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How to Use This Study


Why Proverbs, and why the public square

Most of the Bible's wisdom literature was written for people who lived in small towns, ran farms and shops, sat on councils, settled disputes, bought and sold, and argued in the street. Proverbs was not written for monks. It was written for people with neighbors.

The book itself opens in public. Before it says a word about marriage or money or the tongue, it pictures Wisdom as a woman who "calls out in the street" and "lifts her voice in the square" (Proverbs 1:20). She does not wait in a library for scholars. She stands at the city gate, where in the ancient world the elders sat to settle cases, merchants made deals, and ordinary people came to be heard. Ruth's whole future was decided there: "Boaz went to the gate and sat down there" (Ruth 4:1), and the elders of Bethlehem were his witnesses. The gate was courthouse, town hall, marketplace, and front porch at once.

We have our own gates. The county commission meeting. The school board. The neighborhood association. The church business meeting. The parking lot after a ballgame. The comment section under a story in the local news. The office where you sign a contract or turn down a bribe. The checkout counter. Everywhere people live together and have to decide things together, Wisdom is still calling out.

This study takes six themes Proverbs returns to again and again, and asks what they mean for a Christian who wants to be a good neighbor, a faithful worker, and an honest voice in the life of his town:


	Wisdom in the Street. Proverbs opens in the public square. We start there too.

	Words That Build Up a City. What we say, share, and post about the life of our town.

	Many Counselors. Listening widely before deciding, and choosing advisors by character.

	Work That Serves. The slacker's field, the dignity of labor, and the need for rest.

	Honest Scales. God's interest in the marketplace, from padded invoices to conflicts of interest.

	Justice at the Gate. The widow, the poor man, and the boundary stone, and the Redeemer who defends them.





What this study is not

It is not a voter guide. You will not find a party, a candidate, or a ballot measure named anywhere in these pages, and the leader is asked to keep it that way. Proverbs has a great deal to say about justice, honesty, and power, and Christians who take it seriously still vote differently. That is not a failure of the book. It is a reminder that wisdom is mostly about how we live and decide together, and only sometimes about what we decide.

It is also not a manual for winning arguments. If your group finishes six weeks able to score more points against the other side, the study failed. If you finish it able to sit at a public meeting next to someone you disagree with, listen to him, tell the truth, do your work honestly, and care about the people nobody else is watching out for, it did what it was written to do.



How each session works

Every session follows the same pattern, so the group always knows where it is.


	Session at a Glance. The big idea, the goal, the Scripture, a memory verse, and the time needed.

	Open. A question to get people talking, usually about their own experience.

	Read the Scripture. Three to six short passages from Proverbs, printed in full. Read them aloud. Different voices help.

	Mentor and Student. A short conversation between two men: an older mentor who has spent years in local business and public service, and a younger man who is just starting to. Their story runs through all six sessions.

	Teaching. A few pages explaining the passages and connecting them to public life. Participants can read this ahead of time, or the leader can summarize it.

	Going Deeper. A story from elsewhere in Scripture that shows the session's theme in one person's life, with two questions. Use it in the group if time allows, or read it at home.

	Discussion Questions. Ten questions in three groups: Observe (what does the text say?), Interpret (what does it mean?), and Apply (what will we do?). You will rarely get through all ten. That is fine. Apply questions can be personal; no one has to answer aloud.

	Case Study. A realistic situation with no easy answer, for the group to work through together.

	Take-Home Practice. One concrete thing to do during the week.

	Prayer. A short prayer to close.

	Between Sessions. Five short daily readings from Proverbs, each with a few paragraphs and two questions, for the days between meetings.



The Discussion Questions, Case Study, and Take-Home Practice pages are marked as reproducible. See the copyright page for what may be photocopied.

A full session runs about 90 minutes. The Leader's Guide in the back shows how to fit it into 60 minutes, and Appendix B gives a 45-minute format.



For participants

You do not need to know much about the Bible to do this study. You need a pen, a willingness to say what you actually think, and a willingness to listen to what other people actually think. If you can, read the Teaching section before your group meets. Do the Between Sessions readings during the week. They are short, and they will make the discussion far better.



For leaders

Read the Leader's Guide at the back of the book before the first meeting. It covers preparing each week, timing, the Group Covenant (Appendix A), keeping the group nonpartisan, handling a heated moment, drawing out quiet people, and Leader Notes for each session with suggested answers and things to watch for. You do not need to be a Bible teacher. You need to be prepared, to ask good questions, and to protect the group.



Meet the Mentor and the Student

The Mentor is in his late sixties. He owned a hardware store in town for thirty-one years, served twelve years on the county planning commission, and is an elder in his church. He has sat through more public meetings than he can count, and he has been yelled at in most of them. He is not impressed by loud people, and he is very hard to fool.

The Student is thirty-eight. He runs a small landscaping company with six employees, coaches his daughter's softball team, and has just been elected, mostly because nobody else ran, to the board of his neighborhood association. Within a month of joining the board he finds himself in the middle of a fight over an old motel at the edge of the neighborhood that a local nonprofit wants to turn into housing for families in transition. He calls the Mentor, who was his first boss, for advice. Their conversations run through this study.

