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Introduction (1:1-7)

Name

The English name of the book is Proverbs, as the book is dominated by the short, pithy sayings of
common truths that we call a proverb. In Hebrew, the name is mashal, which means parallel or
similar. This highlights the style of parallelism found in most of the proverbs.

Author(s) (1:1)

Most of the book is attributed to King Solomon (1:1, 10:1, 25:1). Solomon was king of Israel
around 1000 BC. According to 1 Kings 4:29-34, Solomon was more wise than all the wise men of the
east and Egypt, and he becomes famous for his wisdom. He spoke more than 3,000 proverbs (375 of
which are recorded for us in the book of Proverbs), and he wrote more than a thousand songs. He
also was a great biologist, understanding things regarding trees and animals. Solomon’s wisdom is so
great that people from all over the world would hear and come visit Solomon to hear of his wisdom.

There are at least two other authors who contribute to proverbs: Agur, son of Jakeh (30:1) and
King Lemuel (31:1). Chapters 22:27-24:34 are titled as “sayings of the wise,” and therefore are
probably not proverbs of Solomon. We know nothing of Agur, Lemuel or the “wise,” and we do not
know when these sections of the book were written.

The book in its current form was compiled no earlier than the time of Hezekiah (722 BC), as
evident by Proverbs 25:1. Whether or not the scholars in Hezekiah’s day compiled the entire book,
however, is a subject of much debate. It is most likely that Proverbs 25-29 were compiled at the time
of Hezekiah, and the rest of the Proverbs were most likely compiled during the post-exilic period.

Purpose (1:2-6)
The Proverbs are written as instructions from a father to a son. This does not mean the author

meant for the book to be exclusively for his own son as a wider audience would have surely been in
mind. Proverbs 1:2-6 explains the purpose behind the instructions:

To know wisdom and instruction,
To discern the sayings of understanding,
To receive instruction in wise behavior,
Righteousness, justice and equity;
To give prudence to the naive,
To the youth knowledge and discretion,
A wise man will hear and increase in learning,
And a man of understanding will acquire wise counsel,
To understand a proverb and a figure,
The words of the wise and their riddles.

Literary Style (1:6)

The author tells us in verse 6 the literary style he will use in his fatherly instruction. The lessons
will come through “proverbs,” “figures” and through “the words of the wise and their riddles.” The
most dominant of these lessons is in the proverb. Like the Psalms, these proverbs use parallelism. A
proverb is most typically a two-line sentence that makes comparisons between two items.
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Nature of the Proverb

Proverbs are unique within scripture. They do not deal with theological abstracts, but are very
practical. They apply not to the nation of Israel or a faith community, but apply to the individual.
They are not well-developed sermons, but short sayings made in a matter of fact way. Proverbs are
extremely practical and are applicable to any culture or time.

A proverb is a generalized statement. This makes them neat and tidy. However, only when
looked at in isolation are the proverbs neat and tidy, for Solomon is a realist who recognizes both
sides of life.

Better is a poor man who walks in his integrity
Than he who is perverse in speech and is a fool
(Proverbs 19:1)

All the brothers of a poor man hate him;
How much more do his friends abandon him!
He pursues them with words but they are gone
(Proverbs 19:8)

Proverbs are not promises, but general sayings about life as it ought to be. Sometimes, however,
life does not live up to the proverb. We train up a child in the way they should go, and they refuse to
have anything to do with God. We work hard and with integrity, but struggle to makes ends meet.
Meanwhile, sluggards and cheats prosper. This does not make the proverb untrue, for it is generally
true for most people most of the time. And for those times when life isn’t as it should be, the bible
provides the books of Ecclesiastes and Job'.

Comparison to other Wisdom Literature

The proverbs are a unique form of literature called wisdom literature. Wisdom literature is very
common in the Middle Eastern world, reaching its height during the time of Solomon (~1000 BC).
We have books of wisdom literature from Egypt, much of which is very similar to the style and
content of the book of Proverbs. Chapter 22 has very close parallels to an Egyptian wisdom book
called The Wisdom of Amenemope. The bible itself mentions the wise men of Egypt and Babylon (2
Kings 4:29), although stating that Solomon was wiser than any of the Egyptian or eastern wise men.

