
Praise for Provoking Proverbs
We all know that the Book of Proverbs contains a gold mine of wisdom, but 
extracting the nuggets can be confusing. Help is on the way! Dr. Coe has hit 
a home run. His directions on how to use and teach this Bible study are clear 
and precise. His idea of categorizing individual proverbs by means of the Ten 
Commandments is brilliant. Thoroughly biblical and confessionally Lutheran, 
this study is a gift to all who long to incorporate more biblical wisdom into their 
lives.

Rev. Dr. Reed Lessing, Professor of Theology and Ministry,  
Concordia University, St. Paul 

Reading the Book of Proverbs can be challenging for most people. The di-
versity of proverbs can lead to distraction. In Provoking Proverbs, David Coe 
offers readers an easy-to-use guide. He categorizes the proverbs according 
to the Ten Commandments, helping readers meditate on God’s Word and be 
drawn deeper into the goodness of God’s design. His questions, reflections, 
and exercises promote active learning and a personal delight in the things of 
God.

Rev. Dr. David Schmitt, The Gregg H. Benidt Memorial Chair  
in Homiletics and Literature, Concordia Seminary, St. Louis

Provoking Proverbs presents the proverbs with catechetical richness and rhe-
torical verve. Its prose pops, its preaching pricks the conscience, and it always 
points to Wisdom Incarnate, who kept the commandments for us. It will deep-
en your appreciation of the proverbs, your understanding of the Ten Com-
mandments, and your faith in your Savior.

Rev. Dr. David Loy, Professor of Philosophy, Theology, and Ethics,  
Concordia University Irvine

One of the miraculous qualities of God’s Word is how it consists of many dif-
ferent kinds of writings, and yet they all fit together perfectly. In Provoking 
Proverbs, David Coe sorts out the Book of Proverbs according to the Ten 
Commandments. The result is brilliant illumination. This is not just a commen-
tary but also a Bible study. Writing in an engaging style, leavened with wit as 
well as wisdom, Professor Coe has devised a lively, stimulating, and thorough 
framework for reflection and discussion. His book is a model of how to teach 
Law and Gospel.

Gene Edward Veith Jr., PhD, author of The Spirituality of the Cross



Provoking Proverbs . . . is a splendid invitation to enter the world of Old Tes-
tament wisdom. By placing select proverbs into the context of the Ten Com-
mandments, Dr. Coe offers a fresh appropriation and reading of texts that 
are sometimes passed over only superficially. . . . This volume does a great 
service in demonstrating how the proverbs flow from and are based on the 
larger theological vision of the Old Testament. The bridges that are built—
linking proverbs to the Ten Commandments—display faithfulness to Sacred 
Scripture and to the Lutheran Confessions. Lutheran categories punctuate 
the treatment of texts and enrich this study significantly. Finally, a feature that 
should attract wide usage is the very practical emphasis. Practical guidelines 
include helpful tips such as Think and Ink, Mark and Remark, and Personalize 
and Memorize. Throughout Provoking Proverbs, there are insightful pedagog-
ical suggestions. Here substantive scriptural theology is combined with a very 
practical goal—faithful Christian living. May this volume, by God’s grace, pro-
voke just such an outcome.

Rev. Dr. Dean Wenthe, President of the Concordia University System,  
Professor of Exegetical Theology, and President Emeritus of  

Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne 

David Coe helps us to mine the treasure trove of wisdom in the Book of Prov-
erbs. The way in which he categorizes the proverbs according to the Ten Com-
mandments enables the reader to integrate their message and apply their 
meaning to real life. Coe brings seasoned theological insight to guide us to 
respond in sanctified action. Blessed is the one who walks in the counsel of 
this book!

Rev. Dr. David Peter, Professor of Practical Theology and Dean of Faculty,  
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis 

Drawing deep from the well—not just of Proverbs, but of the whole Bible—this 
study will refresh your soul. It satisfies not only because it’s delightfully worded 
and stylistically succinct but also because Professor Coe coaches us how to 
soak in God’s personal Wisdom, infused in each of the Ten Commandments, 
dripping from every proverb, and incarnate in Jesus for the life of the world. 
Follow this plan once (or repeatedly) and you will have a new set of person-
alized, memorized proverbs, carefully filtered through the Gospel, “like cold 
water to a thirsty soul” (Proverbs 25:25).

Rev. Dr. Michael Zeigler, Speaker of The Lutheran Hour,  
Lutheran Hour Ministries
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To Samuel and Caleb
Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise, 

and apply your heart to my knowledge, 
for it will be pleasant if you keep them within you, 

if all of them are ready on your lips. 

PROVERBS 22:17–18
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READER TIPS
This Bible study categorizes the proverbs of the Book of Proverbs accord-

ing to the Ten Commandments so that you can easily analyze, personalize, 
and memorize your top ten favorite biblical proverbs—one for each of the Ten 
Commandments—provoking you to fear, love, and trust in God above all things 
because God forgives, loves, and treasures you first (1 John 4:19). Get ready 
to get poked and provoked by Provoking Proverbs! Here are some tips as you 
read this study:

• You can use this book on your own or with a group.
• This study categorizes the proverbs of the Book of Proverbs according 

to the commandment each proverb speaks of keeping or breaking. 
For example, “Whoever gives an honest answer kisses the lips” (Prov-
erbs 24:26) keeps the Eighth Commandment, while “As charcoal to hot 
embers and wood to fire, so is a quarrelsome man for kindling strife” 
(Proverbs 26:21) breaks it.

