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Proverbs, |

We will now be studying Proverbs. Let me begin vathintroductory question. As you read Proverbs,
what impression does it make on you? Does an eyliasent itself as you are reading Proverbs? Not
particularly, does it? Do you ever wish someoneldouganize this? Of course, many modern books
that you can purchase now organize these Provieeinsatically. We may ask ourselves why Proverbs is
not organized thematically. As we study Proverbsaiefind various answers to this question, but le
me begin with a comment by Robert Alden, a good Talstament scholar, from his commentary on
Proverbs. He says this: “A spiritual diet of Prdy&alone would be most unbalanced, but how sick a
person might be that did not occasionally ingestesof these potions and antidotes for the sakésof h
mental, spiritual, and even financial well beingoWerbs is the kind of biblical fare you should uhge

in often, but not in large doses. The stuff of s has already been distilled so that its advorees

to us in highly concentrated form. These sage tsdive been boiled down, trimmed, honed, polished,
and sharpened to where a little goes a long way.”

| like that image, that metaphor, but does thap lusl explain the apparently haphazard arrangenient o
Proverbs that we encounter? Within any sectionro¥&bs, a broad smattering of topics is covered. W
never know what challenges we will face in a dayresad a chapter in Proverbs and you will gettle lit
bit of wisdom on many topics, and that is helpNw, | think there is more to it than that, and wié
come to more of the reasons behind the organizdigirthat is a start in acknowledging that thiswa
not a sloppily arranged book. I think we will séattit is more ingeniously arranged than we ever
realized. But even at the outset we can say tegiesense of skipping from topic to topic. Thusilevh
there is a place for these books that group thegpbs together topically, that may not be the lest

to read Proverbs. You may read all about a godiggeetive on wealth one day, and not struggle with
that issue for a long time, whereas you may berfgaraal trouble with your temper but not read that
section until later. But you cannot read too mangpters in Proverbs without both of those issuasgbe
addressed.

Now let us move on to the question of authorshipoWs the author of Proverbs? Solomon, Hezekiah
(chapter 25), Agur, and King Lemuel are the authatshe beginning of Proverbs 25 we read, “These
are more proverbs of Solomon, copied by the méteziekiah king of Judah.” There we get the
impression that there was Solomonic material thest mot in the original writing of Proverbs. Then
during the reign of Hezekiah, two centuries aftelo§on, it was deemed appropriate to include that
Solomonic material in this book. Some of these Tddtament books did not take shape in a day, a
month, or even a year, but sometimes over a spaaentiliries, as we see here. Agur we have no
information about, but he is mentioned at the beigin of chapter 30. And then there is King Lemuel,
who got his wisdom from his mother. Let that bessbn to you. Mothers have much wisdom to impart.
Those four are named explicitly, and there maythers. Nevertheless, Solomon is the primary author
of this book.

When the men of Hezekiah incorporated Solomonienstinto the book, was that material available
to them in written form or as oral tradition? Thes@bsolutely no way to know that. It is true ttied
ancients and some moderns were far more capabétaihing oral tradition than we are. There are
people, places, and cultures that retain orallijnaredible amount of information. My wife and | $&o
at a women’s conference in Uganda. Many of the wgmeobably half the women, were literate and
could read and write while about half of them coutd. But even those who could read and write had
very few writing materials. It was a very poor aregave the talk on the first day and then my wife
spoke the next day. In her talk she wanted to eefse something | had said the day before. Shedtart
to reiterate what | had said, and they nodded tieads and said, “He said that yesterday; we hatve n
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forgotten that. You do not need to tell us agairttiink, wow! They were sitting in lectures probgbl
four or five hours a day, yet they were takingodilthat in and remembering it. Memory is a facilityat
we can learn and train, but also one that we csm 180, we do not know whether Hezekiah had
Solomon’s proverbs in written form, but it is mgressible than we would tend to think that they had
been preserved as oral tradition. If | had to sjaged would say that it is likely that there wasrse
written record of this Solomonic material that led been included originally. Solomon, in his own
formation of his collection, had chosen from hi8() proverbs (1 Kings 4:32), but had not originally
included the proverbs that were later added by Klaehe

