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Preface 

The wisdom literature belongs to an often neglected section of our 
Bibles. While Psalms is a favorite frequently used in worship services and 
paraphrased in hymns, Proverbs, Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes are sel- 
dom read and used even less. This course should help you rediscover the 
book of Proverbs and its relevance for life in our time. 

The wisdom literature of the Old Testament is filled with shrewd, practi- 
cal teachings. Its sentences have been rubbed into life. There is pith and 
penetration in the epigrams of Proverbs. From lip to lip and from life to life 
these cutting sentences passed. Like coins upon a counter they ring with a 
sharp truth. They speak concretely of a religion for everyday living. Our 
generation needs more of that. 

Yet one best understands Proverbs, not by itself, but in the light of the 
supreme wisdom that makes people wise unto eternal salvation, the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus is our true wisdom and righteousness and 
holiness and redemption (1 Corinthians 1:30; 2 Corinthians 5:21; Colos- 
sians 2:3). We are ever to grow in our understanding of, and faith in, Christ 
Jesus. Through faith strengthened by the Holy Spirit working through His 
Word God enables and empowers us to grow in sanctification, shown in 
daily living. 

The Bible can be divided into three sections: (1) the book of doctrine; 
(2) the book of worship; (3) the book to live by. Proverbs is distinctly part 
of the book to live by. As such it focuses largely on how we are to live, 
rather than on what God has done for us. Therefore, expect to be accused 
of sin as you read it. But always remember the forgiveness won for you by 
Christ. Confess your sins to God in prayer, asking for His forgiveness won 
for you by His Son's death and for His power to live as Proverbs teaches. 

This booklet is a study guide. It is a tool to help you get into the book of 
Proverbs, to work through the message there, to relate the meaning of the 
revelation to your own life and your own concerns. It is a book designed to 
help you to study this Word of God to you and to share your insights with 
other Christians. This booklet is not a verse-by-verse commentary on the 
book; it does not attempt a complete theological analysis of the book's 
message. You are encouraged to use Bible dictionaries, Bible helps, study 
Bibles, and commentaries that you have available to enrich your study. 
Read them before class, bring them to class to refer to, and use them in pri- 
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vate study to gain insights that you can share with the whole class. 
May God bless you as you study. May His Spirit work through this Word 

to strengthen your faith and to help you to rededicate yourselves to lives of 
wisdom and righteousness. 
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Lesson I 

Proverbs: Book of Wisdom 

Theme Verses 
"The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel: for attaining wis- 

dom and discipline; for understanding words of insight; for acquiring a dis- 
ciplined and prudent life, doing what is right and just and fair" (Proverbs 
1:l-3). 

Goal 
We seek to understand something about true wisdom, its value, its 

source, and how it is attained. We will also look at who wrote Proverbs, 
the kind of literature it contains, and the purpose of the book. 

What's Going On Here? 
The book of Proverbs has instantaneous appeal. It is personal, practi- 

cal, and pertinent. It is true to life and down to earth. It gives sensible 
advice for many aspects of living. It makes you think. Before long you will 
catch yourself reviewing attitudes and habits that you took for granted. 
Some of its truths will hit you between the eyes. You will soon agree that it 
is a most helpful manual of practical religion. 

Proverbs is instruction in wiser living based on faith in God. Its pur- 
pose is to strengthen Christian character and conduct in relation to people 
and to situations. Proverbs is more than an explanation of the Ten Com- 
mandments; it argues that the Law of God is wise and good and that it is to 
our advantage if we keep it. Proverbs provides the know-how as well as 
the incentive for wiser living. 

In this lesson we will look further at the purpose of Proverbs, as well as 
at the place of Proverbs in the Bible, its authors, and the type of literature 
it contains. We will also begin looking at what constitutes true wisdom. And 
we will discuss where it comes from and its importance for our lives. 
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Searching the Scriptures 
The Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) contains three major divisions: 

the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. It is in this third category that we 
find Proverbs. 

Proverbs, along with Job, Ecclesiastes, and some of the psalms, is 
classified as wisdom literature. Wisdom literature was common in many 
Near Eastern cultures. In the Old Testament, we find two types of wisdom 
literature. One type tends to be pessimistic. It deals with deep philosophi- 
cal and theological questions such as the meaning of life and the problem 
of evil. Job and Ecclesiastes belong to this type. The other type is gener- 
ally optimistic and deals with practical matters of everyday life. Proverbs 
is of this type. 