• A popular proverb introduces each category of biblical proverbs. For 
example, the proverb “Words once spoken you can never recall” intro-
duces all the Eighth Commandment proverbs on hurting our neighbor’s 
reputation; “Honey catches more flies than vinegar” introduces all of the 
proverbs that touch on explaining everything in the kindest way. This 
exemplifies that the Law of God is written on the heart (Romans 2:14–15) 
and that worldly wisdom and biblical wisdom often say the same thing 
when it comes to the Law.

• The most perplexing proverbs are footnoted with explanations. Thank-
fully, most of the biblical proverbs are common sense and not rocket 
science. Consult The Lutheran Study Bible when needed.

• Sometimes, footnotes reference the Lutheran Confessions, the doc-
uments that explain what Lutherans believe according to the Bible. If 
you’re interested in learning more about a topic, consider looking up the 
reference in Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions. The Confessions will 
point you to Scripture and help explain the topic.

• Questions are scattered throughout each chapter and identified as Deep 
Memory, Think and Ink, Pair and Share, Mark and Remark, or Personalize 
and Memorize.

• Deep Memory asks you to dig deep in your memory and ink the 
main points you previously learned.

• Think and Ink asks you to quietly think and ink an answer for your-
self.
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• Pair and Share asks you to pair up with a neighbor and share an an-
swer. If you are reading Provoking Proverbs privately, treat Pair and 
Share questions as Think and Ink questions.

• Mark and Remark comes at the end of a proverb category. Analyze 
all the proverbs you just read, mark your favorite, and remark why 
you chose it.

• Personalize and Memorize comes at the end of each chapter. An-
alyze all the proverbs you previously marked from the Mark and 
Remark sections, choose your personal favorite, and memorize it. 
This proverb is your favorite proverb for that commandment. When 
you finish the study, you’ll have your top ten proverbs from the Book 
of Proverbs, one for each of the Ten Commandments.

• Check out the Answer Guide in the back of the book for answers to the 
numbered questions from each chapter.

• The Summary Sheet in the back of the book invites you to ink your 
favorite proverbs from the Book of Proverbs one last time, one for each 
of the Ten Commandments. This will sum up everything you learned on 
one sheet, jog your memory for years to come, and provoke you to fear, 
love, and trust in God today and tomorrow because God forgives, loves, 
and treasures you first (1 John 4:19).
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LEADER TIPS
Pastors, teachers, and leaders can use Provoking Proverbs any time they 

want to teach the Book of Proverbs, the Ten Commandments, biblical ethics, 
confirmation, or college faith-and-life courses with passion and power. Here 
are some tips as you lead this study:

• Make sure to read the Reader Tips before you read the rest of these 
Leader Tips.

• Invite participants to peruse the preface before your first meeting. 
Depending on the time you have, you can use the preface as its own 
lesson or just briefly go over it before diving into the first chapter.

• To shorten the study, consider combining some of the chapters, such 
as the chapters on the Ninth and Tenth Commandments. The chapters 
on the Second and Tenth Commandments are fairly short and could be 
explored independently by participants.

• Take turns reading each proverb out loud. Ask the person at the begin-
ning of a row to read the first proverb. Then, the next person immediate-
ly reads the second proverb, and so on to the end of the category. This 
recited rhythm is the heartbeat of the study. Reciting several proverbs 
that convey the same conviction in different ways cuts to the chase and 
cuts to the heart (Acts 2:37). You’ll hear participants blurt “Whoa!” and 
“Hmm!” as God’s proverbs do their provoking work.

• Examine each chapter before each lesson to ensure you understand 
each proverb. Consult The Lutheran Study Bible when necessary.

• Feel free to omit any of the questions scattered throughout each chap-
ter, especially if time is short.

• Give thirty seconds to one minute for participants to answer each ques-
tion.

• Invite two to three people to share an answer, and share your own 
sometimes. Vary the respondents to keep the lesson moving.

• Go out with a bang! For the Personalize and Memorize question at the 
end of each chapter, invite as many participants as possible to quickly 
proclaim their favorite proverb from the chapter like fireworks, one after 
another.

• Close the lesson with prayer. A printed prayer concludes each chapter, 
or you can close with your own.

• Provoking Proverbs also serves as a handy categorized index of almost 
all of the Book of Proverbs. For example, when it’s time to lay down the 
Law before you give out the Gospel, proclaiming three to five provok-
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ing proverbs in a row on the same sin cuts to the chase and cuts to the 
heart (Acts 2:37).

