and or 
stories about night time exploits that have brought embarrassment and pain?  There are 
many twenty somethings that have opted to scrub their virtual history because their past 
lives on forever virtually otherwise.  Proverbs 18:1-3 stands as a warning to our natural 
insanity to cast off godly advice.

I guess the deeper reality behind this sort of behaviour is the fact that we just don’t like to 
learn from others.  We are proud and don’t want to be dependent, to allow anyone the 
power over us to have defined our thinking.  We feel diminished if we are not the architects 
of our own worldviews and opinions, to have it any other way would dash to the ground the 
illusion of our god-sized opinion of ourselves.  We are deluded with our own grandeur and 
think we are like God.  He is the only one who is untaught, who knows all things, and is 
purely independent, we as creatures are all dependent learners who have been made to be 
co-dependent, becoming ourselves through other people.  This self-directing captain-of-our-
own-ship mentality is compounded by further realities related to our sinfulness.  We are 
deluded into thinking that we are experts when we know very little.  We discover a new 



word or area of learning, we read one or two articles in the internet and all of a sudden we 
are gurus on the subject.  We are so assured of our own ability to think and analyse a 
situation we are like fool who answers before he has heard the case because he thinks he 
already knows it all, Proverbs 18:13, ‘If one gives an answer before he hears, it is his folly 
and shame.’  We must be humble, which is being honest with our limitations.  Otherwise we 
will feel the consequences, as 18:12 reminds us, ‘Before destruction a man's heart is 
haughty, but humility comes before honour.’  

Intellectual isolation takes many forms; a prevalent one in modern day evangelicalism is to 
disregard church history and theology.  The anti-intellectual climate of our day is the result 
of a dualism between faith and reason and a retreat to the subjective to try and defend 
Christianity; the added aggravation of the Charismatic movement with its emphasis on the 
Spirit apart from the word and its emphasis of every one hearing directly from God all the 
time has added to this.  Theology is now a swear word, creeds and confessions are useless 
relics, in fact even preaching and pastors are non-essentials these days.  Intuition now 
trumps exposition and subjective confirmation has replaced investigation.  

A teachable spirit must be maintained by remembering that left to ourselves we lose 
ourselves.  That God has provided the gift of teachers.  That God often works through other 
people, especially officers in the church and parents.  Although proverbs may be addressing 
children and teens first, this is not a sinful trait we outgrow but something that we have to 
watch out for all our lives.

Emotional isolation

Building walls around ourselves is not only something we do intellectually it is also 
something that we do emotionally.  One of the main reasons for emotional isolation is fear.  
There are those who are fearful of getting hurt or disappointed because of past pain and so 
they detach and remain aloof.  They can be present in body but unavailable for 
relationships.  
Another form of fear is the fear of man where we are scared that people will see us for who 
we are, or we are intimidated because everyone else seems to be beautiful where we are 
ugly and successful where we are failures.  This is of course the result of our pride.  Unable 
to come to terms with what we are as sinners we don’t want anyone else to see us that 
way.  Our vanity doesn’t want to reveal the weak, overwhelmed, needy and broken person 
we are.  This is where the gospel really helps.  When we are honest with our condition in sin
recognising that we are broken in sin and that we are guilty, and instead of trying to fix it or 
deny it, we own it and confess it.  It is only then that God can forgive and begin to heal us.  
He does not merely make provision to receive us the way that we are by providing Christ’s 
righteousness to cover us, but He also makes provision to change us and make truly 
beautiful people out of us.  God does not call our sin beautiful or deny its sinfulness.  He 
loves us in spite of it.  He does not ignore it, but faces it, judges it and pays for it in the 
cross.  We are seen as ugly and sinful by God and ourselves until we are provided for in 
Christ and are then accepted because of His beauty and perfection and have the hope of 



undergoing a transformation into His image, and having all the embarrassing parts finally 
erased.       
Another reason for emotional isolation is self-pity where we are so fixated on ourselves and 
so full of self-loathing we withdraw.  This thinking is of course sinful because it refuses to 
recognise God as the one who made us in our uniqueness and the value each one has, and 
it refuses to be content with God’s sovereignty in determining our looks, abilities or lot in 
life.
Anger builds the walls of isolation where you construct arguments, and fantasize copious 
amounts of pain and pay back, where you mutter words of criticism, always pushing that 
person away and never pulling them to you.  
This emotional paralysis is the result of not feasting on the gospel.  When we live under the 
fountain of God’s generous large hearted grace; when we feed from the bounty of His rich 
and free provision, we cannot help but give in the same generous and free fashion.  He has 
helped you to fathom the very depths of your own frailty and humanness, He has helped 
you to an honest knowledge of all of who you are; He has invited you into the most intimate
relationship where there are no secrets.  If you are living in this light it will inevitably shape 
and feed into all your other relationships.     
Our well-worn paths of isolation make us callous and distant.  We are unavailable to weep 
with those who weep but see them as inconveniences.  We are not available to rejoice with 
those who rejoice but grudge them their blessings.  Living selfishly is hard and we will feel 
overwhelmed if we try and add anything to our plate, but if we are feeding on the gospel 
and experience the overflowing cup of God’s grace there will be a joy and a perseverance in 
our self-giving.  

