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Introduction

The book of Proverbs was written as a guidebook for life (1:2–6). Yet it seems far from being used that way today, even by Christians who consider it part of inspired Scripture. Why is this? Why is a book that is introduced as ‘for giving prudence to those who are simple, knowledge and discretion to the young’ (1:4) not the first thing we give to new Christians or the foundation of youth-group studies, and why is it not considered essential to Christian reading?

There are probably many reasons. To many people today the book of Proverbs can seem trivial; the English notion of a ‘proverb’ suggests some trite folk wisdom, true enough but not all that important. It is easy to assume that the book of Proverbs is mostly on this level, especially since many of its sayings are in a similar epigrammatic form. Some of its sayings are even considered just plain wrong, especially when it seems to promise automatic success if you do the right thing – that sounds dangerously close to a prosperity gospel. 

The mention that this is the wisdom of Solomon also gives us pause. Yes, he was famed for his wisdom to start with – but fell into sin, and idolatry. Surely, he is not the example to follow! Why would we want anything from him?

Proverbs is also challenging because it is so contrary to modern western life. It is absolutist about morals, and teaches that wisdom and the best kind of knowledge are primarily about morality, not information. The wisdom of Proverbs is very strong on sexual morality and chastity, which are uncomfortable topics in the West today and becoming increasingly so in other parts of the world influenced by western culture. Proverbs is unapologetic about the need for correction and rebuke as part of teaching, especially of young people, and it similarly values age and the elderly – again, both attitudes that are increasingly unpopular in the West. Proverbs is positive about women but is addressed to men and from the male point of view, which sits uncomfortably with modern feminism. Most of all, Proverbs seems out of step with modern culture when it says that the pinnacle of human wisdom is to trust God, not yourself. Any part of the world that has been affected by Enlightenment thinking puts this exactly the other way around. Wisdom, in our Enlightened modern world, is considered to be about autonomous secular reason and absolute freedom of expression of the self. Proverbs could hardly be more different.

Yet it is not as if western assumptions about wisdom, and what count as wise choices in life, have proved themselves so wonderful. Hillary Clinton bewails the collapse of community, of volunteering, of family, and the rise in loneliness and isolation.1 But what is to be expected from a philosophy that promotes individual fulfilment, career and achievement? The very western self-focus that she embodies and champions isolates individuals and sets them against each other.

Another reason why perhaps the book of Proverbs is not as valued as it ought to be is that it is hard to read. Those of us who read it in an English translation will probably miss many of its literary features, the effect of its poetical units and the careful construction of its terse sayings. In English, most of Proverbs can seem like a diverse set of sayings, randomly grouped together. The book, however, is more carefully constructed than that, and it is hoped that this short commentary can aid in understanding its structure.

1. Proverbs and Wisdom literature

Part of understanding how to read Proverbs requires understanding the kind of writing that it is. Proverbs has been considered part of the biblical category known as Wisdom literature.2 The books of Ecclesiastes, Job and certain psalms are also often considered to be Wisdom literature. We need to understand what people mean by that category.

The category is not something identified by Scripture itself, and you will not find it as a division of Jewish Bibles. Why, then, do we identify Wisdom literature as a separate category at all? Is it just something imposed on Scripture?

Not entirely. Even though Wisdom literature is not specifically mentioned in the Bible, similar literature existed in the ancient Near East long before Proverbs. There was, in many ancient Near-Eastern cultures, literature that taught about how life works and therefore how we should live. Proverbs bears many similarities to this literature of other countries, which is often cast in the form of a father teaching a son, using a combination of lectures or short sayings, teaching a range of social and personal ethical norms that show how to live well.3 