• If you ever need to lead a short devotion, Provoking Proverbs can be a 
helpful collection. Each category of proverbs may serve as one short de-
votion. For example, you could turn to the Fourth Commandment cate-
gory entitled “Two Heads Are Better Than One” on the wisdom of being 
teachable and amenable. Read the introduction to that category, take 
turns reading each proverb from the category, and invite participants to 
mark their favorite proverb from the ones they just read and remark why 
they chose it. The prayer at the end of the corresponding chapter may 
be used as your closing prayer.
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PREFACE
Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise, 

and apply your heart to my knowledge, 
for it will be pleasant if you keep them within you, 

if all of them are ready on your lips.

PROVERBS 22:17–18

There’s More Than One Way to Skin a Cat
What did your momma used to say? When I needed help completing a 

tough fourth-grade project on the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, Momma 
counseled, “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.” At ten years old, I felt 
a little weird imagining our cat, Fluffy, getting skinned. But even at ten, I was 
intuitive enough to know what Momma meant—“There is more than one way 
to complete this project”—and she had confidence I could think through my 
options to choose the most effective and efficient way for myself. Mom’s pithy 
proverb graciously brought both truth and humor to my preadolescent prob-
lem, giving me the heart to press on and the wisdom to not take myself too 
seriously.

Pair and Share

1.  What’s your favorite nonbiblical proverb? Here are some examples: 
There’s more than one way to skin a cat. The early bird gets the worm. 
Lie down with dogs, wake up with fleas.
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The Best Things Come in Small Packages
Popular proverbs like these—“Curiosity killed the cat,” “When the cat’s 

away, the mice will play”—are also known as wise sayings, adages, aphorisms, 
apothegms, axioms, maxims, morals, mottoes, street smarts, worldly wisdom, 
and just plain old common sense. Proverbs 1 depicts proverbs as the words 
of the wise for the instruction of the young and anyone wise enough to listen 
and learn:

 1:1 The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel:
 2 To know wisdom and instruction,

to understand words of insight,
 3 to receive instruction in wise dealing,

In righteousness, justice, and equity;
 4 to give prudence to the simple,

knowledge and discretion to the youth—
 5 Let the wise hear and increase in learning,

and the one who understands obtain guidance,
 6 to understand a proverb and a saying,

the words of the wise and their riddles.

Think and Ink

2.  What is a proverb? Put Proverbs 1:1–6 in your own words. Sum it all up 
with a pithy sentence.

Proverbs are profound; they pack a lot of wisdom in one wallop. Whether 
it’s a popular proverb like “Honey catches more flies than vinegar” or a biblical 
proverb like “Gracious words are like a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul 
and health to the body” (Proverbs 16:24), it incisively informs that kindness 
and gentleness are more effective than crudeness and rudeness. All proverbs 
are fun, memorable, short, pithy statements that state a general truth (such as 
“Time flies”), give good advice (such as “Take it one day at a time”), or both 
(such as “A stitch in time saves nine”).
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Nothing Hurts Like the Truth
Yes, proverbs are profound, but proverbs can also be provoking. The Old 

Testament Book of Proverbs is a provoking book of Law, telling us what to do 
and what not to do. Not just a list of no-nos and dos and don’ts, God’s Law 
commands what God demands and cans what God bans. Although original 
sin has infected and defected our knowledge of the Law,1 Paul says that the 
Law of God is written on our hearts (Romans 2:14–15). You’re most likely like 
me: my conscience accuses me when I lean toward what’s wrong and excuses 
me when I lean toward what’s right. Many philosophers refer to this natural 
knowledge of morality as natural law, a moral order built into human nature, 
not conditioned by culture. Everyone everywhere naturally knows that murder, 
adultery, theft, and the rest are wrong. Why is our conscience haunted by this 
natural knowledge of right and wrong? Conditioned by culture, we say, “Be-
cause we were raised that way,” but the Bible says it’s ultimately because we 
were built that way (Romans 2:14–15). Yes, original sin has waned and weak-
ened the natural knowledge of God’s Law written on our hearts, but God’s Law 
still has the power to poke and provoke everyone everywhere, whether we 
are Christian or non-Christian, African or Asian, eighteen or eighty-two.

Think and Ink

3.  Read Romans 2:14–15. When was the last time your conscience ac-
cused you or excused you? What happened?

Tell Me Something I Don’t Know
Since the Book of Proverbs is a book of Law and the Law of God is still writ-

ten on our hard-hearted hearts, Proverbs is full of provocations that our heads 
have a hint are true and that our hearts aren’t always happy to hear. When I 
was sixteen and whining about a summertime job I didn’t want to do, my daddy 
told me, “A cat in gloves catches no mice.” Deep down, before Dad said that, 
I already knew that if I wanted to achieve anything meaningful, I was going to 
have to get my hands dirty. Proverbs 14:4 says the same: “Where there are no 
oxen, the manger is clean, but abundant crops come by the strength of the ox.” 

