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Exegesis of Proverbs


Proverbs on Wisdom and Foolishness

The proverbs of Solomon. A wise son makes a father glad, But a foolish son is a grief to his mother (10:1).
These Proverbs not only speak of the character of fools versus wise persons, they also speak of the best way to deal with each class of people.
jbeL'yI ~yIt;p'f. lywIa/w< twOc.mi xQ;yI ble-~k;x]  10:8  1.
The wise of heart will receive
 commands,

But the fool of lips will be thrown down.

Some translate ~yIt;p'f. lywIa/ as “the babbling fool.”  By definition, the wise man is open to instruction and eager to learn.  On the other hand, the fool is quick to speak what he thinks he knows, and his end is humiliation.  In Hebrew thought, ble refers to the totality of the inner man, the heart, mind, and soul.
~k'x' hc'[el. [:mevow> wyn"y[eB. rv'y" lywIa/ %r<D<  12:15  2.
The way of a fool, right in his eyes,

But the one who listens
 to counsel, wise.

“The sages distrusted merely personal opinion, and this is shown in many sayings about being “wise in one’s own eyes”:  Prov 3:7; 26:12.  Any conclusion that relies on “one’s own eyes” can easily be a case of self-deception.  Hence the wise listen to the advice of others” (Murphy, p. 91).  The language hearkens back to the prologue of chapters 1-9, which defines “wise” and “fool”” in terms of reception or rejection of authoritative counsel.  rv'y"  defines conduct that does not go outside the bounds of a morally fixed order (Waltke, vol. 1, p. 98).
tl,W<ai ar"q.yI ~yliysiK. blew> t[;D" hs,Ko ~Wr[' ~d"a'  12:23  3.
A shrewd man, one who conceals
 knowledge,

but the heart of fools will proclaim
 folly.

The issue here is knowing when to speak and when to keep silent.  A shrewd person has the necessary self-control and prudence to speak up at the right time.  Fools show themselves fools when they speak at a time when they should be quiet.  The Hebrew ~Wr[', (“shrewd, cunning,”)  is an ability to use wily tactics to accomplish an end, a good end in the book of Proverbs.  “The shrewd have the ability to scheme to achieve their desires (cf. 14:8, 15), to ignore insults (12:16), to look where they are going (14:15), and to see danger coming and avoid it (22:3; 27:12)” (Waltke, vol 1, p. 95).
hr"['G> [m;v'-al{ #lew> ba' rs;Wm ~k'x' !Be  13:1  4.
A wise son – discipline of father,

But a scoffer does not listen to
 rebuke.

The antithesis implies that a wise son listens to a father’s rebuke but a scoffer does not.  In wisdom teaching, “hear” and “obey” are practically synonymous.  “A rebuke goes deeper into one who has understanding than a hundred blows into a fool” (Prov 17:10).
 h[,row> Î~K'x.y<Ð ¿~k'x]w:À ~ymik'x]-ta, Î%leAhÐ ¿%Alh'À  13:20  5.
[;AryE ~yliysik.

(Walk
) [The one who walks] with the wise, (and be wise
) [becomes wise
],
but the one who associates with fools will suffer harm.

The reading in parentheses, (), is kethib, meaning “written”.  The reading in brackets, [], is qere, meaning “to be read.”  “In instances where the consonantal text was felt to be unsatisfactory or where textual variants were deemed to be worthy of preservation, the masoretes (who were bound not to alter the consonantal text) provided the consonants of the word to be read in the margin” (William R. Scott, A Simplified Guide to BHS, p. 13).   ta, (“with”) in this context denotes accompaniment.  Waltke (vol 1, n. 106, p. 571) writes:
Regarding seeking the company of the wise, Ben Sira instructed: “Stand in the assembly of the elders.  Who is wise?  Cling to him!  Be ready to listen to every narrative, and do not let wise proverbs escape you.  If you see an intelligent man, visit him early; let your foot wear out his doorstep” (Sir. 6:34-36).  Other sayings express the same truth:  “Tell me with whom you socialize, and I will tell you who you are” and “You will become like the one with whom you socialize” (cited by Meinhold, Spruche, p. 227).  “It is not left to us to determine whether there shall be any influence; only, what that influence shall be” (Bridges, Proverbs, p. 164).
hm'r>mi ~yliysiK. tl,W<aiw> AKr>D: !ybih' ~Wr[' tm;k.x'  14:8  6.
The wisdom of the shrewd: to understand
 his way,
but the folly of fools: deception.