Sumerians in the late third and early second millennium BC wrote riddles, collections of proverbs and reflective essays, some dealing with the problem of suffering in a way reminiscent of Job. The Instructions of Shuruppak, Proverbs-like literature (2200 BC or earlier), were known in Old Babylonian and later Babylonian versions. This text contains sayings in a form similar to Proverbs: ‘A loving heart maintains a family; a hateful heart destroys a family (lines 202–3); ‘You should not speak arrogantly to your mother; that causes hatred for you (lines 255–60).4 Ludlul Bel Nemeqi, known as the ‘Babylonian Job’, is a variation of a tale going back to the second millennium at least; Babylonian literature also included Counsels of Wisdom and a Babylonian version of Instructions of Shuruppak. Later came Words of Ahikar, known primarily in a fifth-century Aramaic version, with an Assyrian setting dating from the seventh century BC. It contains wisdom in a similar form and sometimes similar content to Proverbs: ‘Withhold not thy son from the rod, else thou wilt not be able to save [him from wickedness].’ ‘A word is a bird: once released no man can recapture it.’5 There are also quotations from fables and parables in letters from Old Babylonian times. Ebla, an early Syrian kingdom, in the late third millennium BC already had parables, riddles and fables associated with wisdom writings. There is evidence of early written wisdom in the el Amarna letters of the fourteenth century BC, where Canaanite overlords quote proverbial sayings in letters to Pharaohs; and we also have the thirteenth-century Ugarit Instructions of Sube-Awelim in Akkadian and Hittite.

Similar streams of wisdom writings are found in Egypt. Written between 2700 and 2400 BC, the Instruction of Imhotep, the Instruction of Ptah-hotep, the Instruction of Kegemni, and the Instruction of Hardidief are compilations of wise sayings. The tradition continues in the Instruction of Ani and Instruction of Amenemopet, probably from the eleventh or tenth century BC. Social protest is seen in The Eloquent Peasant, theology in Divine Attributes of Pharoah and meditation in In Praise of Learned Scribes. 

The pessimistic wisdom that characterises Ecclesiastes is also well attested in the ancient world, with the Egyptian The Man Who was Tired of Life from around 2300–2100 BC, Song of the Harper from approximately 2100 BC, the Babylonian Counsels of a pessimist, uncertain date, and Dialogue of Pessimism from approximately 1300 BC. The Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh contains some similar sentiments. 

The Instruction of Amenemopet is of particular interest, since Proverbs 22:17–23:11 is a close enough parallel that it is considered to be a Hebrew translation of the Egyptian, or at least dependent upon it.

There is, then, a recognisable body of Wisdom literature that the book of Proverbs fits into, although the biblical literature has notable differences, particularly in its dependence upon God. This is the wisdom of Israel, and so reflects a very different world view from other ancient Near-Eastern cultures.

Wisdom and creation

Wisdom literature is also distinct because it seems to draw much of its teaching from creation (rather than, say, revealed law). Wisdom theology has sometimes therefore been seen as a type of natural theology. For some, this is a negative. The Bible, however, has a robust doctrine of creation, so this would not make Wisdom literature any less theological.6 This is legitimate within Old Testament faith, for Yahweh who encountered Israel is also creator, and so it would not be surprising that to some extent people can learn wisdom simply from observing the order that is there in the world. This is why there could be a category of Wisdom literature in the ancient world that overlapped with the biblical teaching. Proverbs teaches strong connections between wisdom as a concept and the creation of the world (Proverbs 8:22–31). Wisdom is part of the world’s structure. It is there to be found.7 

There are, however, provisos. To become accomplished in wisdom, Proverbs teaches, you will need the right attitude to God and a right humility, be prepared to listen to him and the teachers he appoints over you, and especially be willing to accept rebuke. The book of Proverbs, after all, is written instruction inspired by God. We learn wisdom from it, from this revelation, not just by going about our own natural studies. 

