
The Path of Patience



Patience. Is there a single word that is 
more out of step with our cultural 

moment than this one?

Think of the priorities of our age. Is there 
any one of them where patience is seen as a 
cardinal virtue? We are an age that lives for 
“the now.” As Sean McDowell has noted, 
we want our Amazon packages, our food 
delivered, and our loneliness banished, all 
instantly. With some of these things we 
can be rightly grateful at the advance of 
technology that has enabled us to access 
so many things so much faster that even 
we could have dreamed just a few short 
years ago. Yet, with this advance has come a 
decline in our ability simply to wait.

We can talk about the dire effects of 
social media and make jokes about the 
diminishing attention spans of those 
conveniently younger than ourselves, but 
it goes deeper than this, doesn’t it? In 
nearly all areas of our lives, we increasingly 
demand satisfaction in every way at every 

moment. In the face of a global pandemic, 
we expect its elimination at once and with 
only a modicum of disruption to our lives. 
The political rhetoric of all parties demands 
that we vote in a certain way now or the 
world will come to an end. We insist - in our 
families, in our careers, and in our personal 
relationships - that our every felt need be 
met immediately, or we hit the road or give 
up in despair.

In the Book of Proverbs, we see another 
way forward, a way that is all the better for 
the difference between it and our culture’s 
frenetic priorities. Patience is a path that we 
see practiced again and again throughout 
the pages of Scripture. We see it also in the 
perseverance and growth of the Church 
down through the ages. We see it, too, in 
the patient work of God in our lives.

Ponder for a moment how very many 
times the concept of patience shows up in 
the Proverbs. It might not use that exact 
word, but throughout its 31 chapters we 

see time and again the emphasis on looking 
up from our present moment, glancing at 
the big picture, and denying ourselves the 
immediate gratification our hearts and our 
culture demands.

Consider Proverbs 25:15, “With patience 
a ruler may be persuaded, and a soft tongue 
will break a bone.” Or, 16:32, “Whoever is 
slow to anger is better than the mighty, and 
he who rules his spirit than he who takes 
a city.” Or, 19:11, “Good sense makes one 
slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook 
an offense.” In each of these is the common 
refrain to resist the demands of “the now” 
in our lives for the sake of a greater good to 
be gained.



Look beyond this one book to the wider testimony of Scripture. 
There is Psalm 27:14 “Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your 
heart take courage; wait for the Lord!” Then, II Timothy 4:2, “[P]
reach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, 
rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.” Perhaps 
most famous of all, Galatians 5:22-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit 
is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.” 
Waiting on the Lord, enduring suffering, putting off the pressure 
of the moment – it is in these acts of patience that we live out our 
Christian lives.

What is perhaps most interesting in all this is that only rarely is 
the call to patience presented in the Bible purely as a matter of 
ethics. We all know that “patience is a virtue,” but how often do 

we feel that it is little more than good manners? Waiting your turn 
or letting others cut in? In the Bible, however, this is not the case. 
What we see there is the appeal to patience as a matter of blessing, 
both for ourselves and others. This is why the ideas surrounding 
patience feature so prominently in Proverbs, the book of wisdom 
for life.

Why are we to flee from sexual immorality? Because the passions 
of our flesh will draw us along a path that leads to destruction 
and debasement. Why should we shun greed and theft? Because 
cheating for the sake of financial gain trends towards poverty and 
ruin. Why should we keep our eyes on God in the face of so many 
pressing temptations? Because the joys to be had in this world are 
nothing but fleeting reflections of the goodness He offers in His 
time. 

The world will tell us that patience is a vice when it comes to 
mending the flaws of our social order, but that only shows how 
little the world knows and how much it is in need of this very 
patience they despise. It was with patient persistence that the Early 
Church worked and loved and died, all in the face of seemingly 
unending cultural and political hostility. It was with an abiding 
endurance that later Christians faced the upheavals of civilizational 
collapse and barbarian invasions, all in the hope that the works 
which they began would yield their fruit in season. It was with 
a longsuffering insistence that the moral reformers like William 
Wilberforce called on the reigning powers of the day to upend the 
desecration of human dignity of slavery. 

Our social moment cries out that there is nothing good worth 
waiting for. The Scriptures reply that it is only through patience 
that good can be secured. As Andy Crouch has emphasized, the 
great works of God in this world have not been characterized 
so much by sudden revolutionary acts but through works of 
fermentation, cultivation, and patience. When speaking of our 
personal lives or our ongoing quest to renew all things, the call of 
God in our day draws us along the road paved with patience.