1 Solid Declaration I 12.
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The power of proverbs, whether biblical or popular, is not that they pro-
vide new knowledge; instead, their power is to poke and provoke. Yes, I al-
ready knew I was going to have to get my hands dirty if I wanted to achieve 
anything meaningful, but when Dad said, “A cat in gloves catches no mice,” 
he poked me in the pathos with the gentle power of a proverb.2 On one hand, 
Dad’s proverb was provoking; it got under my skin and confronted my lazi-
ness. On the other, his proverb was thought-provoking; it made me imagine 
myself as a finicky cat with a wriggly-wiggly mouse to catch. Dad’s proverb, 
both serious and humorous, put me at ease and gave me the gumption to 
consider myself from a more lighthearted perspective. The Book of Proverbs 
pokes and provokes the same way: “Go to the ant, O sluggard; consider her 
ways, and be wise. Without having any chief, officer, or ruler, she prepares her 
bread in summer and gathers her food in harvest” (Proverbs 6:6–8). That’s the 
power of proverbs. They don’t teach us anything new, but they do have a way 
with words, poking us and provoking us to look at life from another angle. In 
this study of the Book of Proverbs, get ready to get poked and provoked!

Pair and Share

4.  Has someone ever provoked you with a proverb? What did the person 
say? What was the situation?

Get It Together
Lutherans memorize Luther’s Small Catechism to comprehend and carry 

the touchstones of the Christian faith in their hearts and on their lips as they 
“walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4). The six touchstones—the Six Chief 
Parts—are the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, the Sacra-
ment of Holy Baptism, the Office of the Keys and Confession, and the Sacra-
ment of the Altar. And because the Law of God is already written on our hearts, 
the Ten Commandments set in stone what our hearts already know to be true, 
summing up the whole Law.

2 Pathos was Aristotle’s favorite word for the passions accompanied by pain or pleasure.



15

Preface

Pair and Share

5. Ink all of the Ten Commandments in order as best you can.

Thanks to the Ten Commandments, we never have to guess what God 
wants us to do.3 Commandments One through Three—sometimes called the 
First Table—show us how to fear, love, and trust in God above all things. Com-
mandments Four through Ten—or the Second Table—show us how to honor, 
love, and cherish our neighbor as ourselves (Mark 12:30–31). Each and every 
action I should do keeps at least one of the Ten Commandments, and each 
and every action I shouldn’t do breaks at least one of them. For example, when 
a Boy Scout helps an old lady across the street, he has kept the Fourth Com-
mandment (Honor your father and your mother) by honoring an elder and has 
kept the Fifth Commandment (You shall not murder) by helping and supporting 
her physical need. But when the same Boy Scout looks lustfully at a young lady 
across the street, he has broken the Sixth Commandment (You shall not com-
mit adultery). Thanks to the Ten Commandments, I never have to guess how 
to love God and my neighbor, and thanks to the Ten Commandments, I never 
have to guess where I have gone wrong. Every action I should do and every 
single sin I shouldn’t do keeps or breaks one of the Ten Commandments.

Think and Ink

6.  “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not 
in us” (1 John 1:8). Examine yourself. What recent sin lies heavy on your 
heart? Which commandment did that sin break? (Didn’t I say to get 
ready to get poked and provoked?)

3 Augsburg Confession XX 1–3.
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The First Step Is the Hardest
The First Commandment commands, “You shall have no other gods.” What 

does this mean? We should fear, love, and trust in God above all things. Luther 
taught that the First Commandment is not merely the first in a list of ten; no, 
the First Commandment is the key to keeping all the other Commandments. 
Luther explains that when we keep the First Commandment first by fearing, 
loving, and trusting in God above all things (above all other persons, places, 
things, or ideas), then all the other commandments will follow on their own.4 

For example, say Tommy is tempted to puff himself up by putting his neighbor 
down, breaking the Eighth Commandment. If Tommy fears, loves, and trusts in 
God first, then he will keep the Eighth Commandment second. But if Tommy 
first fears, loves, and trusts in his namby-pamby personality more than in God, 
then he will break the Eighth Commandment second. Keep ye first the First 
Commandment, and all the other commandments shall be kept.

Think and Ink

7.  Every single sin breaks the First Commandment first. The cause of ev-
ery single sin is because we fear, love, or trust in some person, place, 
thing, or idea more than God. Examine the sin you noted above. How 
did that sin break the First Commandment first? What person, place, 
thing, or idea did you fear, love, or trust in more than God?

We Interrupt This Program
Here’s the rub. God’s Law not only shows us what we should and shouldn’t 

do, but on top of that, it also shows us that no one has the capacity to carry it 
out (Romans 7:18). God’s Law holds us responsible, shows us our sins, stops 
our mouths, declares us guilty, and justifies no one (Romans 3:19–20). What’s 
more, not one iota, not a dot of God’s Gospel is written on our hard-hearted 
hearts. For example, when I ask my college students to define perfect, they 
naturally answer, “Flawless, faultless, making all A’s, never messing up.” I tell 
them that Jesus says, “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mat-
thew 5:48). They naturally think Jesus means, “Never mess up.” Then, we read 

4 Large Catechism I 48.
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Matthew 5:48 in context, beginning at verse 43, and I ask them, “Now, how is 
your heavenly Father perfect?” Try it now for yourself—read Matthew 5:43–48.