We will now look at the structure and content ab\&rbs. There are seven headings in Proverbs that
seem to be inherent divisions in the book. The ieading and the last heading can be subdivided in
two subsections. The first heading, from Proverfiss“The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king
of Israel.” The second comes in 10:1: “The proverbSolomon.” The third is in 22:17: “Pay attention
and listen to the sayings of the wise.” And therflouin 24:23, is like it: “These also are sayimngshe
wise.” We might ask, if we are continuing the sagiof the wise, why another heading? We will see
that there was a reason for that. The fifth heading 25:1: “These are more proverbs of Solomon,
copied by the men of Hezekiah king of Judah.” Tikéhss in Proverbs 30:1: “The sayings of Agur son
of Jakeh—an oracle.” There are many translatiorstipres on that one. The seventh and final heading i
in Proverbs 31:1: “The sayings of King Lemuel—aaabe his mother taught him. That section includes
the acrostic of the ideal wife. The word wife hex@ised in the old English sense of a woman orfe, wi

a worthy woman. This is the same way that the vixadin German is used to mean both wife and
woman.

Let us look at the first section, “The proverbsSelomon son of David, king of Israel.” In the fisstven
verses, like many ancient Near Eastern wisdom havgdave first a title and then a statement of the
purpose of the book:

The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of édra
for attaining wisdom and discipline;
for understanding words of insight;
for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life,
doing what is right and just and fair;
for giving prudence to the simple,
knowledge and discretion to the young—
let the wise listen and add to their learning,
and let the discerning get guidance—
for understanding proverbs and parables,
the sayings and riddles of the wise.
The fear of the &rp is the beginning of knowledge,
but fools despise wisdom and discipline.

Here we have a title and then a statement of perpatuding an exhortation in verse 5, which says,
“Let the wise listen.” Notice that verse 4 mentidhs simple: “for giving prudence to the simple fAidh
yet this is not just for the simple. This is a bdbét is pertinent to the wisest of people. “Leat Whise
listen and add to their learning, / and let theelining get guidance.”

So the book begins with a title: “The proverbs ofdfon son of David, king of Israel.” Some have
guestioned whether this title applies to the wihbmek as kind of a generalized title, or only to tingt
section (chapters 1-9). Kidner says that this &pplies to the whole book; “otherwise we would e&xtp
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the first verse of chapter 10 (“the proverbs ofoBwbn”) to read, ‘these also are proverbs of Solathon
We see this in Proverbs 24:23: “These also arengayf the wise.” Kidner’s point is that if thedir9
chapters are written by Solomon then we would eixpleapter 10 to say, “These also are proverbs of
Solomon.” That is not an absolutely iron clad argaimand it might be worth recognizing that thetfir
nine chapters are exhortations. The father is gayinsten, my son, to your father’s instructionsdedo
not neglect your mother’s teaching.” He is exhaytimis son. These are not short proverbs, but
paragraph-length exhortations to choose wisdom foligr Then when we get to chapter 10 there are
more of what we expect when we think of a provarh seaying—a snappy little pithy, wise saying. It
may be that we can say that 1:1 does apply to ti@eabook, but that would not necessarily mean that
the first nine chapters could not have been writgiolomon. Many commentaries would assume that
they were not, but often for wrong reasons sudhaisthey are not short and brief but longer andemo
elaborate. That is a poor criterion for dating doeats, because we now have ancient Near Eastern
wisdom literature that comes before Solomon by abé00 years that is very long, elaborate, and
discursive. Thus it should not surprise us to fimd here.