While there is great similarity in the style and even some of the content of the biblical and non-
biblical wisdom literature, Proverbs is unique amongst the wisdom books in its emphasis that the fear
of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom.

Theme (1:7)

While Proverbs contains much instruction, it never leaves behind the primary theme that is
repeated continually throughout:

The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge (Proverbs 1:7a)

! Derek Kidner. The Wisdom of Proverbs, Job & Ecclesiastes: An Introduction to Wisdom Literature. (Downers
Grove IL: Intervarsity Press, 1985), 27.
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Structure of Proverbs

The structure of Proverbs is indicated by titles telling us who wrote each section.
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Introduction to Wisdom (1:8-9:18)

After a brief introduction to the author, purpose, style and theme, chapters 1 through 9 serve as
an introduction to the abstract idea of wisdom. Many scholars believe this section was added at a
later time to serve as the introductory passage to the collection of proverbs. This section is more
consistent in its themes and sets the tone and philosophical framework that helps us to understand the
random proverbs to follow. This section fits the style of a “teaching manual” rather than the folk

wisdom found in the latter sections.

This section outlines the value and benefits of wisdom (chapters 2-3) and calls on the reader to
seek out wisdom (chapter 4). The writer than makes a comparison between two women who are
seeking out a young man: 1) the seductive adulteress (chapters 5-7) and 2) the woman of wisdom

(chapters 8-9).
The Proverbs of Solomon (10:1-22:16)

Chapters 10-22 are the heart and soul of the book of Proverbs. This seemingly random list of 375
pithy sayings (or proverbs) of Solomon deal with all matter of topics, but not in any organized
fashion. However, there does appear to be two sections to these proverbs. From chapters 10-15, there
are 184 proverbs, of which only 19 do not entail some form of contrast. From chapters 16-22 there
are 191 proverbs, of which only 18 are antithetical. Instead, these proverbs are more synonymous”.

Forms of the Proverb

There are at least seven forms of comparison in the book of Proverbs™:

1. Things that are the same.
Like a bad tooth and an unsteady foot

Is confidence in a faithless man in time of trouble (25:19)

2. Things that seem the same but are different.
A sated man loathes honey

But to a famished man any bitter thing is sweet (27:7)

3. Things that seem different but are the same.
A ring of gold in a swine’s snout

So is a beautiful woman who lacks discretion (11:22)

4. Things that are futile.
He who sows iniquity will reap vanity
And the rod of his fury will perish (22:8)

* “Proverbs.” International Standard Bible Encyclopedia.

? Robert Scott. The Way of Wisdom. As quoted in Allen P. Ross, “Proverbs.” Expositor’s Bible Commentary.
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5. Sayings that classify things.
Four things are small on the earth,
But they are exceedingly wise.... (30:24ff)

6. Sayings that indicate relative value.
Better is a little with righteousness
Than great income with injustice (16:8)

7. Sayings that set forth consequences.
An evil man is ensnared by the transgression of his lips
But the righteous will escape from trouble (12:13)

The Sayings of the Wise (22:17-24:34)

The proverbs of Solomon are interrupted in chapter 22 by what are titled “the sayings of the
wise” (22:17, 24:23).

The Thirty Sayings of the Wise (22:17-24:22)

As the sayings of the wise begin, the writer states:

Have 1 not written for you thirty sayings of counsel and
knowledge? (Proverbs 22:20 ESV)

The New American Standard Version translates “thirty sayings” as “excellent things,” revealing
to us that there is some controversy as to the proper translation of this term. The number thirty is
probably a better translation for two reasons:

1. The sayings of the following verses are similar to the Wisdom of Amenemope, which is
contained in thirty chapters.
2. The following verses contain thirty different topics.

These sayings are not collected in couplets like the sayings of Solomon, but continue on a single
subject for several lines. These sayings are closely related to an Egyptian wisdom piece known as the
Wisdom of Amenemope, which was written around the reign of King Solomon.

Other Sayings of the Wise (24:23-24:34)

After the thirty sayings, there is a small collection of additional “sayings of the wise.” These
proverbs address the topics of justice followed by a short poem rebuking the sluggard.