The parallelism suggests “self-deception” be included within the term “deception.”  The shrewd person conducts himself according to his moral knowledge, knowing that there is a connection between the choices he makes and the place he ends up.  The fool, because he is morally insensitive, schemes to victimize others, and in the process, victimizes himself (see Waltke, vol 1, pp. 588-89).

x;jeAbW rBe[;t.mi lysik.W [r"me rs'w> arEy" ~k'x'  14:16  7.
The wise man: fearing
 and turning away
 from evil,

But the fool: arrogant (or angry)
 and overconfident.

This proverb appears in a context of several (14:15-18) that contrast the character of the wise and foolish.  The fear mentioned here is either the fear of the Lord, as it is in the rest of this book, or the “caution” of the wise in carefully considering a course of action before taking it.  The fool on the other hand plunges ahead, wrongly trusting only in himself and not considering the consequences of his actions.  “The God-fearer does not overestimate himself and feel self-confident, and the cocky fool does not turn from evil (cf. 13:19)” (Waltke, vol 1, pp. 595-96).
tl,W<ai ~yliwIa/ rs;WmW wyl'['B. lk,fe ~yYIx; rAqm.  16:22  8.
A fountain of life, insight of its possessor,

But the chastening of fools, folly.

In keeping with a major theme of Proverbs, this one describes the beneficial effects of understanding (Hebrew lk,f,, meaning “insight, understanding, discernment, judgment”).  The “fountain of life” (see below) refreshes both the possessor and those whom he influences.  The second line is terse and therefore ambiguous.  It could mean that to discipline fools is folly, because they will not learn.  More likely, however, is that “folly” here refers to the punishing consequences of moral insolence or foolishness (14:1, 3, 15:20) (Waltke, vol 2, p. 30).  Thus foolish actions have punishment built into them.
Concerning the “fountain of life” Kidner writes:

Tree and fountain of life are, at the simplest level, graceful figures of God’s sources of renewal, temporal and spiritual: e.g. of the effects of a heartening word from somebody (15:4); . . . To go deeper still, this tree or fountain symbolizes the blessings of a right relation to God, variously described as wisdom (3:18), understanding (16:22) and ‘the fear of the Lord’ (14:27), inculcated by ‘the law of the wise’ (13:14).  The metaphors tell their own story, but this is reinforced by the overtones of Genesis 2 and 3, where the true bore the fruit of immortality, and the river watered the garden of God.  Tree and river reappear in the endtime vision of Ezekiel 47:1-12 when the glory has returned (cf. Rev. 22:1, 2); but the Old Testament affirms that what was lost in Paradise and waits to be regained can be enjoyed in some measure now when man walks with God. ‘For with thee is the fountain of life’ (Ps. 36:9; cf. Ps. 46:4,5) (Kidner, p. 54).
t[;D" !ybiy" !Abn"l. x:ykiAhw> ~rI[.y: ytip,W hK,T; #le  19:25  9.
Strike
 a scoffer
 and the simple may become shrewd
,
but reprove
 one who has understanding,
 he will discern
 knowledge.
A distinction is drawn between the naïve, who is still capable of receiving instruction, and the scoffer, who can only be beaten (see descriptions of these terms below).  Apparently the naïve can learn from the physical punishment of the scoffer.  In contrast, the one who has understanding needs only verbal reproof to himself in order for his knowledge to grow.  “The sages never tire of affirming that it is part of wisdom to be open to correction” (Murphy, p. 146).

The Fool Family
This proverb includes two of the three levels of foolishness that run throughout the book.  In descending order of teachability these are:

1. ytiP, – “simple, naïve;”  This person is easily led, gullible, silly.  Morally, he is willful and irresponsible, and tends to follow the crowd.  While his character is capable of being changed, his attitude toward discipline and instruction is not always what it should be (Kidner, p. 39). “This is the ‘wide-eyed youth’ who is headed for trouble unless he listens to the counsel of wisdom” (NET Bible, Pro 1:4, n 21).

2. lysiK. – “fool;”  This is the most common word for “fool” in Proverbs; two others are lywIa/ and lb'n".  This is a person who is, by choice, foolish and obstinate.  He does not see the value of a patient search for wisdom.  He is uncritical in accepting the opinions of others and freely gives his own.  To instruct him is hopeless: “A rebuke goes deeper into one who has understanding than a hundred blows into a fool” (Pro 17:10).  The wise are warned to avoid him.  His trouble is spiritual rather than mental, for he has rejected the fear of the Lord (Kidner, pp. 40-41).
3. #le – “scoffer;”  Like the fool, the scoffer dislikes correction, but his situation is even more serious.  “The mischief he does is not the random mischief of the ordinary fool, but the deeper damage of the ‘debunker’ and deliberate trouble-maker (21:24; 22:10; 29:8)” (Kidner, p. 42).  “They are cynical and defiant freethinkers who ridicule the righteous and all for which they stand (e.g., Ps 1:1)” (NET Bible, Pro 1:22, n 105).
WN[,L.b;y> ~d"a' lysik.W ~k'x' hwEn>Bi !m,v,w" dm'x.n< rc'Aa  21:20  10.
Desirable supplies and oil in the dwelling of the wise, 

but a fool of a man will swallow it up.