What is the purpose of Proverbs? The purpose iatfaining wisdom and discipline and for
understanding words of insight, etc. He uses aalbtihe synonyms he can think of to suggest what a
person can gain from reading this book. Verses@ggest that those who attend to them will recaive
comprehensive set of intellectual and moral quitiThis is what you need to get by in life andeb

by well. But notice that the key verse, the motb only for Proverbs but for the wisdom literatime
general, comes in verse 7. This is the first ppleithe motto of wisdom literature. It is repeaited
Proverbs 9:10: “The fear of theko is the beginning of wisdom, / and knowledge ofltwdy One is
understanding.” Remember that knowledge can meamadedgement—knowing Him and also
acknowledging Him. That and fear of the Lord ardenstanding. That is the quintessential point, Wwhic
was also made in Psalm 111:10. | want to maketbatehis gets ingrained. If you learn nothing glse
learn this fundamental principle as it is state@&alm 111:10: “The fear of theko is the beginning of
wisdom; / all who follow his precepts have good erstinding.” The reason | like that verse in
particular is that it combines an attitude of resfut awe toward God with action. Do not be just a
hearer of the word, but a doer also.

Over and over in the wisdom books, particularly?neverbs but even in Job (28:28), we will have this
motto repeated. That should undergird everythinghirk about when we think about the practicalities
of life. One commentator says, “[After this intradion in 1:1-7], the reader will then be in a pmsitto
see all the book’s teaching as directed towards$atmeation of the complete person, both wise and
pious—wise because pious and pious because wigedd is truly God, then surely we ought to make
Him the focal point of our attention. We must recsizg that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of
wisdom. The whole book is pushing toward the forarabf the complete person. Does that speak to us
at all today? Are there any broken people arouddye-any incomplete people? We live in a
dysfunctional world, we have problems with dysfumeal families and dysfunctional personalities; we
have all kinds of problems. | am not saying theeeeasy answers, but | say there is an answer that
begins with fear of the Lord. This is the beginnafgvisdom, the beginning of completion, and the
beginning of healing. Now, some of that healingetal long time and requires many different kinds of
treatments. But God is at the center of that, aadsHhe one who will make it complete—if not imsth
lifetime then in the next.

Ray Van Leuven, a good evangelical scholar whadoag much work on Proverbs, referring to verse 7
says, “Here God and humans, wisdom and folly, kedgé and sweat born of parental urging, are
related in the tight space of eight Hebrew wortBh¢ fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge
but fools despise wisdom and discipline.”] Lifeceught between the pull of God and the good, hed t
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pull toward folly and pseudo-good. Faith is not opgd to reason but constitutes its possibility, its
connection to reality. More, the word ‘beginningntains the hint to be elaborated throughout tfs fi
nine chapters that life is not static, but a joyrm#nose end is found in its beginning.

Let me repeat two of his statements because | thiek are important: “Faith is not opposed to reaso
but constitutes its possibility, its connectiorreality.” Sometimes in our Western world peoplek @b
those who embrace faith as dreamers. We want hmbest; we want to be realists. We tend to think
that faith divorces us from reality. The point ipmade here is that faith is not opposed to rebsbn
constitutes its possibility, its connection to mgallf God is really there, then to act and thakif He is
not is the height of irrationality. The dream woiddhat which does not recognize God’s presende an
sovereignty. If God is there, then to act and &sef He is not is to live in a dream world. Bekes are
not the dreamers. It is the unbelievers who aferia rude awakening. They are the ones who will
awaken as out of sleep. This is very importanthfai God, putting Him in the center, is not to bee
less practical. It is to become real. That is tlag whe real world exists. His other statement, Wwihic
think is important, is this: “The word “beginningbntains the hint to be elaborated throughoutitisé f
nine chapters, that life is not static but a joyménose end is found in its beginning.” The endwoif

life is found in its beginning: “The fear of the lcbis the beginning of wisdom.” | hope my love,
understanding, fear, knowledge, and acknowledgeofe@bd grow from day to day, week to week, and
year to year. That is where it begins. Until | h&aegun there | have not taken the first step ih rea
wisdom. | could be very clever with much intelligen and | could be very, very dangerous if | have n
taken the first step in real wisdom—and | coulddls very miserable.