The Proverbs of Solomon (collected by Hezekiah) (25:1-29:27)

This section returns to the proverbs of Solomon, and returns to the couplet style of proverb.
These couplets, however, seem to contain more analogies than any other style of couplet.

Like snow in summer and like rain in harvest
So honor is not fitting for a fool. (Proverbs 26:1)

Words of Others (30:1-31:31)

The last two chapters contain proverbs from two unknown persons, Agur son of Jakeh and King
Lemuel. Both these sections are declared to be “oracles.” However, The words of Agur and Lemuel
do not sound like the prophetic oracles in the other parts of the bible. The Hebrew term translated
oracle in NASB and NIV is massa. Therefore, some believe that the word is more properly translated
as a proper noun, indicating that Agur and Lemuel were from the tribe of Massa, located in northern
Arabia (Genesis 25:14, 1 Chronicles 1:30)4.

* David Malick. An Introduction to the Book of Proverbs. (Available on-line at http://www.bible.org.)

© 2006 Ken Carson



Proverbs Fall 2006 Page 5

Words of Agur (30:1-33)

If the translation of massa is indeed a tribe, then Agur was not an Israelite. This explains why the
author acknowledges his lack of knowledge about Yahweh. Agur states that he has “no knowledge of
the Holy One” (30:3), but he is nonetheless intrigued by the greatness of God (30:4). But Agur is not
just fascinated by theology, but expresses a curiosity at many things.

The words of Agur are uniquely structured in lists:

®  Two things I asked of You (30:7)

®  There are three things that will not be satisfied,
Four that will not say enough (30:15ff)

e There are three things which are too wonderful for me,
Four which I do not understand (30:18ff)

o  Under three things the earth quakes,
And under four it cannot bear up (30:21ff)

®  Four things are small on the earth,
But they are exceedingly wise (30:24ff)

o There are three things which are stately in their march (30:29ff)

This is a common way to introduce lists in ancient literature. Solomon lists six, no seven things
which the Lord hates in Proverbs 6:16. The prophet Amos lists three transgressions of various
nations, and for four (transgressions) (Amos 2).

Words of Lemuel’s mother (31:1-31)

As with the words of Agur, Lemuel’s words are also called Massa, meaning he too was not an
Israelite. These words are actually those of Lemuel’s mother, however. Just as the early proverbs
were instruction from a father to his son, this final chapter is instruction from a mother to a son.

An Excellent Wife (31:10-31)

It is not entirely clear if the rest of this chapter is included in the wisdom of Lemuel’s mother.
Nonetheless, this passage seems to be motherly advice to as on who might be looking for a wife.
These characteristics are things a young man should be looking for in a future wife.

These verses form an acrostic in Hebrew, with each verse beginning with a different letter of the
Hebrew alphabet.

The Nature of Wisdom

The book of Proverbs presents wisdom as a thing of great value. To Solomon, there is no greater
thing that he could pass on to his son than wisdom. You can almost hear the pleading of Solomon for
his son to understand the great value and benefit of wisdom:

Acquire wisdom! Acquire understanding!

Do not forget nor turn away from the words of my mouth
Do not forsake her, and she will guard you

Love her and she will watch over you (4:5-6)

To help his son understand the nature of wisdom, Solomon takes this abstract concept and
personifies it in the woman of wisdom. After discussing the seductive nature of the adulterous harlot
in chapters 5-7, Solomon reveals another woman who is calling out to men, but this is the woman of
wisdom. She calls out from the heights, from the crossroads at the city gates and at the doorways
(8:1-3) almost begging for us to take heed and learn of her truth. What the woman of wisdom offers
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is better than silver, gold and jewels (8:10-11). Indeed “all desirable things cannot compare with
her.”

This woman of wisdom was with Yahweh at the beginning of time, and was established by Him
(8:22-26). It is through wisdom that God created the heavens and the earth (8:27-29). She was his
delight, rejoicing in all that He created (8:30-31).