Both men are fictional, and so is their town. The situations they face are the ordinary situations of public life.



A note on Scripture

All Scripture is from the Berean Standard Bible, printed in full so you can read it together even if people bring different translations. The passages for each session are printed in the session itself; the Between Sessions readings print their own verses. A Scripture index is in the back.





Before Week One: How Proverbs Works

Proverbs is easy to quote and easy to misuse. A few pages on how the book works will help your group read it well for the next six weeks. Leaders, consider asking everyone to read this section before the first meeting, or take a few minutes at the start of Session 1 to summarize its main points.


Where the book comes from

The book opens, "These are the proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel" (Proverbs 1:1). Scripture remembers Solomon as the wise king above all others: "God gave Solomon wisdom, exceedingly deep insight, and understanding beyond measure, like the sand on the seashore" (1 Kings 4:29). People came from far away to hear him. But the book is also a collection. Chapter 25 notes "additional proverbs of Solomon, which were copied by the men of Hezekiah king of Judah" (Proverbs 25:1), about two hundred years later, and the last chapters carry the words of Agur and of King Lemuel's mother. Proverbs is the wisdom of a whole people, gathered over generations under God's guidance.

That matters for a study about public life. Much of Proverbs seems to have been preserved by royal officials and teachers who trained young men for service at court, in the city gate, and in the marketplace. It is, in part, a training manual for people who would hold responsibility in public.



The foundation: the fear of the LORD


The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline. — Proverbs 1:7



Everything in Proverbs rests on this verse. The "fear of the LORD" is not terror. It is reverent awe that takes God seriously as Creator, Judge, and Lord, and it leads to trust and obedience. Proverbs says this is where knowledge begins. You can be clever without it. You cannot be wise without it.

For public life this is a startling claim. It means the wisest public servant is not necessarily the smartest or the most experienced, but the one who remembers that he will answer to God for how he uses his power, his words, and his money. Nehemiah, governing Jerusalem, refused to burden the people the way earlier governors had. His reason was simple: "But I did not do this, because of my fear of God" (Nehemiah 5:15).



Proverbs are not promises

This is the most important thing to understand about reading Proverbs. A proverb is a short, memorable statement of how life usually works under God. It is not a guarantee about every individual case.

"Idle hands make one poor, but diligent hands bring wealth" (Proverbs 10:4) is true as a pattern. It is not a promise that every hardworking person will be rich, or a verdict that every poor person is lazy. Proverbs itself knows that injustice can sweep away what the poor have earned: "Abundant food is in the fallow ground of the poor, but without justice it is swept away" (Proverbs 13:23).

When you read a proverb, ask: What pattern of life is this describing? When is it most true? What other proverbs balance it? Misusing Proverbs as a rulebook of guarantees has caused a great deal of harm, especially to people who were faithful and suffered anyway.



Proverbs need wisdom to use

Two verses placed side by side make the point:


4Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you yourself will be like him. 5Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he become wise in his own eyes. — Proverbs 26:4–5



Should you answer a fool or not? Both. It depends on the fool, the folly, and the situation. Sometimes answering him drags you down to his level. Sometimes leaving him unanswered lets him think he has won. Proverbs puts the two sayings next to each other on purpose. It is training you to judge which one fits.

Public life is full of moments like this. Should you respond to the angry post, or let it go? Speak at the meeting, or listen this time? Push for a decision, or ask for more counsel? Proverbs doesn't give you a formula. It gives you a set of tools and expects you to grow in the skill of using the right one.



The cast of characters

Proverbs describes several kinds of people again and again. Learning to recognize them, in others and in yourself, is part of the wisdom the book offers.


	The wise listen, learn, accept correction, speak carefully, and fear the LORD.

	The simple are naïve and easily led. They are not wicked, but they are vulnerable.

	The fool has closed his mind. He trusts his own opinions and despises instruction.

	The scoffer mocks. He enjoys contempt and spreads it.

	The slacker (sluggard) avoids work and makes excuses.

	The righteous live rightly toward God and neighbor in ordinary life.

	The wicked use others for their own gain and resist God's ways.



You will meet all of them in the public square. You will also meet them in the mirror.



Wisdom has a face

Christians read Proverbs in the light of Jesus Christ, who is called "the wisdom of God" (1 Corinthians 1:24). The Wisdom who calls out in the street in Proverbs 1 finds her fullest expression in the One



How to read with your group


	Read slowly and aloud. Proverbs was meant to be heard and memorized.

	Look for contrasts. Most proverbs set two ways of life side by side. Ask what each half adds.

	Notice images. Scales, gates, wells, boundary stones, fields, and lions. They are chosen carefully.

	Ask how it applies to you first. It is easy to see how a proverb applies to someone else in public life.

	Hold proverbs together. Let one verse balance another. Wisdom grows in the tension.
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