Oil is a symbol of wealth and luxury.  The word for dwelling (hw<n", lit. “pasture”) denotes provision, security, and peace (Waltke, vol 2, p. 183).  The point is that following wisdom provides ongoing prosperity; the fool seeks instant gratification and consumes everything he has.  There is a connection with 21:17, which warns of the dangers of pleasure seeking.
Wvn"[/n<w> Wrb.[' ~yyIt'p.W ÎrT's.nIw>Ð ¿rteS'yIw>À h['r" ha'r" ~Wr['  22:3  11.
A shrewd person sees
 evil and hides himself,

But the naïve go on
 and are punished.

The shrewd person sees something bad (h['r" is broad enough to include ‘evil’ as well as any form of danger or trouble) ahead and is able to avoid it.  The naive proceeds ahead, not seeing the warning signs that the shrewd discerned, and pays the penalty.
^yL,mi lk,fel. zWby"-yKi rBed:T.-la; lysik. ynEz>a'B.  23:9  12.
In the ears of a fool do not speak,

For he will despise
 the insight of your words.

In other words, do not waste your time trying to instruct a fool.  It is not that fools lack intelligence, but that they refuse to listen to sound advice.  (See “The Fool Family” above).  This proverb should be balanced with the one that says “Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes” (Pro 26:5).  “The proverb implies that the son must take the spiritual measure of a person before responding to him in order to estimate beforehand the effect of his words on him” (Waltke, vol 2, p. 244).
@a' Wbyviy" ~ymik'x]w: hy"r>qi Wxypiy" !Acl' yven>a;  29:8  13.
Men of scorning inflame
 a city, 

but wise men turn away
 anger.
The imagery of xwp is that of inflaming or exciting, as in kindling a fire.  Such scoffers make dangerous situations worse, whereas the wise calm things down (NET Bible, Pro 29:8, n 27).
hN"x,B.v;y> rAxa'B. ~k'x'w> lysik. ayciAy AxWr-lK'  29:11  14.
All his spirit a fool brings out,

but a wise man keeps it
 back.

AxWr is commonly interpreted to mean “his anger,” but it likely means more than that. The fool gives full expression to his soul, whether it be anger or bitterness or frustration of any other passions. He has no self-control (NET Bible, Pro 29:11, n 36).  The second line is difficult.  The verb xb;v' means to “soothe, still,” which does not work well with rAxa'B (“back, behind”).  Perhaps “calms it back” is possible, indicating an overcoming of some strong emotion. The idea is clearly one of self-control. Another possible translation for the second line is “a wise man in the end calms it.”
� xql verb qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� jbl verb niphal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� [mv verb qal participle masculine singular absolute


� hsk verb qal participle masculine singular absolute


� arq verb qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� [mv verb qal perfect 3rd person masculine singular


� $lh verb qal infinitive absolute.  The infinitive form functions as an imperative here, a feature of older Biblical Hebrew grammar (Waltke, vol 1, n. 33, p. 549).


� ~kx verb qal imperative masculine singular


� ~kx verb qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� [[r verb niphal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular.


� !yb verb hiphil infinitive construct


� ary verb qal participle masculine singular absolute


� rws verb qal participle masculine singular


� rb[ verb hithpael participle masculine singular absolute


� xjb verb qal participle masculine singular absolute


� hkn verb hiphil imperfect 2nd person masculine singular


� #yl verb qal participle masculine singular absolute, used here as a noun


� ~r[ verb hiphil imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� xky verb hiphil infinitive construct


� !yb verb niphal participle masculine singular absolute


� !yb verb qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� [lb verb piel imperfect 3rd person masculine singular suffix 3rd person masculine singular


� har verb qal perfect 3rd person masculine singular


� rts verb niphal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular kethib, and rts verb niphal perfect 3rd person masculine singular qere


� rb[ verb qal perfect 3rd person common plural


� vn[ verb niphal perfect 3rd person common plural


� rbd verb piel imperfect 2nd person masculine singular jussive in meaning, but no unique form for jussive


� zwb verb qal imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� xwp verb hiphil imperfect 3rd person masculine plural


� bwv verb hiphil imperfect 3rd person masculine plural


� acy verb hiphil imperfect 3rd person masculine singular


� xbv verb piel imperfect 3rd person masculine singular suffix 3rd person feminine singular
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