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Introduction to Proverbs

Background: “The Book of Proverbs is a marvelous collection of wise sayings and instructions for living a useful and effective life. The collection forms part of the larger group of biblical writings known as wisdom literature. This literature gives instructions for living while pondering the difficulties of life. Proverbial wisdom is characterized by short, pithy statements; but the speculative wisdom, such as Ecclesiastes or Job, uses lengthy monologues and dialogues to probe the meaning of life, the problem of good and evil, and the relationship between God and people” (Ross, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, p. 883).

Ross also notes the important role of sages (teachers of wisdom) in the life of ancient Israel:

According to Jeremiah 18:18, prophets, priests, and sages molded the cultural life of Israel, the sages being an ancient and influential group (Isa 29:14). In the early days their wisdom was probably declared in the gates for all to hear (Job 29:7-25). Their teachings were preeminently concerned with truth that had stood the test of experience – it had to ring true (Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom, pp. 68-69). They classified people into two groups – those who were wise, who possessed moral qualities to which wisdom makes her moral appeal, and those who are deficient in the same (R.K. Harrison, IOT, p. 1019). Accordingly, the teachings of Proverbs are of the highest ethical quality, relating virtue to the will of God. The disaster that comes to folly and vice is part of divine retribution – a more immediate concern than the question of immortality (Ross, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, p. 890).

Authorship and Date: Though the book is a collection of sayings from numerous authors (see outline), the primary contributor to the Book of Proverbs is Solomon (Prov 1:1; 10:1; 25:1), king of Israel from 971 to 931 B.C.  As he prepared to ascend to Israel’s throne after the death of his father David, King Solomon was given the opportunity to ask whatever he wanted from Yahweh.  His request was for “an understanding heart to judge Thy people to discern between good and evil” (1 Kings 3:9).  Yahweh answered his request by giving him a “a wise and discerning heart, so that there has been no one like you before you, nor shall one like you arise after you” (1 Kings 3:12). It was this worldwide reputation for wisdom that compelled the Queen of Sheba to make the journey to Jerusalem herself and test Solomon with difficult questions (1 Kings 10:1).  She was not disappointed.  After she had observed Solomon’s wisdom firsthand and the glory of his kingdom, “there was no more breath in her” (1 Kings 10:5) and she exclaimed, “You exceed in wisdom and prosperity the report which I heard” (1 Kings 10:7).  In the book of Ecclesiastes, which Solomon wrote probably towards the end of his life, he describes himself as one who, in addition to being a wise man, “taught the people knowledge; and he pondered, searched out and arranged many proverbs” (Ecc 12:9).  It is just such a collection that we find in the book of Proverbs, a written record of the wisdom of God as recorded by one who was eminently qualified to do so.

Worldview of the Author: In his excellent book Hear, My Son: Teaching and Learning in Proverbs 1-9, Daniel J. Estes writes:

No book is written a vacuum, for every literary text is shaped by historical, cultural and sociological factors.  Even more influential are the ideological assumptions, or the worldview, of the author (p. 19).

Estes clarifies precisely what he means by “worldview”:

It is crucial to realize that a worldview is not just a description of how one sees life as it actually is.  It also provides a vision for seeing life as it ideally ought to be.  ‘Our world view determines our values.  It helps us interpret the world around us.  It sorts out what is important from what is not, what is of highest value from what is least’ (Walsh and Middleton 1984: 32) (p. 20).

Estes goes on to identify 4 prominent assumptions of Solomon’s worldview:  (1) The universe is Yahweh’s creation; (2) Yahweh is sovereignly controlling the universe which He created; (3) Yahweh’s world is knowable, but also mysterious in part; (4) Humans must reverence Yahweh in their lives.  Below are excerpts from Estes book in which he explains each assumption.

Creation: The universe is Yahweh’s creation

The most fundamental assumption of the worldview represented in Proverbs 1– 9 is that the universe is Yahweh’s creation.  The world did not come into being because of a primeval struggle between rival deities.  Neither was it the product of impersonal time and chance.  Instead, the whole world which exists at the present time was created by Yahweh alone (p. 22).

This worldview sees all of reality as a universe.  Yahweh’s creation encompasses the entire world, for he is the maker of heaven and earth, not merely a limited tribal deity.  Though he did indeed initiate a special covenant relationship with Israel, Yahweh is Lord over all of the nations, for he has created all the earth (p. 22).