1. In the Old Testament, God communicated His will to His people using 
three major groups of people. These groups are mentioned in Jeremiah 
18:18. Who were they and what functions did they perform? 

In ancient Israel, wise men gave advice to kings and instructed the 
young. Some of what they taught is found in Proverbs. 

2. What do the following verses tells us about who wrote and edited 
Proverbs: 1:l; 10:l; 22:17; 24:23; 25:l; 30:l; 31:1? 
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3. Solomon's wisdom was legendary. Read 1 Kings 3:7-9; 4:29-34. 
Who was the source of Solomon's wisdom? How many proverbs did 
Solomon speak? Wisdom in the Old Testament included more than we 
popularly classify as  wisdom today. What areas of knowledge did 
Solomon's wisdom encompass? 

4. Wisdom in the Old Testament deals with the structure of life as God 
created it and intends it to be lived. Read Proverbs 3:19-20. What under- 
lies and supports the universe? 

This wisdom that underlies the universe and all of its functions the Lord 
desires to communicate to His people that they might live fruitful and har- 
monious lives and thus reap the benefits of lives lived in conformity to His 
will and design for the world and human life. So Proverbs sharply con- 
trasts the way of wisdom and the way of folly and teaches how each is 
lived out in many situations. 

5. Read Proverbs 1:l-6. What goals are here set out for the readers of 
these proverbs? What groups of people can benefit from their teaching? 

6. Read 9:10. What does it mean to fear the LORD and have knowledge of 
the Holy One? What is the relationship between these concepts and wis- 
dom and understanding? Why? 
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7. Read Proverbs 2:l-6. What are we encouraged to do in these vers- 
es? What is the end result of such efforts (v. 5)? Who rewards these 
efforts with the gifts of wisdom, knowledge, and understanding? 

8. Read 3:13-18. How are we further encouraged to seek wisdom? 

Proverbs highlights the value of wisdom and seeks to teach people wis- 
dom and how to live wisely. In order to do this, it makes sharp contrasts 
between the benefits of wisdom and righteousness and the consequences 
of folly and evil. At times it deals in broad generalities and does not con- 
cern itself with exceptions. Thus while Proverbs does contain some 
promises (see 3:5-6), most of its statements are not to be understood as 
promises, at least not for this life, but rather as general statements of how 
the world should and many times does work. See for example 10:27; 
13:25. To understand statements like these as promises is to disregard the 
nature and purpose of the book. Exceptions to such statements are dealt 
with in other books of Scripture, such as the question of why the righteous 
suffer, which is discussed in Job. 

[Proverbs] limits its purpose to illustrating the workings-out of a 
divinely ordained moral world-order. At all points in his life man is sub- 
ject to an absolute and universal standard of right and wrong which he 
disregards only with dire results. 

Having unequivocally established this basic, comprehensive truth, 
the Book of Proverbs is content to leave other questions of man's relation- 
ship to God to be answered elsewhere in Scripture. Such questions are: 
What should motivate the pursuit of virtue? Why is the reward of virtue 
not always evident? Is there any hope for the man who breaks God's law? 
Is God's reward of virtue restricted to man's mundane existence? (Walter 
R. Roehrs, Concordia Self-Studg Commentary, [St. Louis: Concordia, 
19791, p. 409) 
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The Hebrew word for proverb is mashal. While mashal has a broader 
meaning than the English word proverb, here in Proverbs, most of the 
mashals are compact statements that express truths about human behav- 
ior. 

As you can probably tell by how these proverbs appear in your Bible, 
they are written in poetic form. The distinguishing feature of Hebrew poet- 
ry is not rhyme, but parallelism. A unit of Hebrew poetry consists of two 
(or sometimes more) statements. There are several ways that these state- 
ments can be related to each other. Two of the most common ways will be 
discussed below. 

In one type of Hebrew poetry, the second of two statements contrasts 
with the first. This type of poetry is very common in Proverbs. Proverbs 
11:18 is an example. Note how "the wicked man" is contrasted with the 
person "who sows righteousness." The first "earns deceptive wages," while 
the second "reaps a sure reward." 