Students are astounded. “He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the 
good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matthew 5:45)—He gives 
grace to the ungrateful and His love to the unlovable. Our definition of per-
fection means “never messing up,” but God’s definition of perfection means 
“loving those who don’t love you.” Human beings bear the heavy log of the 
Law but cannot speak a speck of God’s forgiving Gospel: God the Father’s 
gracious gift of the life, death, and resurrection of His Son, Jesus Christ, for the 
forgiveness, life, and salvation of sinners. With His life, Jesus Christ fulfilled the 
Law in our place (Matthew 5:17). With His crucifixion, Jesus paid our penalty 
for breaking the Law in our place (Isaiah 53:4–6). With His resurrection, Jesus 
gives us an eternal place in heaven with Him forever (1 Corinthians 15:17–23). 
So like an emergency broadcast interrupting our regularly scheduled program, 
God graciously interrupts our broken-record breaking of His Law with the bro-
ken body and shed blood of His Son: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God, and are justified by His grace as a gift, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as propitiation by His blood, to be re-
ceived by faith” (Romans 3:23–25). “None is righteous, no, not one” (Romans 
3:10); no one but One—just Jesus.

Yes, you and I have not feared, loved, and trusted in God above all things, 
but God the Father forgives, loves, and treasures you and me in His Son, Jesus 
Christ, first. “Almighty God in His mercy has given His Son to die for you and 
for His sake forgives you all your sins.”5 God the Father doesn’t start anything 
He can’t finish. It is finished (John 19:30)!

Motive Matters
“Since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God” (Ro-

mans 5:1). So, since we have been justified by grace through faith for Christ’s 
sake alone, without our works, why bother with a book of Law like Proverbs 
in the first place? Because when the Holy Spirit calls, gathers, and enlightens 
us with the Gospel, He immediately goes to work to sanctify us,6 re-creating 
us in Christ Jesus for good works (Ephesians 2:8–10).7 As the Holy Spirit calls, 
gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies hearts, He changes the Christian’s motive 
for keeping the Ten Commandments from bane to blessing, from pain to plea-
sure (Romans 8:1–4). Lutherans divvy up three different ways the Law (the Ten 

5 LSB, Confession and Absolution, page 151.
6 Solid Declaration III 41.
7 Large Catechism II 1–2.
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Commandments) works within us, three different uses of the Law: first as a 
curb, second as a mirror, third as a guide.8

The First Use of the Law: You Reap What You Sow
“Trespassers will be prosecuted,” cautions the first use of the Law. When 

the Law curbs, “No, you may not,” and I cower, “I’d better not, or I’ll get in trou-
ble,” then my motive for keeping the Law is the first use. Proverbs 1 curbs our 
bad behavior when wisdom warns we will reap what we sow (Galatians 6:7) if 
we refuse the reproof of the Proverbs:

 1:24 Because I have called and you refused to listen,
have stretched out my hand and no one has heeded,

 25 because you have ignored all my counsel
and would have none of my reproof,

 26 I also will laugh at your calamity;
I will mock when terror strikes you,

 27 when terror strikes you like a storm
and your calamity comes like a whirlwind,
when distress and anguish come upon you.

 28 Then they will call upon me, but I will not answer;
they will seek me diligently but will not find me.

 29 Because they hated knowledge
and did not choose the fear of the Lord,

 30 would have none of my counsel
and despised all my reproof,

 31 therefore they shall eat the fruit of their way,

and have their fill of their own devices.

Under the first use of the Law, I am under the provoking pressure to prove 
myself to God. If I “sow the wind,” I will “reap the whirlwind” (Hosea 8:7).

Pair and Share

8.  As you sow, so shall you reap. Think of your job or some other group 
you’re a part of. What’s a rule in that job or group that you must follow 
or risk being fired or removed from the group?

8 Solid Declaration VI 1.
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The Second Use of the Law: Guilty as Sin
Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the vilest of them all? The second use of 

the Law holds a mirror up to my sins and cannot tell a lie. It declares me guilty: 
“Look what you’ve done!” In Genesis 2, God cautioned Adam and Eve with the 
first use of the Law: “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you 
eat of it you shall surely die” (Genesis 2:16–17). In Genesis 3, God confronts 
Adam and Eve with the second use of the Law:

Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have eaten 
of the tree of which I commanded you, “You shall not eat of it,” cursed 
is the ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of 
your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall 
eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your face you shall eat 
bread, till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; for you 
are dust, and to dust you shall return. (Genesis 3:17–19)

Adam and Eve are guilty as sin.

Our sinful nature sees sin as something silly, easy to avoid, and easy to 
escape if we really want to. But God sees sin as dead serious. One man’s sin 
(the original sin of Adam) infects and defects the whole of humanity with a 
sinful nature and with death (Romans 5:12). Sin isn’t something silly we can 
solve, picking and sorting the bad apples from the good apples. No, one man’s 
sin (Adam’s sin) upset the whole apple cart. One rotten apple (Adam’s apple) 
spoiled the whole bunch. You’ve heard the popular proverb that the apple 
doesn’t fall far from the tree. All of us are bad apples, fallen from Adam’s apple 
tree. The second use of the Law holds up a mirror, shows us our sin, and rubs 
it in: “How do you like them apples?”