Implicit in the assumption that the universe is Yahweh’s creation is the conviction that human meaning is found only in relationship to the creator.  Because Yahweh created the world in a purposeful way, the world is not random and meaningless.  The order that God established when he made the world provides the ground for human significance in the cosmos. . . . In the wisdom literature, this relationship is delineated under the rubric of the fear of Yahweh, which is the beginning of wisdom (Pr. 9:10) (p. 25).

A final implication of the premise of the divine creation of the world is that there is no legitimate division between sacred and secular spheres of life.  The world as created by Yahweh is a universe in which the divine order permeates each part.  The teacher does not hesitate to draw insights from observations of nature, for the activity of the ant (Pr. 6:6-8) is maintained by God’s order just as is the activity of humans.  Since Yahweh’s creation ‘underlies all reality, also what moderns call the secular is part of God’s domain’ (Malchow 1983: 112) (p. 25).

Order: Yahweh is sovereignly controlling the world

The worldview of Proverbs begins with the assumption that Yahweh was the sole creator of the universe.  In addition, it holds that Yahweh’s control over the world is continuing, active and personal.  Because of this, the world is not driven about by erratic, arbitrary and accidental forces, but it is maintained and directed by the order which Yahweh established at creation.  Right from the beginning Yahweh willed that the world be stable and orderly (Brueggemann 1972: 23).

This divine order for the world functions at several levels.  The physical world  manifests purposeful design from the intricate movements of the celestial objects to the complex interrelationships among diverse ecosystems.  Moreover, as Proverbs teaches repeatedly, there is a predictable relationship between acts and consequences which holds true in most situations in life.  This order encouraged the search by wise teachers to regulate life in accordance with the intrinsic order of the universe.  Yahweh has already constructed the world with pervasive orderliness, so ‘each human being must accept the fact that the world is put together this way and must learn to live accordingly’ (Barré 1981: 41). 

In the thought of Proverbs, wisdom is skill in living according to Yahweh’s order.  Folly is choosing to live contrary to the order which he embedded in the universe.  Just as wisdom was present at the creation as Yahweh established his structure for the world, so each person is obliged to live by wisdom is success is to be achieved (p. 26).

A basic contention of the wisdom literature is that the divine order is knowable, at least in part.  The proverbs frequently draw lessons from nature as well as from observations of social behaviour (p. 27).

If order can be learned through observation of the world, then it can also be taught.  Consequently, the curriculum of wisdom focuses on life, for in observing life the student can become adept at recognizing how Yahweh constructed his world.  In discerning this wisdom, the individual is equipped to function successfully in life (p. 27).

It is crucial to remember that the divine order for the world derives from the righteous character of Yahweh.  There is moral governance in the universe because God’s justice directs and delimits all that he does.  Wisdom, then, is not amoral pragmatism, which alleges that whatever works is right.  Living wisely in Yahweh’s world is living according to his justice (p. 27).

It is important, then, to define carefully what order implies in the worldview of Proverbs 1– 9.  When Yahweh created the universe he embedded within it elements of causality and predictability.  Through observation humans can discern the ways in which Yahweh has structured the world, and teach these patterns to others.  The universe is not arbitrary, for Yahweh has constructed it with recognizable design.  Neither is the world amoral, for Yahweh’s order is intimately related to his righteous character (p. 29).

Rationality: Yahweh’s world is knowable, but also mysterious

Because Yahweh created the world and he is sovereignly controlling it, the world is knowable, at least in part.  The universe manifests intelligent design in its order.  This fact is the foundation for human understanding in the cosmos (30).

Yahweh planted truth within his universe, and he endowed humans with the capacity to discover it by using their intelligence (Crenshaw 1981a: 209).  In fact, wisdom is portrayed as calling out to humans, seeking to elicit their attention and response.  This invitation is addressed to all humans, regardless of social class (Pr. 8:4).  Wisdom utters its cry at the gates, the centre of public life in the ancient city (Pr. 1:20-21; 8:1-3) (p. 30).

This appeal, however, must be answered by a conscious, decisive commitment to acquire wisdom.  As Proverbs 4:7 teaches, the beginning of wisdom is a decision to get it, even at the cost of all that one possesses.  The search for wisdom, then, is not a supplement, but it must be a radical reorientation of life, in which wisdom becomes the prime priority.  Wisdom promises much to those who seek it, but it also requires ‘constancy of allegiance and affection’ (pp. 30-31).

