Proverbs

Proverbs is a widely loved yet often misunderstood Old
Testament book. However, when rightly understood and
applied, its wisdom is of great worth to those willing to
seek it out.

Introductory Information

What is Wisdom?: Biblical wisdom is the skill of applying
knowledge, not merely possessing facts. Because
Proverbs is part of a unified canon, it must be read in light
of the rest of Scripture, particularly God’s covenant
dealings with Israel and the Genesis account of creation
and the fall. Wisdom, then, is not generic life advice but
the skill to live within the world as God ordered it,
according to His design.

What Is a Proverb?: A proverb is a short, memorable
saying expressing a perceived truth from common sense
or experience, “the wisdom of many and the wit of one.”

Title: The Hebrew title is drawn from the book’s opening
word, “the proverbs of,” passing through Greek and Latin
into the English “Proverbs.”

Authorship: The book is a compilation attributed to four
named sources: Solomon, Hezekiah’s men, Agur, and
Lemuel, along with two collections labeled “sayings of the
wise.”

Date: Given the inclusion of proverbs by Hezekiah’s Men,
the book’s final form cannot be dated earlier than
Hezekiah’s reign (715-686 B.C.).

Theme & Purpose: Proverbs sets before the reader two
paths and two destinations: the way of the wise (the
righteous) and the way of the fool (the wicked). Life is
portrayed as a journey in which the simple must choose
whether to embrace or reject godly wisdom. The book’s
overarching goal is to instill wisdom rooted in the fear of
the Lord that shapes everyday living.

Theme Summary: A collection of practical, divinely
inspired wisdom principles grounded in the fear of the
Lord, designed to teach the art of navigating life in
accordance with God’s good design.

Problems of Interpretation: Because Proverbs is a
distinct literary genre, understanding its nature is
essential to interpreting it rightly. Four principles guide
proper reading of the book.

1. Proverbs expresses general truth, not promises

2. Proverbs must be read in context

3. Proverbs must not be over simplified

4. Proverbs ultimately finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ
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Redemption Revealed In Proverbs

The wisdom of Proverbs is personified most fully in the
person and work of Jesus Christ.

The wisdom of Proverbs finds its fullest expression in
Jesus Christ, the perfect embodiment of divine wisdom.
Using Geerhardus Vos’s definition of a type as a real
historical person, event, or institution designed to
prefigure a greater redemptive reality, the personification
of wisdom in Proverbs does not itself qualify as a type of
Christ, since it is a literary device rather than a historical
particular. Even so, the self-description of wisdom in
Proverbs 8:22-31 parallels attributes of Christ as God the
Son: present with God before creation, active in creation,
and daily His delight. The New Testament, particularly
Colossians 1:15-17 and 2:3, describes Christ as the
embodiment of divine wisdom, revealing that the wisdom
of Proverbs is most fully personified in Him.

The pattern of two paths in Proverbs anticipates the two
ways proclaimed in the gospel.

The way of wisdom and folly under the Mosaic covenant
anticipates the way of life and death offered in Christ
under the new covenant. Just as Proverbs presents only
two possible outcomes based on one’s response to
wisdom, the gospel presents only two ways to live:
submission to God’s wisdom or trust in one’s own, which
is ultimately foolishness. What appears foolish to the
world is in fact the wisdom and power of God for those
being saved (1 Corinthians 1:24, 30). Proverbs presents
the ideal of a wise son who honors his father and walks
blamelessly, yet no mere human, not even Solomon, fully
embodied this ideal. Readers of Proverbs are ultimately
pointed to the true and greater Son, Wisdom incarnate,
who perfectly obeys the Father.

Conclusion

Proverbs is a repository of divine wisdom, teaching us
how to live well in the world God created, yet it does not
present the accumulation of wisdom as the final answer to
humanity’s deepest need. Like the rest of Old Testament
revelation, the patterns of Proverbs anticipate something
beyond themselves, a greater revelation fully and finally
disclosed in the person of God the Son.
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Notes:

Structure of Proverbs
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion:

1. Wisdom in Proverbs is described as “the skill to live in the world as it is, according to God’s order.” How does this

definition differ from simply thinking of wisdom as good advice for life, and why does that distinction matter for
how you read the book?

2. The lesson identifies four principles for interpreting Proverbs correctly, including the warning that proverbs are
general truths rather than promises. Can you think of a proverb you may have misapplied in the past by treating
it as an absolute guarantee? How does reading it in light of the whole of Scripture change your understanding?

3.

Proverbs presents two paths, the way of wisdom and the way of folly, that ultimately anticipate the gospel’s two
ways of life and death. How does understanding Proverbs’ call to wisdom as fulfilled in Christ change the way
you might pursue wisdom in your own life, compared to pursuing it merely to gain God’s acceptance?
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