God calls us to deeply committed relationships and we need to stop stealing from yourself 
and others and let down the walls.  The Trinity is magnified in this surrender.  The most 
committed and honest relationship anywhere is in the Trinity where the Father, Son and 
Spirit are constantly given in all that they are to the others.  The human rights movement 
assumes individualism in defining our humanity but viewed from the perspective of the 
Trinity our full humanity is in relationship.  It is not my human right to take another’s life 
because it is growing in my belly living off of what I provide, my humanity reflects God’s 
glory when I happily give myself in service to the other.

Spiritual isolation

Finally let us look at spiritual isolation.  Every true Christian experience a gospel-openness in
their hearts.  They see themselves for all that they are and recognise that everyone is also 
an unworthy grace needy sinner.  Daily they face God in prayer and constantly do battle with
the sin that seeks out the dark places and take up residence in their hearts.  They have to 
confess their sins, allow the Spirit to take them through the various thoughts, actions and 
words of the day and expose the pride, the lust, the lack of self-control, the lovelessness, 
etc.  Through the gospel and prayer they are used to being naked before God in total 
honesty.  In fact they crave the nakedness of full disclosure and the cleanness of a freshly 
scrubbed and confessed conscience.  This openness in their dealings with God necessarily 
breeds an openness in their dealings with others.  It breeds an acceptance knowing that 



none are worthy, it breeds an honesty before man as before God.  This is the reason why 
Christians can pray with each other disclosing their inner selves.  There is nothing more 
liberating than coming into God’s presence with another sinner and enjoying the liberty of 
being a saved sinner with another before our gracious God.  James calls upon the Christians 
to confess their sins to one another and pray for one another, 5:16, ‘Therefore, confess your
sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a 
righteous person has great power as it is working.’  Compare this gospel and prayer 
openness with the entrance of sin and its alienating effects in the marriage of Adam and 
Eve.  Adam succumbs to satan’s temptation, he exposes his wife to sin seeing whether she 
will die or not; Eve disregards her husband’s authority and teaching and shoulders him out 
the way to take the lead.  When God comes to the garden they hide, they isolate 
themselves.  And when it comes to being confronted they do not own their sins but rather 
they blame each other, they cannot reveal their true guilty selves before the other because 
they have not yet been their guilty selves before God.  They gawk at the sin in the other not
themselves.  The Christian can be their true selves with their husbands and wives, with their
children and parents, and with each other.  The Lord’s Supper demands that we express the 
union that the loaf symbolises in our holy unity with one another.  The Lord’s Supper should 
be a reminder of the union that we have come to have not only with Christ but with each 
other.  Preparing yourself for the Lord’s Supper not only includes an openness to Christ and 
a heart that rejects sin and welcomes Him, but that welcomes the body of Christ as well.  

Accountability is a usual outworking of breaking down spiritual isolation.  The power of sin is
in its secrecy.  If you keep it in the dark away from the light it continues to have power over 
you.  But when you bring it to God and confess it, you call it what He calls it, then you can 
bring it to another to help you bear that burden especially if it is what the Puritans called an 
entangling/ensnaring sin, an addiction.  The gospel breaks the power of secret sin by 
bringing it out into the light before God and others.  This does not mean that you should 
share all your sins with everyone, but that there should be another, a mentor, a parent, a 
spouse, a best friend, a pastor, etc. who you confess and pray with.  This is not like the 
Roman Catholic confessional where the person you confess to has the power of forgiveness, 
no it is in receiving forgiveness from Christ and laying bare the sin that the power to 
overcome comes.  Bring it out into the light.  For some it is masturbation or pornography, for
others it is gluttony, for others it is fear of man, for others it is anger and unforgiveness.  
Bring it to God and if it is an ensnaring sin then you may need to bring it before a mature 
Christian as well.    

So think about your life then.  Are you characterised by vulnerability; availability; 
accessibility; accountability; generosity; friendship; sympathy?  If you are a believer and you
lack these things then you need to dig deeper into the gospel; get real in your relationship 
with God bringing your sins to Him and knowing His love and grace, for this is how we learn 
to be what we are before Him before others.  Have you seen the selfishness of isolation?  
Have you seen the insanity and destruction of isolation?  Reconnect with God, the gospel 
and each other.                               
     
  



  

    
  