This leads us to another characteristic of wisdom. Wisdom is something that can be learned, but especially can be taught, and is taught through wise sayings. The structure and wording of the saying is itself part of the instruction.8 Studying these sayings, with a right fear of the Lord, is how we learn true wisdom. Best of all, we know as Christians that proper fear of the Lord, and the true secrets of wisdom, come from having the mind of Christ (1 Corinthians 2:16). That is how we attain the best knowledge of how to live, the right character to have, rightly formed desires and the right way to love others. In Christ, the wisdom we learn from Proverbs is brought to fulfilment.9

2. Reading Proverbs

The book of Proverbs, like all Scripture, is directly relevant to everyone. It is inspired by God and profitable ‘for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness’ (2 Timothy 3:16–17). The New Testament writers considered it directly relevant to the church (see 1 Peter 5:5 and Proverbs 3:34; 1 Peter 2:17 and Proverbs 24:21; Romans 12:20 and Proverbs 25:21–2; Hebrews 12:5–6 and Proverbs 3:11–12). 

When we come to the book of Proverbs, we have sayings about the world and about how we should live within it, but it can be difficult for the modern biblical reader to know how to approach these sayings. They are not law; they are not commands to follow. Indeed, some of the sayings are directly mutually contradictory. They give advice and general principles and need to be read together, in context; no one saying should be assumed to stand alone, without the qualifications offered by other sayings around it. To take them as single pieces of dogma is to misunderstand them. The world is not a machine, even a moral machine, in which effect follows cause invariably. There are generalities to be found; but there will be exceptions. Proverbs reflects this. The reader is left to consider whether individual sayings might have several levels of meaning, depending upon the context in which they are applied and given the way that other parts of the book of Proverbs qualify them. 

Also, the world is God’s world, and he freely upholds it as he wills. He is a God of order, and we can trust him; he made this world for us to inhabit, so we can expect it to continue with as much order as is necessary for us to live, practically. Yet he does what he does, and the many psalms asking God ‘Why?’ reflect the reality that sometimes we will not know God’s reasons. We are fallen, and so is the world; moreover, we are limited. We are the creatures, he the creator. There are many things we will not know and will not be able to work out on our own, no matter how much power and ability and even true knowledge our image-bearing persons are capable of.

Nonetheless, there is a body of wisdom that is reliable enough to be passed down, and this is what the sages who wrote the Wisdom literature did. We are to learn from elders who have had a lifetime of learning to understand the world in the fear of the Lord, who have studied the Scriptures as the blessed person of Psalm 1 does, and sought to apply them to the world as they find it. We are to learn from parents and teachers, to listen to them and heed their advice. Proverbs records much of that advice, and the fact that it is so similar in parts to other sage advice from ancient cultures testifies to human ability to perceive and learn wisdom.10

The point of wisdom is a good life. It is for the making of wise decisions which lead to flourishing instead of death. The same choice lies before the man of Psalm 1. He can choose the flourishing life, the best life, by not walking with the wicked or standing with sinners or sitting with scoffers.11 His flourishing, like a tree beside streams of water, comes from delighting in the law of the Lord, from knowing it and meditating upon it. Put like that, the choice seems obvious. Who would choose death over not just life, but the best life? But we live in a fallen and confusing world, and choices are not always so easy. Some paths look very attractive at first, and not at all as though they will lead to chaos and death. The point of the wise words of Proverbs is to provide us with the chance to know wisdom and so be able to make decisions as they are presented to us.

Therefore, wisdom in the Bible is overwhelmingly ethical. Our world doesn’t necessarily think this. To have a flourishing life, people may look to wisdom that is psychological – how do our brains work best? What are the habits of daily care that will make us healthy and long-lived? What are the conditions of society or culture that best promote human wellbeing? Should I live a minimalist life with few material belongings? Should I move to a yurt in a sustainable community? Wisdom might be considered in regard to personal safety or financial security; weighing up risks and knowing when and where to invest. But while Proverbs touches on such themes, the main point of wisdom is to act morally towards God and other people. Righteousness is wisdom; and personal ease, financial security and me-time may well have to be sacrificed for it – and that would still be a flourishing life.

The intent of Proverbs ‘is to train a person, to form character, to show what life is really like and how best to cope with it’,12 Roland Murphy says. That is what we want. Christianity is a journey towards maturity, and towards wisdom as we grasp the mind of Christ which we have been gifted. We are granted wisdom when we ask for it (James 1:5), but it is also something that requires work, learning and practice. 