These first nine chapters provide a necessarytatien to the book. These paragraph-length
discussions provide a little treatise on certacafgoints or topics that later will be touchedmuach
more briefly in those little sentence sayings. Tgiges us the context in which we can understaad th
little sayings. We get an introduction here integ@ very important themes.

As we study this first section of chapters 1-9,fitst thing we notice in 1:8 is that wisdom beginghe
home: “Listen, my son, to your father’s instructioim 6:20 he says, “My son, keep your father’s
commands / and do not forsake your mother’s tegchBoth parents are involved in the instruction of
children. Who is addressed here, however? Sons haé mean that daughters were not worthy of
address? No! It does not mean that daughters veéngorthy of address. Is it important, however, to
recognize that the addressees of Proverbs aretis€ $ do think it is important to recognize thans

are being addressed, and by implication of couasggliters, but why would | say that is important? If
we gender neutralize the language so it appedrs jost addressing children in general and they onl
address the wiles of the adulterous woman, it Isegirsound like women were really bad and children
needed to be warned of bad women but not bad ntet.wWould be a mistake.

Let us look at another theme. | do not like thentéretributive justice” because retribution has a
negative connotation in our culture. | prefer td ttas theme causal or causative justice. Ouroastido
have repercussions; they do have consequenceerBsd.21-22 says, “For the upright will live ireth
land, / and the blameless will remain in it; / the wicked will be cut off from the land, / and the
unfaithful will be torn from it.” Actions have coaguences: the upright will live in the land; thekad
will be cut off from it. Proverbs 3:33-35 says, ‘@hord’s curse is on the house of the wicked, /Haut
blesses the home of the righteous. / He mocks pmoaakers / but gives grace to the humble. / The wis
inherit honor, / but fools he holds up to shamevéfand over again we have this contrapositiomef t
righteous and the wicked, the wise and the fodieifTactions have consequences. Our actions have
consequences. This is a very fundamental principliée that is not to be obscured by our rightful
understanding of grace. Our behavior does not aaorerit with God. God is never beholden to us. We
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do not make ourselves His children by being goasliéxtheless, as our Father He gives us wise
instruction, and in following them there is bleggiAgain, He does not owe us blessing but in the
general sense in which we understand the Provieibgjood for us to heed the Father’s instruction.

Another theme, a very important theme, is the Btions of human understanding. We as human beings
are limited in our understanding. Proverbs 3:5¥& sérrust in the bro with all your heart / and lean

not on your own understanding; / in all your wagkreowledge him, / and he will make your paths
straight.” Man is limited. And Proverbs, which rgent on imparting wisdom and giving instruction
whereby the simple gain understanding and the adsketo their understanding, nevertheless says we
will never know it all. Our knowledge will never Isefficient, so do not lean on your own
understanding. Do not think you have enough. Plms/2R:19, at the beginning of the first set of the
sayings of the wise, says, “So that your trust imayn the lorp, / | teach you today, even you.” He is
saying, “lI want you to learn all you can so that yall come to the end of your own understanding an
realize there is more that you will not be abléatihom. God’s thoughts are higher than your thosight
Do not lean on your own understanding. Do not thyiol are wise enough to cease to depend on Him.”

Another section that deals with this theme incluthese famous words of Agur in 30:2:

| am the most ignorant of men;
| do not have a man’s understanding.
| have not learned wisdom,
nor have | knowledge of the Holy One.
Who has gone up to heaven and come down?
Who has gathered up the wind in the hollow ofttaads?
Who has wrapped up the waters in his cloak?
Who has established all the ends of the earth?
What is his name, and the name of his son?
Tell me if you know!

Every word of God is flawless;

he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.
Do not add to his words,

or he will rebuke you and prove you a liar.

Contrasting the self-avowed ignorance of Lemuelcame face to face with the flawless word of God.
Therein lies real wisdom, and we will not fully gpait in this life. We will learn that more clearg we
study other wisdom books. But it is important fgrta see that even in Proverbs, human wisdom has a
limit. It can go so far but no further.
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