In practical terms, the search for wisdom involves careful observation of life through personal experience and through the experiences of others as passed down through teachers.  In life actions are repeated, and similar consequences recur.  The wise person generalizes from observation of recurrent patterns, in order to formulate rationale explanations for life in Yahweh’s world.  These patterns serve then as guideposts for making wise choices (Scott 1965: xvii) (p. 31).

The wisdom tradition gathered these observations into a traditional corpus of tested information.  Instead of each person having to discover wisdom through individual experience, the teachers of wisdom accumulated the insights which the past generations had observed.  Thus, each new generation inherited the aggregate wisdom of its ancestors, but it also was challenged to continue the process of observation so that succeeding generations would be the beneficiaries of its searching for wisdom (pp. 31-32).

At the same time that the wisdom literature demonstrates the causal relationship between acts and consequences, it also teaches that some of life is inscrutable.  Although Proverbs 1– 9  does not yield clear examples of this teaching, the larger corpus of wisdom includes sayings such as these: ‘A man’s steps are directed by the Lord.  How then can anyone understand his own way?’ (Pr. 20:24), and ‘There is no wisdom, no insight, no plan that can succeed against the Lord’ (Pr. 21:30).  Taken together with the predominant witness to divine retribution, Proverbs portrays Yahweh as governing the world in justice, but also remaining free to act in ways which are inscrutable to humans (Whybray 1994b: 11).  In describing how Yahweh typically acts, wisdom does not domesticate him into total predictability.

Because Yahweh is just, both in his essential character and in his actions, his rule is not arbitrary, even though it is not always knowable.  What transpires in his world may not appear to be logical to humans.  It must be remembered, however, that ‘logic itself is subject to God’s law’ so ‘to elevate logic to the level of the norm for all creation is implicitly to assert its autonomy, to deny that all things (including logical thought) are subject to God’s law (Walsh and Middleton 1984: 177).  Yahweh does not have to submit to the canons of human logic as he governs the universe which he created.

The sense of mystery which humans necessarily have as they seek to understand the world impels them to faith in Yahweh, which gives stability for life.  Wisdom does not deny mystery or avoid it, but rather wisdom embraces Yahweh, who alone knows the world exhaustively.  The fact that life cannot be explained and secured by human effort alone prompts humans to place their trust in the Lord, for it is the fear of Yahweh which is the beginning of wisdom (pp. 34-35).

Fear of Yahweh: Humans must reverence Yahweh in their lives

The expression ‘the fear of Yahweh’ frames Proverbs 1– 9, occurring both near the beginning of the section (1:7) and near the end (9:10) to form an inclusio.  In addition, the expression also occurs in 1:29; 2:5; 3:7; and 8:13.  Thus, the significance of the term is indicated both by its frequency and by its positioning in the section (p. 35).

In Proverbs 10 – 31 the expression and close parallels are used twelve times.  Especially significant is the final reference in Proverbs 31:30, which states: ‘Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.’ In the larger structure of Proverbs the virtuous woman fulfills the challenge set forth in the thesis of the book in 1:7 (p. 35).

The fear of Yahweh is an implication of his creation of the universe.  Because Yahweh alone fashioned the world, all of life proceeds from him.  Yahweh, then, is the foundational authority for the whole ethical system of wisdom.  As Craigie remarks, ‘Hebrew moral wisdom presupposes the existence of God, which in turn gives the whole system coherence, authority and integrity’ (1979: 8).

If everything in the universe is dependent upon Yahweh, the sovereign creator, then nothing should be interpreted independently from him.  According to Hebrew wisdom, the notion of the autonomy of human reason is false, for Yahweh’s creation of the world means that ‘it is consequently impossible to obtain an understanding of man’s place in the design and purpose of living without a humble approach to Him (Cohen 1952: 3).

As Proverbs 1:7b states, only a fool would ignore the creator and endeavor to live in opposition to his moral will.  The creative order mandates that the proper stance for humans is humble submission to the ethical demands of the just God, rather than arrogant insistence on choosing their own way independent of the Lord who made them (p. 36).