In another type of Hebrew poetry, the two lines say the same thing or 
much the same thing, using different words. In this type, the parallel words 
help the reader understand the meaning of both phrases. Look again at 
9:lO. In this verse, "the fear of the Lord" is parallel to "knowledge of the 
Holy One." While these phrases are very close in meaning, each has a dif- 
ferent nuance that helps the reader understand the overall concept 
expressed by the verse. The same is true of the parallelism between "wis- 
dom" and "understanding" in this verse. 

Proverbs consists mostly of Law (telling us what we are to do) rather 
than Gospel (telling us what God has done for us). You will find as you 
study that the Law will point out areas in your life where you have sinned 
or are sinning. You will realize how far you are from living a truly wise life. 
But don't despair. God has had mercy on you a sinner. He sent His Son to 
live in your place the wise life that you could not live and to suffer the pun- 
ishment for your sins. In Jesus' name God offers you forgiveness for your 
sins. 

9. What does 1 John 1:9 say that we are to do when we have sinned? 
What will God then do? 
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10. Proverbs not only accuses us of sin, it instructs us in how to change 
our sinful ways and live wisely. Read James 1:5; Hebrews 13:20-21; 
Philippians 4:13. Who gives wisdom and the power to live wisely? What 
are we to do if we lack wisdom? What does James promise us if we do so? 

Note: Since there are a few places in Proverbs where it is difficult to 
understand the Hebrew text or where varying translations are possible, be 
aware that this study is based on the New International Version of the 
Bible. If you are using the NIV, you might, as you read, want to look at 
alternate translations. 

The W o r d  for Us 
1. As noted in Proverbs 9:10, true wisdom and understanding are 

dependent on the fear of the Lord and knowledge of the Holy One. How 
can our fear of the Lord and our knowledge of Him be increased? 

2. Often we forget to pray for wisdom, wisdom in general and wisdom in 
particular situations. Discuss ways to remind yourself to pray for this 
important gift. 
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After the next lesson, this study will take a topical approach to 
Proverbs, focusing on verses from throughout the book that touch on spe- 
cific issues. But to get an overarching understanding of the book and to 
enhance your study, you are encouraged to read ,several chapters of 
Proverbs a week. Since the book has 31 chapters, three chapters a week 
would space out the reading for the duration of the study. 

Closing 
Pray this prayer together: Almighty God, grant to  Your church Your 

Holy Spirit and the wisdom which comes down from heaven that 
Your Word may not be bound but have free course and be preached 
to the joy and edifying of Christ's holy people, that in steadfast 
faith we may serve You and in the confession of Your name may 
abide to  the end; through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 
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Preparing to Teach Proverbs 
In preparation to teach, consult the introduction to the book of 

Proverbs in the Concordia Self-study Bible, and if possible, read the sec- 
tion on Proverbs in the Concordia Self-Study Commentary (CPH, 1979). 

Also read the text in a modern translation. The NIV is referred to in the 
lesson comments. 

In the section "Searching the Scriptures," the leader guides discussion, 
using the questions given (or others) to help the class discover what the 
text actually says. This is a major part of teaching, namely, directing the 
learners to discover for themselves. 

Another major portion of each lesson is "The Word for Us." This section 
helps participants, through discussion, to see the meaning of the text for 
our times, for our church and world today, and especially for our own 
lives. 

Group Bible Study 
Group Bible study means mutual learning from one another under the 

guidance of a leader or facilitator. The Bible is an inexhaustible resource. 
No one person can discover all it has to offer. In a class many eyes see 
many things and can apply them to many life situations. The leader should 
resist the temptation to "give the answers" and so act as an "authority." 
This teaching approach stifles participation by individual members and 
can actually hamper learning. As a general rule the teacher is not to "give 
interpretation" but to "develop interpreters." Of course there are times 
when the leader should and must share insights and information gained by 
his or her own deeper research. The ideal class is one in which the leader 
guides class members through the lesson and engages them in meaningful 
sharing and discussion at all points, leading them to a summary of the les- 
son at the close. As a general rule, don't explain what the learners can dis- 
cover by themselves. 