Think and Ink

9.  Read Romans 5:18–19. Paul compares and contrasts Adam and Jesus. 
Put this passage into your own words. Sum it all up with a pithy sen-
tence.
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The Third Use of the Law: The Fruit of the Spirit
Yes, you and I are guilty as sin, but God graciously interrupts our sin-

ful program, calling us by the Gospel. After the Holy Spirit calls, gathers, and 
enlightens us with God the Father’s forgiveness and grace in His Son, Jesus 
Christ, then the Holy Spirit sanctifies us to see the Law in a new light: as a 
guide, the third use of the Law.9 Since there is now “no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1), the Law not only shows us the for-
bidden fruit we shouldn’t eat; the Holy Spirit now also produces in us the fruit 
that is replete with His love that fulfills the Law (Romans 8:4; 13:10). Through 
the Gospel, the Holy Spirit frees us from the provoking pressure to prove how 
good we are to God to God producing His Christ-created fruit in us—from the 
pressures of the first and second uses of the Law to seeing the Law, as free 
people, in its third use.

Imagine Tommy getting Tammy flowers, chocolate, and a candlelit dinner 
for Valentine’s Day. What if Tommy said to himself, “If I don’t get these gifts for 
Tammy, she’ll break up with me”? Tommy’s motive would be the first use of the 
Law. What if Tammy said, “You didn’t get me anything for Valentine’s? You’re 
in big trouble, Tommy!” If he then goes and gets gifts, Tommy’s motive is the 
second use of the Law. But if Tommy goes and gets gifts ahead of time not 
because he has to but because Tammy loves him, then Tommy’s gifts are no 
longer forced and fettered exasperations of the first and second uses of the 
Law but gifts given from a free and cheerful spirit. It’s obvious which scenario 
is best.

That’s Tommy and Tammy, but now imagine you and God. If I grudgingly 
ask, “Do I have to love God?” then my motive is the first use of the Law. If I 
grovelingly ask, “How will I make up for my sins?” then my motive is the sec-
ond use of the Law. But when God the Father forgives, loves, and treasures 
you in the life, death, and resurrection of His Son first and the Holy Spirit pro-
duces in you the fruit of fear, love, and trust in God, then you know the Law 
in its third use and your motive is the Gospel. How can I fear, love, and trust 
in God above all things? The Holy Spirit answers with the good ole Ten Com-
mandments:10 “Your heavenly Father loves it when you honor your father and 
mother (the Fourth Commandment). He loves it when you help and support 
your neighbor in every physical need (the Fifth Commandment).” Amazed, we 
reply, “He does?!” “He sure does,” responds the Holy Spirit. And the Holy Spirit 
reminds us of the Gospel again (John 15:26): “First things first, you can fear, 
 9 Solid Declaration VI 4–5, 11, 17.
10 Augsburg Confession XX 1–3.
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love, and trust in God above all things (the First Commandment) because He 
forgives, loves, and treasures you with the Gospel first” (see 1 John 4:19). More 
than Tammy loves flowers and chocolate, God loves it when we keep the Ten 
Commandments because He forgives, loves, and treasures us with the Gospel 
first. Motive matters to God and you.

Hence, through the Gospel, the Holy Spirit frees us from the provoking 
pressure to prove how good we are to God to God producing His Christ-cre-
ated fruit in us—from the first and second uses of the Law to the third use 
(Colossians 3:17). The Gospel transforms the Ten Commandments from a list 
of no-nos and dos and don’ts to a list of love languages for God and for our 
neighbor. Thanks to the Ten Commandments, we never have to guess how 
to love God and our neighbor best. Under the Gospel, Christians fear, love, 
and trust in God above all things second because God forgives, loves, and 
treasures us first.

Think and Ink

10.  “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the 
Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him” (Colossians 
3:17). What’s one deed you need to do today? What would it be like if 
your motive for doing that good work wasn’t just the pressure to prove 
yourself to God or someone else (the first use of the Law), or because 
you felt guilty for something you did and were trying to make up for it 
(the second use of the Law), but because you fear, love, and trust in 
God because He forgives, loves, and treasures you first (the Gospel)? 
God the Father forgives, loves, and treasures you in Christ Jesus first!
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Mixed Motives
I wish I was always motivated by the Gospel and led by the Spirit and 

knew the Law only in its third use. But nothing I do is as pure in motivation and 
execution as I wish it were. I wish I was always motivated by the Gospel for my 
Monday morning 8:00 a.m. class, praying, “I thank You, my heavenly Father, 
through Jesus Christ, Your dear Son, that You have kept me this night from all 
harm and danger. I can’t wait for the Holy Spirit to show Your wisdom and love 
to these students through me!” But honestly, sometimes I don’t feel like that, 
and I must be curbed by the first use of the Law: “Either get up, shape up, and 
teach that 8:00 a.m. class, or ship out!” my provost provokes.11

