
Bible 101:  Proverbs (DWS) – 20Apr2022 1 

Bible 101   
Proverbs 

April 20, 2022 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
What is a Proverb? 
 
The Oxford Dictionary defines proverb as 
  

a short pithy saying in general use, stating a general truth or piece of advice.    
 
Here are some examples: 

• Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy wealthy and wise.  

• A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.  

• Absence makes the heart grow fonder.  
 
Biblical Proverbs are different in a key aspect:  They are short pithy sayings, focusing on general 
truths associated with Godly living.  
 
Important sections to read 
 1 Kings 3:3-14 – King Solomon asks for wisdom 
 Proverbs  1 – “Fear of the Lord is the Source of Wisdom” 
 
Structure of the Book 
 
Proverbs are short texts of advice and instruction.  Many of them are only one verse long, 
consisting of one or two sentences. Many of the chapters in the book of Proverbs are a 
compilation of individual proverbs that have no common theme or topic.  Thus, Proverbs is 
different than Psalms, where each Psalm is a unique hymn or poem. 
 
The book of Proverbs is divided into these eight sections with the titles identified in the first verse 
of the first chapter of each section: 

1. Proverbs 1–9: "Proverbs of Solomon, Son of David, King of Israel" 

2. Proverbs 10–22:16: "Proverbs of Solomon" 

3. Proverbs 22:17–24:22: "The Sayings of the Wise" 

4. Proverbs 24:23–34: "These Also are Sayings of the Wise" 

5. Proverbs 25–29: "These are Other Proverbs of Solomon that the Officials of King Hezekiah 
of Judah Copied" 

6. Proverbs 30: "The Words of Agur"   

7. Proverbs 31:1–9: "The Words of King Lemuel of Massa Which his Mother Taught Him" 

8. Proverbs 31:10–31: “A capable wife” 

 
Authorship/Time/Location 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverbs_1%E2%80%939
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverbs_25-29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverbs_30
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agur
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lemuel_(biblical_king)
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As noted in the above list Sections 3, 4, and 8 do not have named authors.  The texts do not 
identify famous people or events like Moses, the Exodus, or conquests.  Instead, they deal with 
common domestic affairs or generic issues of governance by unnamed kings.  
 
Section 6, consisting of Chapter 30, is cited as “The Words of Agur” and the author of Section 7 is 
given as the mother of King Lemuel of Massa.  These people are non-Israelites and the time the 
sections were written is unknown.  (Literary trivia:  Lemuel is the first name of the main character 
of Jonathan Swift’s “Gulliver’s Travels.) 
 
Sections 1, 3, and 5 are associated with King Solomon—the Hebrew “of Solomon” is vague and can 
refer to King Solomon’s role as a mix of author, editor,  and sponsor of the compilation.  The 
association with King Solomon is important for two reasons.  First, King Solomon reigned over the 
United Kingdom of Israel and Judah from around  970 to 930 BCE, so we have an indication for 
when the texts in these Sections were adopted in Israel.  
 
Second, King Solomon is known for his wisdom.  As told in 1 Kings 3:3-14, the Lord appeared to 
Solomon in a dream and asks what He should give to Solomon and Solomon asked the Lord to 
“Give your servant therefore an understanding mind, to govern your people, able to discern 
between good and evil”.  As wisdom is a major theme in Proverbs, the association of the book with 
King Solomon provides it with a royal cachet and authority. 
 
In summary, the book of Proverbs is a collection of collections with multiple known and unknown 
authors, and much uncertainty regarding the time and place when they were written. 
 
Literary Style 
 
The basic literary unit in Proverbs is the couplet—a pair of phrases or sentences that addresses a 
topic.  For those that have read the Bible 101 summaries of Job or Psalms, this is the same parallel 
or A/B structure found in those other books.  An example is Proverbs 10:6: 
 
 “Blessings are on the head of the righteous, 
 but the mouth of the wicked conceals violence.” 
 
Themes and Content of Proverbs 
 
A major theme in Proverbs is wisdom.  Section 1, the first nine chapters, is a discourse on wisdom.  
Throughout Proverbs the thoughts and actions of the righteous and wise are contrasted with 
those of the foolish.  Proverbs 1:7 is a good summary of this theme: 
 

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, 
fools despise wisdom and instruction.” 
 

Commentators explain that the phrase “fear of the Lord” is best understood as submitting to 
God’s will, that is the wise will have a humble spirit that seeks guidance and blessings from the 
Lord. 
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Chapters 1-9 use poetic language to personify wisdom and show her.  Two examples of wisdom’s 
work are: 
 

• Chapter 1:20-22, wisdom questions the fools and scoffers 
“Wisdom calls out in the streets; 
in the square she raises her voice. 
At the busiest corner she cries out, 
at the entrance of the city gates she speaks: 
‘How long O simple ones will you love being simple? 
How long will scoffers delight in their scoffing  
and fools hate knowledge?’” 
 

• Chapter 3:19-20, wisdom at creation, referring to the creation story in Genesis 1 
“The Lord by wisdom formed the earth; 
by understanding the extents of the heavens; 
by His knowledge the deeps are broken open; 
and the clouds drop down the dew.” 

 
Other parts of Section 1 describe the value and benefits of wisdom and contrast them with the 
lives of the foolish.  Here are some excerpts: 
 

• Proverbs 4:13-14 
“Keep hold of instruction, do not let go; 
guard her, for she is your life. 
Do not enter the path of the wicked 
and do not walk in the ways of the evildoers.” 
 