Have a chalkboard and chalk or newsprint and marking pens available 
to emphasize significant points of the lesson. Put your inquiries or the 
inquiries of participants into questions, problems, or issues. This provokes 
thought. Keep discussion to the point. List on the chalkboard or newsprint 
the answers given. Then determine the most vital points made in the dis- 
cussion. Ask additional questions to fill apparent gaps. 

The aim of every Bible study is to help people grow spiritually, not 
merely in biblical and theological knowledge, but in Christian thinking and 
living. This means growth in Christian attitudes, insights, and skills for 
Christian living. The focus of this course must be the church and the world 
of our day. The guiding question will be this: What does the Lord teach us 
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for life today through the book of Proverbs? 

Pace Your Teaching 
Depending on the time you have, you may not want to cover every ques- 

tion in each lesson. This may lead to undue haste and frustration. Be selec- 
tive. Pace your teaching. Spend no more than five to 10 minutes with 
"Theme Verse," "Goal," and "What's Going On Here?" Take time to go into 
the text by topic, but not word by word. Get the sweep of meaning. Occa- 
sionally stop to help the class gain understanding of a word or concept. 
Allow approximately 10 to 15 minutes for "The Word for Us." Allowing 
approximately five minutes for "Closing" and announcements, you will 
notice, allows you only approximately 30 minutes for "Searching the Scrip- 
tures." 

Should your group have more than a one-hour class period, you can 
take it more leisurely. But do not allow any lesson to drag and become tire- 
some. Keep it moving. Keep it alive. Keep it meaningful. Eliminate some 
questions and restrict yourself to those questions most meaningful to the 
members of the class. If most members study the text at home, they can 
report their findings, and the time gained can be applied to relating the les- 
son to life. 

Good Preparation 
Good preparation by the leader usually affects the pleasure and satis- 

faction the class will experience. 

Suggestions to the Leader for Using the Study Guide 
The Lesson Pattern 

This set of 10 lessons is based on a significant and timely Old Testament 
book-Proverbs. The material is designed to aid Bible study, that is, to aid 
a consideration of the written Word of God, with discussion and personal 
application growing out of the text at hand. 

The typical lesson is divided into these sections: 
1. Theme Verse 
2. Goal 
3. What's Going On Here? 
4. Searching the Scriptures 
5. The Word for Us 
6. Closing 
"Theme Verse," "Goal," and "What's Going On Here?" give the leader 

assistance in arousing the interest of the group in the concepts of the chap- 
ter. Here the leader stimulates minds. Do not linger too long over the intro- 
ductory remarks. 
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"Searching the Scriptures" provides the real spade work necessary for 
Bible study. Here the class digs, uncovers, and discovers; it gets the facts 
and observes them. Comment from the leader is needed only to the extent 
that it helps the group understand the text. The same is true of looking up 
the indicated parallel passages. The questions in the study guide are 
intended to help the participants discover the meaning of the text. 

Having determined what the text says, the class is ready to apply the 
message. Having heard, read, marked, and learned the Word of God, pro- 
ceed to digest it inwardly through discussion, evaluation, and application. 
This is done, as the study guide suggests, by taking the truths found in 
Proverbs and applying them to the world and Christianity, in general, and 
then to personal Christian life. Class time may not permit discussion of all 
questions and topics. In preparation the leader may need to select one or 
two and focus on them. These questions bring God's message to the indi- 
vidual Christian. Close the session by reviewing one important truth from 
the lesson. 

Remember, the Word of God is sacred, but the study guide is not. The 
guide offers only suggestions. The leader should not hesitate to alter the 
guidelines or substitute others to meet his or her needs and the needs of 
the participants. Adapt your teaching plan to your class and your class 
period. Good teaching directs the learner to discover for himself or herself. 
For the teacher this means directing the learner, not giving the learner 
answers. Choose the verses that should be looked up in Scripture. What 
discussion questions will you ask? At what points? Write them in the mar- 
gin of your study guide. Involve class members, but give them clear direc- 
tions. What practical actions might you propose for the week following the 
lesson? A trip to the slums? Interviewing a poor family? Talking about 
injustice to a county or city administrator? Which of the items do you con- 
sider most important for your class? 

How will you best use your teaching period? Do you have 45 minutes? 
an hour? or an hour and a half? If time is short, what should you cut? Learn 
to become a wise steward of class time. 