The term ‘fear’ (yir’ â) in the Old Testament can refer to dread (Dt. 2:25) or terror (Jon. 1:10, 16), or more positively to awe or reverence.  The expression ‘the fear of Yahweh’ combines the senses of ‘shrinking back in fear and drawing close in awe’ (Ross 1991: 907).  This response is not abject terror which causes humans to cringe before Yahweh, but a sense of awe before the exalted Lord, such as Isaiah experienced when he saw the vision of Yahweh in the temple (Is. 6:1-5).

Awe before Yahweh precludes arrogant defiance of the creator or flippant disregard of his moral demands (Barré 1981: 42).  Instead, the fear of Yahweh is profound respect which causes the human to acknowledge creaturely dependence upon him.  The one who fears Yahweh admits that the Lord alone possesses total knowledge and control in the universe he has made.  Rather than questioning or rejecting the dictates of Yahweh, the reverential worshipper adopts the position of the submissive servant before him (p. 37).

The fear of Yahweh produces a new way at looking at all of life, for it ‘sees each moment as the Lord’s time, each relationship as the Lord’s opportunity, each duty as the Lord’s command, and each blessing as the Lord’s gift’ (Hubbard 1989: 48).  This reverence for Yahweh orients a person to the kind of moral life that corresponds to the creator’s values.  As Yahweh is just in his character and conduct, so his justice becomes the standard for measuring right and wrong in the realm of human behaviour.  The fear of Yahweh represents the desire to please him in all things by respecting the divine order he has constructed in the world (Clements 1992: 62).

Only this kind of transcendent value could truly motivate humans to virtue across the full range of their activities and attitudes.  Not only does the fear of Yahweh direct toward positive righteousness, but it also produces hatred of evil (Pr. 3:7b; 8:13).  Consequently, all relativistic values systems are rejected by wisdom as inferior because they fail to honor as absolute Yahweh’s just order in the world (Brongers 1948: 164; Zornberg 1982: 32) (p. 38).

Genre of the Book of Proverbs: Biblical proverbs are short, pithy sayings that employ parallelism to describe a truth based on observation and experience.  Though proverbs tend to state such truths in an absolute form, they are not iron-clad promises; as discussed above, God may “overrule” a general principle for His own purpose.  The Book of Proverbs describes the way things are in God’s creation in general; Job and Ecclesiastes look at the exceptions.

Murphy has this to say about the terseness of proverbs and their impact on the hearer:

[T]hey act as a goad, a prod to further thought, as explicitly stated in ﻿Eccl 12:11﻿. The proverb’s declaratory nature catches our attention, but it also conceals, for it achieves only a slice of reality. That is the nature of a saying: The one who hesitates is lost / Look before you leap. The truth of a saying—call it a partial truth—usually needs another saying to counterbalance it (Murphy, Word Biblical Commentary, p. xxv-xxvi).

Structure of the Book of Proverbs: “The first nine chapters are a kind of ‘﻿introduction﻿’ containing instructions, the exhortations of a parent/teacher, and the speeches of personified Wisdom. In contrast, the later collections display a different, distinctive, literary style: mainly a succession of short sayings. . .” (Murphy, Word Biblical Commentary, p. xix). See outline below.

Outline of Proverbs: A Collection of Collections

I.  The Purpose of Proverbs






(1:1-7)
II.  A Father’s Reflection on the Way of Wisdom



(1:8-9:18)
A.  Discourses on Wisdom 





(1:8-4:27)

B.  Instructions on Marriage and Warnings Against  Adultery
(5-7)

C.  Wisdom Personified; Lady Wisdom and Lady Folly

(8-9)

III.  Proverbs of Solomon






(10:1-22:16)
A.  Proverbs Contrasting the Godly and the Wicked


(10:1-15:33)

B.  Proverbs Encouraging Godly Lives



(16:1-22:16)

IV.  Anonymous Wise Sayings





(22:17-24:22)
V.  More Anonymous Wise Sayings





(24:23-34)
VI.  Proverbs of Solomon Copied by Hezekiah’s Men


(25:1-29:27)
A.  Proverbs Regulating Relationships with Others


(25:1-26:28)

B.  Proverbs Regulating Various Activities



(27:1-29:27)

VII.  The Words of Agur






(30:1-33)
VIII.  The Words of King Lemuel





(31:1-31)
A.  Wisdom for Leaders





(31:1-9)

B.  The Excellent Wife






(31:10-31)
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