The comparison to John 1:1-3 is obvious. John uses the Greek term logos, meaning “word,
rationality, wisdom.” The logos was with God in the beginning and all things came into being by the
logos. But John further reveals that the logos was made flesh and dwelt among us in the person of
Jesus. Clearly, John is identifying that the logos and very likely the woman of wisdom in Proverbs 8
with the Messiah, Jesus. While Solomon probably did not see this when he wrote of wisdom in
Proverbs 8, he does identify wisdom as the embodiment of the very mind of God.

The woman of wisdom has set up her home and invites all the naive and simple to come in and
partake of her feast (9:1-6). For those who partake, they will find long life (8:11). However, there is
another woman calling out to the naive: the woman of folly (9:13). But her lies hide the fact that she
lives in a house of the dead and that “her guests are in the depths of Sheol” (9:18).

The offers have been made. Will you listen to wisdom or to folly? Will you accept the way of life
or the way of death? Will you listen to the instruction of your father or will you go down in ruin? The
plea goes out:

Acquire wisdom! Acquire understanding!

The Expression of Wisdom

However, wisdom is not left as some abstract. Wisdom is expressed in numerous practical, real
life situations. Wisdom is found in family life, in business, and in politics.

Family Life

The Proverbs are filled with wise counsel for living with the family. Wisdom is to be expressed
first, not in the marketplace or in the political arena, but at home with your spouse and your children.
If one can be found wise in family matters, than wisdom will be transferable to all aspects of lie.

The Danger of Adultery and the Delights of Your Wife

The Danger of Adultery

One of the most important lessons of family life that Solomon wants to pass to his son is the
danger of adultery. As a man who was married to over 700 wives, such a passage may seem
hypocritical. However, this is also the voice of experience. Solomon was a man who had engaged in
every form of sexual pleasure imaginable (Ecclesiastes 2:8, 10), and yet his advise to his son is to
avoid the lure of sexual immorality and instead to enjoy your wife.

Solomon’s first warning is that adultery is seductive (5:3-4). The adulterer lies. Her lips drip
honey and her speech is smooth, but in the end it leads only to death. The biggest lie is that you
won’t get caught (Proverbs 7:18-20). In addition the adulterous woman flatters (7:5, 21) and seeks
you out (Proverbs 7:10-15). The lure of sexual sin is all around us. It’s on the television. It’s on
billboards. It’s on the Internet. Adultery is seductive.

The second warning is that adultery is destructive. Proverbs 5:11 states that adultery ravages the
body (5:11), probably as an allusion to sexually transmitted diseases. Adultery also leads to regret
(5:12). Adultery wrecks your reputation (5:14). It will ruin your life (5:8-10, 6:26). While the lie
states that you can get away with adultery, Solomon reminds us that adultery will be revealed. The
Lord knows your adultery (5:21). And make no mistake there will be consequences to our sins. We
will have to pay the piper. Proverbs 6:27-29 says:
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Can a man take fire in his bosom
And his clothes not be burned?

Or can a man walk on hot coals
And his feet not be scorched?

So is the one who goes in to his neighbor's wife;
Whoever touches her will not go unpunished.

The Delight of Your Wife

Solomon doesn’t just warn of the dangers, but he also provides advise on how to handle the
temptation. First, he says we should run from the temptation (5:8). It is the naive man does, the one
lacking sense, who hangs out in the wrong part of town at the wrong time of the day. If you go
looking for temptation, you are going to find it. But if you avoid being in the places and
circumstances where you are tempted, then you will be able to avoid it (7:7-8).

But Solomon doesn’t just recommend we run from adultery, but that we also run to our spouse.
Marital intimacy is a God-given righteous act that he has given for us to enjoy. Run to it! Look at
what it says in Proverbs 5:15-19:

Drink water from your own cistern

And fresh water from your own well...
Let your fountain be blessed,

And rejoice in the wife of your youth.
As a loving hind and a graceful doe,

Let her breasts satisfy you at all times;
Be exhilarated always with her love.

The word “exhilarated” in verse 19 is often also translated as captivated. In the original Hebrew,
both this word, and the word “satisfy” in the line above it can be translated “to be intoxicated.” This
theme becomes the topic of a love song by Solomon called Song of Solomon (a.k.a. Song of Songs).
For a man who experienced all that there was sexually, his conclusion is that the best sex is that
found with the wife of your youth. This is wisdom from experience and one that is as important today
as it ever has been.