The good news is that Lutherans are not ethical idealists;12 Lutherans are 
a mixed bag of motives. The apostle Paul knows what I’m going through. Paul 
called it like it is and confessed, “I have the desire to do what is right, but not 
the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not 
want is what I keep on doing” (Romans 7:18–19). Jesus confirms our fallen 
nature: “The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41). 
With Jesus and Paul, Lutherans lay their cards on the table and confess the 
albatross around their necks, confessing with Luther in Latin, “We are simul 
iustus et peccator”—simultaneously saint and sinner.13 This paradox is simul-
taneously both bane and blessing, pain and pleasure, keeping us honest and 
keeping us dependent upon the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:14–15). I am perfectly 
justified—just as if I’d never sinned—because of Jesus. At the same time, I can 
honestly confess that my best efforts still suffer from the imperfections of my 
sinful nature. Americans love the Declaration of Independence, but Lutherans 
love the declaration of their dependence on the Holy Spirit: “I believe that I 
cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come 
to Him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with 
His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.”14 The Marines are semper fi-
delis—always faithful. The Coast Guard is semper paratus—always ready. Until 
we die, Lutherans are semper simul iustus et peccator—always simultaneously 
saint and sinner.15

Pair and Share

11.  Lutherans are semper simul iustus et peccator. Examine a good work 
you did this past week. What was your motive? Was it the first use of 

11 Epitome VI 5–6.
12 Epitome II 7, 12.
13 Epitome VI 3–4.
14 Small Catechism, Third Article.
15 Large Catechism II 57–58.
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the Law—you felt pressured to prove yourself to God or someone else? 
Was it the second use of the Law—you felt guilty for something you did 
and were trying to make up for it? Or was it the Gospel—you feared, 
loved, and trusted in God because you are forgiven, loved, and trea-
sured by God? Or was it a mixture of all three?

Out with the Bad, In with the Good

Pair and Share

12.  What comes to mind when you think of Baptism?

Think and Ink

13.  Read Romans 6:1–11. How does Paul describe Baptism? Put it in your 
own words.

Since I’m semper simul saint and sinner, I can just keep on sinning, right? 
God will keep forgiving! Paul snorts and retorts in Greek, “Me genoito,” “No 
way. Uh-uh. Forget it!” Then Paul reminds us to remember our Baptism: “How 
can we who died to sin still live in it?” (Romans 6:2). “I’ve died to sin? When 
did that happen?” I ask. “When you were baptized!” says Paul. “All of us who 
have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death. We were 
buried therefore with Him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ 
was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in new-
ness of life” (Romans 6:3–4). Here, he reminds us that Baptism is not only the 
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beginning of Christian life (Matthew 28:19–20); Baptism is also the daily battle 
of Christian life. Luther puts it this way: Baptism “indicates that the Old Adam in 
us”—our sinful nature—“should by daily contrition and repentance be drowned 
and die with all sins and evil desires, and that a new man should daily emerge 
and arise to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.”16

There are only two words you need to remember about Baptism. They’re 
easy to remember because they both start with B, as in Baptism, and they 
both have only four letters, three of which are the same. The two words are 
bury and buoy. Baptism buries our sins in the crucifixion of Jesus, and Baptism 
buoys our lives in the resurrection of Jesus. Baptism buries the bad and buoys 
the good. Whenever I babble and bubble, “Can I keep on sinning? God’ll keep 
forgiving” (Romans 6:1), that’s the time to engage in the battle of Baptism, bury-
ing the old, sinful nature in me and buoying the new creation in me (Romans 
6:2–4). As a baptized Christian, you never fight this battle alone. Baptism gives 
the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38), and now the same Holy Spirit who raised 
Jesus from the dead lives in you (Romans 8:11).

Paul says, “The death He died He died to sin, once for all, but the life He 
lives He lives to God” (Romans 6:10). Because Baptism buries us in the cruci-
fixion of Jesus and buoys us in the resurrection of Jesus, Paul says you have 
the right to “consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” 
(Romans 6:11). Since we are semper simul saint and sinner, Lutherans remem-
ber their Baptism every day, burying the sinner and buoying the saint with the 
help of the Holy Spirit in the daily battle of Baptism.

I Won’t Take No for an Answer
Why study a provoking book of Law like the Book of Proverbs? Because 

you are baptized! Yes, we confess we are semper simul saint and sinner. Yes, 
we confess we are a mixed bag of motives. Yes, we confess our sinful na-
ture needs a daily burial in Baptism. But buried in the crucifixion of Jesus and 
buoyed in the resurrection of Jesus, you are dead to sin and alive to God in 
Christ Jesus. Because we are forgiven, loved, and treasured children of God, 
the Holy Spirit makes our bodies His temple (1 Corinthians 6:19–20) and sanc-
tifies our motives for keeping the Law from the pressure to prove ourselves to 
God to God producing His Christ-created fruit in us (Ephesians 2:10). Baptized 
into Christ and created in Christ, Christians are empowered by the Holy Spirit 
(Romans 8:14) to fear, love, and trust in God above all things because God for-
gives, loves, and treasures them first (1 John 4:19).17
16 Small Catechism, Baptism, Fourth Part.
17 Epitome II 15, 17.
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All Good Things Come in Threes
How will we study the Book of Proverbs? As my momma used to say, 

“There’s more than one way to skin a cat.” We’ll skin the cat in this way, under 
these three headings: Analyze, Personalize, and Memorize.