The Hebrew of Proverbs is frequently deliberately enigmatic.13 There is so much more that could be said about every proverb, and indeed they are meant to be pondered, with time taken over them. Space does not permit me to spend the time reflecting on each verse that it deserves. I hope this book can nonetheless lead you through Proverbs as a connected whole, so you can see the context in which to understand this important teaching. Our English translations often try to soften the Hebrew text, to make it more understandable and applicable. That is not necessarily a bad thing – Bibles are meant to be readable. However, part of the gaining of wisdom through Proverbs comes through wrestling with the compactness and even apparent contradictions of the text. This commentary is written on the assumption that the sages who wrote these sayings were not careless (and God is never so). The very terse, epigrammatic and sometimes confusing form of the proverbs is designed to make us think – about the words and about the world they describe. We should not expect shortcuts.

Church Bible study groups, however, often want shortcuts. It can be unsettling to wrestle with text that doesn’t always seem to sit nicely within neat doctrinal boxes. Yet the very wrestling – the discussion and disagreement and working together to understand what this part of God’s word is teaching us about him, about ourselves and about the world he has created – is part of growing in wisdom. So do not be afraid of it, and do not seek to avoid it. God’s word is good, and we can trust it.

Proverbs, especially in its later sections, can seem like a collection of isolated sayings. It is, however, more cohesive than that. It is a compilation of several authors and groups, but it has been put together deliberately. We can read even the tersest of bold sayings within the context of other sayings around it, in which themes emerge. New poems are often introduced by wisdom commendations. Endings are typically marked by some kind of summary. There are themes: look for them. Do not assume that this is just a jumble of disparate sayings. They have themes, and the thoughts often progress to a conclusion.

To understand Proverbs, we must, above all, think about it. This book should not be a quick read. The text is there for us to ponder, discuss and grow in understanding of it. We should be meditating on its sayings, writing them down, turning them around in our lives. Expect the study of Proverbs to be intriguing, absorbing and, finally, enlightening. The sayings are often riddles, comparing two things. Why are these two things put together? What is the point that is being made? And why is it within this particular collection of sayings? The literary form is closely analogous to poetry, and poetry is often like this (or at least, the best poetry is). The text is often dense and carefully constructed, with vivid imagery.14 It forces us to think, and that is good for us. That is how wisdom grows.

Principles, not law

We do not, then, read Proverbs as law. Neither do we try to rewrite it. We know that righteousness is imputed through Christ’s saving death; that does not mean we need to rewrite all mentions of ‘the righteous’ and give them a Christian gloss. We need to read Proverbs for what it is: sage advice, deliberately expressed sometimes in enigmatic ways, to make us reflect. It will give us general principles about how the world works and how the God-fearer should seek to live within it. Each saying might be thought of as encapsulated truth, but no one proverb is meant to say everything on a topic. They are meant to be read together. Any one proverb is not meant to cover every situation; it makes a strong and true point, to be read in conjunction with the others.

Ultimately, the secrets of wisdom are hidden in Christ, and so no book about wisdom will make sense without mention of Christ. The author of Ecclesiastes testifies to the bewilderment of the wise person trying to make sense of the world purely on its own terms (Ecclesiastes 1:1–11). We now know what the world was created for – why it is here, what our place is within it and where it is heading. Knowing that framework, we are able to appreciate fully the wisdom that is contained within it. Scripture gives us the ability to comprehend and apprehend the wise principles upon which the world was created – not as ends in themselves, but as wisdom for how to live, now, in the light of the knowledge of God and his gracious provision.