The Excellent Wife

The Proverbs express the importance of marriage repeatedly. The value of a good wife is crucial
for wise living.

He who finds a wife finds a good thing
And obtains favor from the Lord (Proverbs 18:22)

But one must be careful when selecting a wife. Some wives are not gifts of God. Some wives are
antithetical to wise living. The burden of a difficult woman is a common theme amongst the
proverbs.

It is better to live in a desert land
Than with a contentious and vexing woman (Proverbs 21:19)

The mother of King Lemuel provides an easy to remember poem so that her son knows what to
look for in a wife. This acrostic poem outlines the character qualities a young man should seek in a
wife so that his wife is found to be a gift from God rather than an irritation like the dripping rain
(27:15).

The excellent wife is one who is industrious. She seeks bargains and quality goods when
shopping in the marketplace (31:13-14). She is not lazy, but works hard (31:15). She knows how to
save money and knows how to make good investments (31:16). An excellent wife is a strong woman
who doesn’t grow tired, but takes charge of her household (31:17-19). She is generous (31:20) and
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she does all she can to honor her husband (31:23) and ensure her family is provided for (31:21-24).
The excellent wife is a wise woman (31:25-26), and she receives the blessings and praises of her
family (31:28-29).

This is the kind of woman a young man should seek in a wife. A man should not look to charm or
beauty, which fades away (31:30a). Instead, look for a godly woman who fears God (31:30b). Then,
when you have her, reward her and give her the praise she deserves (31:31).

Parenting and Discipline

Proverbs also has much advise for the parent. The role of the parent is to pass on wisdom to their
child so they will find success and prosperity in life (4:1-5). If one trains up their children “in the
way he should go,” their children will not depart from the way of wisdom when they are older (22:6).
Literally, the verse says to train a child in “his way,” suggesting that child rearing needs to be
customized to the particular needs of each individual child. Another possible translation helps us to
understand the meaning here: “train a child according to their bent, and they will not depart from it.”

In contrast, a child who is not guided and disciplined will bring shame to their parents (29:15).
To fail to discipline a child is to hate the child (13:24). But discipline will drive foolishness out of a
child (22:15) and save them from death (23:14).

Wise parenting, however, like all wisdom, begins with the fear of the Lord (14:26). The
righteous man brings blessings to his children (20:7). Likewise, children and grandchildren are a
blessing to us in our old age (17:6). However, a foolish son, however, brings grief and bitterness to
his parents (17:25).

Business Ethics
Proverbs has much to say about how we should conduct ourselves in business. It begins with the
need to be honest in our business dealings. Proverbs 11:1 says:

The LORD abhors dishonest scales,
But accurate weights are his delight. (Proverbs 11:1 NIV)

Ethical business people don’t load the scales in their favor. Ethical business people don’t have
two sets of weights. Ethical business people are honest, fair, accurate, and truthful in their dealings.

We are confronted with honestly in our business dealings all the time. What do you do when a
mistake is made in your favor? What do you do when the clerk at the grocery store gives you too
much change? The ethical person is honest.

The ethical businessperson seeks to improve their community (11:11). The ethical
businessperson keeps things confidential (11:9). The ethical businessperson is cautious when
entering contracts (11:15). The warning here is not merely to avoid pledging security for another, but
it is to be cautious anytime you enter a contract. Know what you are signing. Understand your
obligations and make sure you have the capacity to meet your obligations.

Finally, the ethical businessperson is generous.

The generous man will be prosperous,
And he who waters will himself be watered.
He who withholds grain, the people will curse him,
But blessing will be on the head of him who sells it.
(Proverbs 11:24-26)

Those who old to these ethical business practices reap the benefits of their integrity. However,
those who lack ethics will suffer the consequences. The ethical are a delight to the LORD. The
unethical are an abomination to the LORD (11:1, 20). The ethical gain the respect of their community.
The unethical are despised by their community (11:10). The ethical gain the respect of their
community. The unethical are despised by their community (11:10). The ethical will find prosperity.
The unethical will find poverty (11:24, 13:11, 10:2-3).
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Finally, the ethical follow a path to deliverance and life. The unethical follow a path to judgment
and death.