Be sure to take time to summarize the lesson, or have a class member 
do it. Plan brief opening and closing devotions using members of the class. 
In addition, remember to pray frequently for yourself and your class. 
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Lesson 1 
Proverbs: Book of Wisdom 

Theme Verse 
Read aloud or invite a volunteer to read aloud the theme verse. 

Goal 
Read aloud the goal statement for this lesson. 

What's Going On Here? 
Read aloud or invite a volunteer to read aloud the introductory para- 

graphs. 

Searching the Scriptures 
Read aloud the introductory remarks about the Old Testament. 
1. The priests taught the Law of God. The prophets spoke messages 

from Him. The wise gave counsel. 
2. The main author of Proverbs appears to be Solomon (who lived in 

the tenth century B.C.). 22:17 and 24:23 indicate that sayings of other 
wise men were at some point added to the book. 25:l again refers to the 
authorship of Solomon but also mentions the work of editors during the 
reign of Hezekiah (who reigned from about 715-686 B.C.). The final two 
verses list Agur and King Lemuel as authors of sections of the book. These 
men are otherwise unknown. 

3. The Lord gave Solomon his great wisdom. Solomon spoke three thou- 
sand proverbs. Solomon's wisdom encompassed knowledge about plants, 
animals, birds, reptiles, and fish. 

4. The wisdom, understanding, and knowledge of the Lord underlie and 
support the universe. 

5. The goals of these proverbs are that the readers attain wisdom and 
discipline, understand words of insight, and gain disciplined and prudent 
lives characterized by doing what is right and just and fair. All people can 
benefit, from the simple to the wise, from the young to the old. 

6. Note that in most English translations, the word LORD in this verse is 
in all capital letters. That is how most English translations render Yahweh. 
Yahweh is God's personal name, revealed to Moses at the burning bush 
(Ex. 3:14-15) and associated with the covenant the Lord made with His 
people at Sinai (Ex. 20:2). This is no general, abstract God, but the God 
who has revealed Himself to His people and who wants to be their God. To 
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fear Him presumes a personal relationship with Him in which a person 
trusts Him as Savior and Lord (see Prov. 3:5-6). To fear the Lord means to 
regard Him with reverent awe, to trust in Him as the Lord of one's life, and 
to serve Him in willing obedience. Knowledge of the Holy One refers not 
only to general knowledge about God, but an intimate, trusting, personal 
knowledge of Him, again presuming a relationship with Him. The fear of 
the Lord is the foundation, not just the starting point, of wisdom. Knowl- 
edge of the Lord is the essence of true understanding. It is impossible to 
have true wisdom and understanding without a relationship with their 
source. 

7. Wisdom and various related words are listed in these verses as being 
worthy of our diligent and concentrated efforts to obtain. We are encour- 
aged to accept the words of the teacher, store up his commands in our 
hearts, turn our ears to wisdom, apply our hearts to understanding, call out 
for insight, cry aloud for understanding, and to look and search for it as for 
valuable treasure. The fear of the Lord and the knowledge of God are the 
result of such efforts, their end as well as their beginning (number 6 
above). As 2:6 states, wisdom, understanding, and knowledge are gifts of 
the Lord. But they are given only to those who are mindful of their worth 
and thus seek them, learn them, and apply them. 

8. These verses further encourage us to seek wisdom by stating that its 
value is more than precious metals and gems. The verses list the benefits 
of wisdom as long life, riches, and honor. They state that wisdom leads to 
pleasant paths of peace and brings blessing to those who lay hold of her. 

Read aloud and discuss the paragraphs that follow. 
9. We are to confess our sins to God. He will forgive us and cleanse us 

from unrighteousness. 
10. The power to live wisely comes from God. If we lack wisdom, we are 

to ask the Lord for it. James promises that God will give us wisdom when 
we ask for it. 

The Word for Us 
1. God reveals Himself to us in His Word. As we study that Word, the 

Holy Spirit increases in us true knowledge of God as well as strengthens 
our faith in Him. Talk about the many opportunities you have for studying 
the Word, such as the following: personal devotions, corporate worship, 
Bible classes. Also as we live out our lives in faith and observe the working 
of God in the world and in our own lives, our fear of the Lord will increase. 

2. Answers will vary. Probably the most obvious suggestion is to place a 
written reminder in a place where you will often see it. 
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