3. Wisdom, order, morality and reward

Most often, the reasons for following the teaching here are given in practical terms. This way of living works. It should not be surprising that it works, for God stands behind this teaching (23:10–11). Wisdom depends on the fact that the world is ordered, and living in accordance with that order is likely to bring good outcomes. ‘Wisdom for the Israelite sage may be defined as the observation of order in the natural, social, and divine realms,’ Paul Overland observes, ‘so as to discern by rational choice the path most effectively leading to an optimally flourishing life.’15 Anyone can observe this order. Part of observing the world, however, is realising that not everyone will do so, even when rejecting it very clearly does not work.

This becomes most obvious when we consider the ethical world taught by Proverbs. In our world today, the mantras of sexual permissiveness, individualism and seeking personal fulfilment have led to epidemics of loneliness and mental illness along with the rise of harmful conspiracy theories and existential fear. Rejecting God’s morality does not work, but this failed philosophy is still promoted through increasingly forceful means. It is appropriate, then, that the text frequently reminds us that taking the wrong path is not just unwise and often destructive in this life, but the destruction it may lead to is God’s judgment. The teaching here is based on the wise patterns built into creation, but behind them is the God who is personally offended by unfaithful, dishonest and intemperate behaviour. That is why an attitude that wishes to know and obey him is essential to starting out on the path of wisdom.

As noted above, the surprising thing about wisdom as it is taught here is how much of it is directly moral. It was a modern western conceit until recently that wisdom, meaning knowledge and clear thinking – the sort of thing taught by academic philosophy and the sciences, for instance – stood independent of morality. That has been overturned more recently as attitudes to identity politics overcome proficiency or academic seniority in being acceptable intellectuals. The more recent attitude picks up on morality sometimes in a misguided or unbalanced manner, but the basic view is right: wisdom cannot be attained through the intellect alone. Right morality is essential to being a wise person. Wickedness, as Proverbs constantly tells us, is foolish. Indeed, as we will see, the balance in the end is that wisdom is chiefly moral, and that even when this morality leads to temporary suffering in this fallen world, it is still far more worth having than any riches. The world works, but it is marred in its working, and while we have advice for good habits for temporal success, a great deal of wisdom is coping with the fact that we also suffer evil. Wisdom means sticking to what is truly valuable, trusting that in the end the Lord will reward those who delight in the same things he delights in. 

But when will God give this reward? There is no comprehensive view of the afterlife here, or of when such reward will take place; but simply knowing that it is the Lord who rewards makes following his way always the best (Proverbs 5:23). Proverbs teaches that the wicked will be punished and the righteous rewarded (Proverbs 10:2; 11:5–6, 23, 27). Righteousness is frequently promised the reward of life (hayyim). This is sometimes obviously referring to this bodily life (Proverbs 3:2; 4:10; 9:11; 14:30; 27:27; 31:12). Often, however, the reference is more general; it is something more than just bodily life, including other things such as prosperity, abundance and so on (Proverbs 3:21–2; 4:13; 8:35; 16:15; 21:21; 22:4). The tree of life goes further, to suggest eternal life (Proverbs 3:18; 11:30; 13:12; 15:4; see also Genesis 2:9; 3:24; Revelation 22:14).16 The righteous have no death (Proverbs 12:28); while the book does not actually teach a bodily resurrection, Proverbs 15:24 talks of coming up from the grave, which is consonant with other biblical teaching.17 

What about earthly rewards? It can seem that Proverbs teaches a rather bland doctrine of earthly reward for good behaviour (e.g., Proverbs 3:9–10). However, it also shows quite clearly that the righteous might not be rewarded in this life (Proverbs 16:8, 18–19). In particular, there are a number of ‘better than’ sayings that specifically teach that the wiser way might involve loss (Proverbs 12:9; 15:16–17; 16:8, 19; 17:1; 19:1; 28:6). In short, the teaching of Proverbs is entirely consistent with New Testament teaching on riches: namely that earthly wealth is a good thing, to be received with thanksgiving and used in generosity for the benefit of others (especially others of the Lord’s people), but its value is only relative, not nearly as good as the much greater value of godliness.18 1 Timothy 6:5–6 tells us that it is false teachers who say that godliness is a means to financial gain; we know, however, that ‘godliness with contentment is great gain’. Christ, like Solomon and the other sages, teaches that we might profitably endure or even choose suffering for righteousness in this world, given our hope of future glory (Proverbs 3:34; 10:16; Matthew 5:3–12).