The wicked earns deceptive wages,
But he who sows righteousness gets a true reward.
He who is steadfast in righteousness will attain to life,
And he who pursues evil will bring about his own death.
(Proverbs 11:18-19)

If you are seeking wealth, success, and profit, those things will not help you when the day of
wrath comes. Jesus himself put wealth into proper perspective when he said:

What does it profit a man to gain the whole world, and forfeit
his soul? (Mark 8:36)

But if you are seeking to live ethically, desiring righteousness rather than riches, not only will
you find respect and prosperity on the earth, but you will also find deliverance from wrath on the Day
of Judgment.

Political Ethics

The king wishes to impart his wisdom to the next generation to help his son become a wise
leader.

Political power can be seductive. So the proverbs advise us not to get caught up in the benefits of
power (23:1-3). We are advised to no make ourselves to be more than you are in front of the king. It
is better to let him lift you up than to have him demote you (25:6).

A wise person knows who has the power. It is the king who can control your destiny (16:13-15,
19:12, 20:2). The king is to be feared, as the Lord is to be feared (24:21). Therefore, it is good to
know how best to relate to those in power.

Government is important if the people are to prosper. People need to have leaders (14:28). The
land will prosper with a just king (29:4). The king who shows justice to the poor will have his throne
established forever (29:14). The throne of a king is upheld with lovingkindness and faithfulness
(20:28).

Ultimately, however, we cannot expect to a ruler to bring about all justice. That is reserved for
God alone (29:26). Furthermore, it is important to remember that all political power rests in God.
The king is merely a stream of water in the hands of the Lord (21:1).

Ironically, Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, does not adhere to his father’s wisdom, resulting in the
division of the kingdom. Rehoboam ignores the political wisdom of his father, listening to foolish
advisors and oppressing the people rather than listening to wisdom and demonstrating justice.
Rehoboam is proof that wicked and foolish advisors will take down a king (25:5). Solomon warned
that a wicked ruler is like a roaring lion or a growling bear (28:15), and that a foolish ruler becomes a
cruel oppressor (28:16).

The Beginning of Wisdom

While Proverbs is intensely practical, it is also proclaims the gospel. Wisdom begins with the
fear of the Lord. Without a proper respect and humility before God, the rest of the advice in Proverbs
is useless. If you do not fear God, you are not wise.

Those who do not fear the Lord are those who despise wisdom and hate knowledge (1:7, 29).
Those who embrace wisdom and love knowledge will come to a point where they understand who
God is and what our proper place before him should be. It is only those who deny or run from
knowledge who fail to see themselves as needy before God and therefore in need of his mercy.

Solomon warns us not to lean on our own understanding (3:5). We cannot trust our own wisdom,
for it will deceive us. There is a way that seems right, but it leads to death (3:7, 16:25). Instead we
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must trust in the Lord with all our heart, acknowledging God’s proper place in all aspects of our life
(3:5-6).

Those who trust in themselves and their own wisdom are guilty of pride and arrogance.
Throughout the Proverbs, the haughty and proud are on a path towards destruction (18:12), while
those who are humble and acknowledge the futility of their own wisdom are on a path towards life
(22:4).

When we are wise in our own eyes, we see ourselves as without sin. When we think we are
without sin, then we mock the guilt offering. This leads to death. But when we humbly accept that we
are sinners and accept that we need the guilt offering to atone for our sins, then we enjoy acceptance
from God (14:9-12).

People think they are pure and without sin, but God knows better (16:2). For this reason God
sees the arrogant as an abomination (16:5a). Those who think they are without sin don’t fear God, for
they think they have nothing to fear. But they should fear, for their sin will lead to punishment
(16:5b). Those who recognize their own sinfulness and the consequences of their sin will fear God.
Those who fear God will receive atonement for their sins because the lovingkindness of God atones
for sin (16:6)

Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper
But He who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy
Blessed is the one who fears the Lord always
But whoever hardens his heart will fall into calamity.
(Proverbs 28:13-14 ESV)
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