• Proverbs 8:10-11 
“Take instruction instead of silver, 
and knowledge rather than choice gold, 
for wisdom is better than jewels, 
and all that you may desire cannot compare with her.” 

 
As described in the outline above, Sections 2 – 6 cover Chapters 10 – 29.  They consist of 
collections of instructions, sayings, and advice attributed to King Solomon and anonymous 
sources.  The texts cover a wide range of topics and typically use familiar setting of family life, 
agriculture, commerce, and kings and government.  They continue the overarching theme from 
Section 1 of contrasting the wise and righteous with the foolish and scoffers.  Below are some 
samples of these short texts: 
 

• Chapter 11:16 
“A generous woman is covered with honor, 
but she who hates virtue is covered in shame.” 
 

• Chapter 12:1 
“Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, 
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but those who hate to be rebuked are stupid.” 
 

• Chapter 14:31 
“Those who oppress the poor insult their Maker, 
but those who are kind to the needy honor Him.” 
 

• Chapter 16:13 (Note the departure from the A but B structure.) 
“Righteous lips are the delight of a king,  
and he loves those who speak what is right.” 
 

• Chapter 19:8 
“To get wisdom is to love oneself; 
to keep understandingis to prosper. 
 

• Chapter 29:2 
“When the righteous are in authority, the people rejoice; 
but when the wicked rule, the people groan.” 
 

Proverbs and the Old Testament 
 
As stated above, Chapter 3 of Proverbs has God using wisdom with God in the creation story of 
Genesis 1.  Some of the texts in Proverbs reference or allude to the 10 Commandments or other 
rules in the Torah.  Here are some other examples: 
 

• Chapter 11:1, echoing a law from the Torah on fair weights and measures 
“A false balance is an abomination to the Lord, 
but an accurate weight is His delight.” 
 

• Chapter 22:28, restating the law in Deuteronomy 19:14 
“Do not remove the ancient landmark that your ancestors set up”. 
 

• Chapter 25:18, alluding to the commandment against false witness 
“Like a war club, a sword, or a sharp arrow, 
is one who bears false witness against a neighbor.” 
  

Proverbs in the New Testament 
 
Instruction was an important part of Jesus’s ministry.  One of his teaching tools was the parable or 
short story.  Like the texts of the Proverbs, Jesus’s parables used scenes from everyday life, such as 
the parables of the lost coin (Luke 15:8-10), yeast (Luke 13:20-21), the lost sheep (Luke 15:1-7), 
and the mustard seed (Luke 13:18-19). 
 
Jesus also drew on the wise/foolish theme in his teaching.  Some examples are: 
 

• Parable of the rich fool (Luke 12:13-22) who built bigger barns, only to lose his life. 
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• Parable of the wise and foolish virgins waiting for the bridegroom (Matthew 25:1-13). 
 

• The wise man that built his house on the rock and fool that built his on sand (Matthew 
7:24-27 and Luke 6:46-49). 

 
In Chapter 25, there are two texts that were used by Jesus: 
  

• Feed your enemies 
Proverbs 25:21-25 
“If your enemies are hungry, give them bread to eat; 
and if they are thirsty, give them water to drink; 
for you will heap coals of fire on their heads, 
and the Lord will reward you.” 
 
Luke 6:35-36 
“But love your enemies, do good,  
and lend expecting nothing in return. 
Your reward will be great and you will be children of the Most High…..” 
 

• Example of humility 
 
Proverbs 25:6-7 
“Do not put yourself forward in the king’s presence,  
or stand in the place of the great, 
for it is better to be told ‘Come up here,’ 
than to be put lower in the presence of a noble.” 
 
Luke 14:8-11. Parable of Jesus 
“When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, do not sit at the place of honor, 
in case someone more distinguished than you has been invited by the host and the host 
that invited both of you may say to you, ‘Give this person your place’, and then in disgrace 
you would start to take the lower place.  But when you are invited, go and sit at the lower 
place, so that when your host comes, he may say to you, ‘Friend, move up higher’ and you 
will be honored in the presence of all who sit the table with you.  For all who exalt 
themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”    

 
Chapter 30 consists of the sayings of Agur.  The first 14 verses are a poetic cry to the Lord for 
wisdom.  Verse 3 reads: 
  
 “I have not yet learned wisdom, 
 nor have the knowledge of the holy ones.” 
 
The remaining verses are sayings related to family life. 
 
Chapter 31 are the teachings of King Lemuel’s mother.  Verses 1-9 are admonitions on ruling 
properly and avoiding the temptations of power.  Verses 10-31 are labeled “Ode to a Capable 
Wife”.  Here are some sample texts—please remember that this was written in a patriarchal, male-
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dominated culture: 
 

• Verse 10:  “She is more valuable than jewels.” 
 

• Verse 26:  “She opens her mouth with wisdom,  
and teaching of kindness is on her tongue.” 

 
Reflections 
 
Over the years saying of the wise have been found in almanacks including Benjamin Franklin’s 
“Poor Richard’s Almanack” and the “Farmer’s Almanack” which has been published since 1818.  
What are your favorite sources of wisdom and advice? 
 
I wonder if King Solomon painted any of his proverbs on the back of his chariots as early versions 
of our bumper stickers.  If you lived in ancient Israel, what verse from Proverbs would you put on 
your chariot? 
 
What are ways that we can influence the culture and behaviors of the various groups that we 
belong to? 