Still, it can seem sometimes that Proverbs promises more than life delivers. I have heard various evangelical ways of toning down the teaching of Proverbs: ‘It’s advice, not promises,’ is a favourite. It is true that Proverbs does speak in generalities, but some of the claims are fairly specific (Proverbs 3:2, 4, 6, 8, 10). So what is the resolution?

The problem only really arises if we think that all the proverbs of Proverbs stand alone. If, however, we read it as a body of work, with each teaching to be taken in the context of the others, the problem largely disappears. Because the proverbs are often epigrammatic, we often overlook the fact that as a whole there is a balance. Moreover, this is teaching to be considered and pondered. It is up to us to understand where particular sayings apply and where they are qualified by other parts of Proverbs, and when we should be looking for the promised reward in God’s eternity rather than immediately.

Proverbs teaches a future beyond death. It also teaches justice. Justice will be done; we can trust God in this regard, just as we are taught to trust him (Proverbs 3:5–6a).

So what wise people do now is crucial. We see this dominantly in how Proverbs teaches us to speak wisely, how to deal with wealth wisely and how to act wisely in regard to sexual behaviour. ‘The tongue has the power of life and death’ (18:21), shaping beliefs that determine eternal destiny. Good speech is a tree of life (11:30) and a fountain of life (13:14). The tongue has the power to heal and destroy (6:12–15; 10:14; 11:9; 12:18; 16:24) – words can actually be far more powerful than sticks and stones. The tongue also can reward or damage oneself (10:10; 12:14; 18:6–7). Wise speech is gentle, not harsh (15:1), is restrained (10:19; 17:27, 28), is thoughtful (15:28; 18:13) and honest (8:7; 12:17, 19, 22). It does not gossip (11:12–13) and does not boast (27:1–2). How do we learn to speak well? It comes from the heart (16:23) and from listening to teaching (22:17–19).

In regard to wealth, New Testament readers already know how crucial it is to act rightly around money. Proverbs parallels this teaching. The father warns his son against easy money (1:10–19). The wealthy will tend to look for security in belongings, rather than to the Lord (10:15; 18:10–11). Money’s value is limited (3:13–18). Having enough money is a blessing (30:7–9); the poor lack social capital as well as financial (14:20–21; 18:23; 22:7). Rather than greed, however, the best approach to money is to give God the firstfruits (3:9–10), be generous (11:23–8), work hard (10:4–5), be content (21:17) and patient (13:11), and be prudent in planning (24:27). Primarily, wealth comes from character, not method. 

To be wise in Proverbs is also to be sexually moral. This is overwhelmingly important for both men and women, even though it is primarily the gullible young male who is addressed. Young women – and older people of either sex – can be gullible and subject to seduction too. Most of the proverbs are about people, and can (and should) be learned by both men and women. Proverbs assumes marriage, as is natural for an Old Testament context, but a lot of what is said about wise spousedom applies to any relationship and to all single people (27:6, 9). The qualities of diligence, honesty, faithfulness in relationships and in business apply to both men and women who will have friends, homes and ways of earning. 

The unchaste woman, the symbol of sexual immorality for any person, is a symbol of unfaithfulness and rejection of God (2:16–19). She stands for sex without commitment. She is what western society idolises, and is where other societies are going as western liberal morality is imposed upon the majority world’s cultures (in an imperialistic colonisation that is just as destructive and arrogant as any of the nineteenth century). The immoral, unchaste character has rejected God by being unfaithful to her husband (2:17) and will be rejected by God (5:21–3; 7:23–7). It is telling that Solomon himself lost his wisdom, his place and his kingdom because of the very danger the teaching in his name warns about here (see 1 Kings 11:1–6, 9–11). 

In western society today, sexual
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