Analyze: Work Smarter, Not Harder
First, this study categorizes the proverbs of the Book of Proverbs accord-

ing to the Ten Commandments. As we noted, the Ten Commandments sum 
up the whole Law. Each and every action I should do and every single sin I 
shouldn’t do keeps or breaks one of the Ten Commandments, and every sin-
gle sin breaks the First Commandment first. Since the Book of Proverbs is a 
book of Law, this study has categorized almost all of the proverbs according 
to the commandment that proverb speaks of keeping or breaking. If you’ve 
read through Proverbs before, you’ve noticed that the proverbs often change 
subjects from verse to verse at random. For example, Proverbs 10:1 (“A wise 
son makes a glad father, but a foolish son is a sorrow to his mother”) is a Fourth 
Commandment proverb. Proverbs 10:2 (“Treasures gained by wickedness do 
not profit, but righteousness delivers from death”) is a Seventh Commandment 
proverb. Proverbs 10:3 (“The Lord does not let the righteous go hungry, but 
He thwarts the craving of the wicked”) is a Ninth Commandment proverb. This 
fluidity can make reading the Book of Proverbs like reaching into a jar full of 
fortune cookies—you never know what you’re going to get. Instead of ram-
bling at random, this study categorizes all of the First Commandment proverbs 
together, all the Second Commandment proverbs together, all the Third Com-
mandment proverbs together, and so on. Each chapter deals with one of the 
Ten Commandments. In each chapter, you’ll analyze all the proverbs for just 
one commandment at a time, allowing you to work smarter, not harder.

Personalize: The Best Is Yet to Come
Second, you’ll personalize your favorite proverb for each of the Ten Com-

mandments. We all have our favorite popular proverbs we like to say: “Absence 
makes the heart grow fonder,” “Actions speak louder than words,” “All’s well 
that ends well.” Won’t it be fun to have ten more proverbs in your repertoire 
that are not just popular, pithy statements but are also the powerful Word of 
God (2 Timothy 3:16)? At the end of each chapter, you’ll choose your personal 
favorite proverb for that chapter’s commandment. At the end of this study, 
you’ll have your top ten proverbs from the Book of Proverbs, one for each of 
the Ten Commandments. The best is yet to come!
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Memorize: You Can Say That Again
Third, you’ll memorize your ten favorite proverbs for each commandment. 

Many of us memorized Luther’s Small Catechism in confirmation to carry the 
touchstones of the Christian faith in our heads and hearts so that we can ex-
ercise that faith with our lips and hands. Not everyone likes to memorize any-
more, but, terse and mesmerizing, proverbs are meant to be memorized. We 
memorize proverbs today to utilize them tomorrow. Whether the Holy Spirit 
provokes you to utter one out loud to others or to say one silently to yourself 
(John 14:26), all of us need to be poked and provoked by the sharp, dou-
ble-edged sword of God’s Word (Hebrews 4:12). The Book of Proverbs has 
thirty-one chapters with twenty to thirty-five proverbs per chapter. In this study, 
you’ll analyze almost all of them, personalize your favorites, and memorize 
only your top ten. Take this time to re-memorize Luther’s explanations of the 
Ten Commandments from the Small Catechism too. To jog your memory for 
years to come, ink your favorite proverb for each commandment on the Sum-
mary Sheet in the back of the book. At the end of the study, tear it out, tape it in 
your Bible, and tack it to your heart. That way, you’re semper paratus to carpe 
diem—always ready to utilize God’s wisdom on your neighbor and yourself 
today and tomorrow.

The key passage for this study is Proverbs 22:17–18:

  Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise,
and apply your heart to my knowledge,

  for it will be pleasant if you keep them within you,

if all of them are ready on your lips.

This study will either be quality time or a waste of time. This study won’t 
be a waste of time and “will be pleasant if you keep” your top ten proverbs 
“within you, if all of them are ready on your lips.” You can say that again.

Take It or Leave It
This Bible study categorizes the proverbs of the Book of Proverbs accord-

ing to the Ten Commandments so that you can easily analyze, personalize, 
and memorize your top ten favorite proverbs from the Book of Proverbs, one 
for each of the Ten Commandments, provoking you to fear, love, and trust 
in God above all things because God forgives, loves, and treasures you first 
(1 John 4:19). Get ready to get poked and provoked by Provoking Proverbs!

CHAPTER 1
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Think and Ink

14.  Review the preface and ink the top three points you learned today.

Merciful Father, through Holy Baptism You called us to be Your 
own possession. Grant that our lives may evidence the working of 
Your Holy Spirit in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control, according to the image 
of Your only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior. Amen.18

18 LSB, “Life as a baptized child of God,” page 310.


