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 How Do You 
Know? 
wisdom in the Bible

 IntroDuctIon
Wisdom literature doesn’t get the attention it deserves. Jeremiah lists the “counsel of the wise,” along 
with the law of the priest and the word from the prophets as three classes of spiritual leadership in 
Israel (Jer. 18:18). Yet for most believers, little time is spent learning to appreciate this form of biblical 
instruction.

While the other styles of authorship in our Bible emphasize spectacular or supernatural stories about 
God’s activity, wisdom literature is more down-to-earth. Waiting for a lightning bolt revelation from 
God, we often overlook the simple patterns of life and common-sense learning. The bumper-sticker 
approach to theology, wisdom literature encourages people to “get smart,” to avoid trouble, and to 
find peace.

In its simplest form, wisdom is one person telling another how to stay out of trouble, how to find 
deeper meaning in life, and how to avoid a “negative” journey (walking the wrong path).

But advice needs anchors. What is sound advice in one situation is exactly the wrong advice in a 
different situation. Looking at contradictory advice from biblical and popular proverbs, we come to 
realize that truth survives the contradictions. The community of faith, together interpreting truth in 
each situation, guides us through difficult times.

Wisdom is also a good pathfinder. There are underlying routes of righteousness in life. Learning these 
routes leads to good living. Ignoring the truth of these routes leads to destruction. Certainly there 
may still be suffering, but a life that follows the path of wisdom will find a way through even the most 
difficult situations. The very heart of early wisdom is: “Be good and you will get good things in return.”

But a direct challenge to that heart of early wisdom is the story of Job, a righteous man who suffered 
unjustly. Unjust suffering is a frequent complaint of adolescents. What is discovered in Job’s story, 
however, is that it is from within our suffering that God becomes more clearly understood. If this is 
true, then in dealing with people who are suffering, wisdom would have us do more looking and 
listening than problem-solving and preaching.
 
Finally, the book of Ecclesiastes is an attempt to answer the question, “If bad people sometimes 
get good things and good people sometimes suffer, what should be our guide in living?” Here is a 
question asked by most young people in their search for meaning in life. We come to understand, 
from Ecclesiastes, that life is meant to be lived in the moment. While looking for the celebration, 
sorrow, and presence of God in each moment, we come alive to and internalize the route of 
righteousness.
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Following the 
path of wisdom 
leads to good 
living, even 
when it winds 
through fields 
of suffering. 
Life is meant to 
be lived in the 
moment. While 
looking for the 
celebration, 
sorrow, and 
presence of 
God in each 
moment, we 
come alive to 
and internalize 
the route of 
righteousness.
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tHE tEAcHInG PLAn: The parts of the session guide

 From LIFE to BIBLE to LIFE
The teaching plan we use is called life-centered. However, when we write each session, we always 
begin with scripture. We ask, what does this particular passage say, especially to youth? Each session 
moves from life to Bible to life. So the Bible is really at the center of this way of teaching.

In every session we try to hit upon a tough question that youth might ask. Find out what questions 
on this issue are important for your group. Feel free to bring your own input and invite your group 
members to add their own experiences.

 tEAcHInG tHE SESSIon
The five step-by-step movements will carry you from life to the Bible and back to life. Each session 
takes about 45 to 50 minutes. If there is a handout sheet for the session, take note of any comple-
mentary activities and stories.

  Faith story. The session is rooted in this 
Bible passage.

  Faith focus. The story of the passage in 
a nutshell.

  Session goal. The entire session is built 
around this goal. What changes—in knowl-
edge, attitude, and/or action—do you desire 
in your group?

  materials needed and  
advance preparation. This is 
what you will need if the session is to 
go smoothly. You’ll feel more at ease 
if you’ve taken care of these details 
before you meet your group.

  
EXtEnDEr 
SESSIon
Extender sessions suggest 
special activities related to 
the issue of the unit. They 
help accommodate the 
diversity of congregational 
schedules. Since each unit 
is undated, youth may 
study units in their entirety 
and still participate in spe-
cial events of the congre-
gation that get scheduled 
simultaneously with Bible 
study time. Extender ses-
sions can be used anytime, 
but the one for this unit 
best follows Session 4.
Calculate now whether or 
not you will be using the 
extender session.

 PrEPArAtIon ALErt
Throughout this unit, group members will be creating a list of Youth Proverbs. This list, begun in 
the first session and added to along the way, will be a central exercise. Learning to write one’s own 
proverbs is a key step in learning to appreciate the proverbs written by another. Keep on hand 
newsprint, markers, and masking tape for the whole unit.

For Session 3, collect some sets of rules (Robert’s Rules of Order, driving instructions, church  
constitutions, etc.). Also select nine magazines of the same shape for use in the opening game.  
For Session 4, prepare four people to be actors/readers in a role-play.

For additional background reading on wisdom: 
	 • Christopher Bowman, Wisdom (Covenant Bible Studies series, Brethren Press).
	 • Walter Brueggemann, In Man We Trust: The Neglected Side of Biblical Faith.
	 •  Derek Kidner, The Wisdom of Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes: An Introduction to Wisdom Literature.

__________________________________
  
Generation Why Bible Studies are 
published by Brethren Press and 
MennoMedia. How Do You Know?: Wisdom 
in the Bible: Writer, Christopher Bowman. 
Project editor, Lani Wright. Staff editors, 
Susan E. Janzen, Julie Garber, and James 
Deaton. Updated design, Paul Stocksdale.

© 1996, 2014 Brethren Press, Elgin, IL 
60120 and MennoMedia, Harrisonburg, 
VA 22802 / Kitchener, ON N2G 3R1

All rights reserved. Permission is granted 
to copy for additional teachers in the 
same class. Handout sheets may be 
photocopied for students. All other 
uses require the written consent of the 
publishers. Contact Brethren Press at 
www.brethrenpress.com or 800-441-3712 
for permissions assistance.

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture 
quotations are from the New Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible, © 1989 
National Council of the Churches of Christ 
in the United States of America. Used by 
permission. All rights reserved.

BRETHREN PRESS and GENERATION WHY 
are registered in the U.S. Patent and 
Trademark Office by the Church of the 
Brethren, 1451 Dundee Avenue, Elgin, 
Illinois 60120.

Printed in the United States of America

1.  Focus. Intended to create a friendly cli-
mate within the group and to draw attention 
to the issue.

2.  connect. Invites youth to express their 
own life experience about the issue, through 
talking, drawing, role playing, and other 
activities. Also uses memory, reason, or 
imagination to get the group thinking about 
why they view the issue the way they do.

3.  Explore the Bible. What does the Bible 
say about the issue? With a minimum of 
lecturing, dig into the faith story and search 
for answers to questions raised in the first 

activities. The Insights from Scripture section 
will help clarify the faith story. Help youth 
discover how the faith community under-
stands the Bible passage.

4.  Apply the faith story. What does the Bible 
passage mean for contemporary life? This is 
the “aha!” moment when youth realize the 
faith story has wisdom for their lives.

5.  respond. Why does the Bible passage 
matter? What will the group do about the 
issue in light of what they have learned from 
their own experiences set alongside the faith 
story? How can we live the faith story rather 
than pass it off as a mere intellectual exercise?
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 LooK AHEAD
Here are reminders for what you need to do for the next session or two.

 InSIGHtS From ScrIPturE
Here is a resource for Explore the Bible. Don’t try to use all the material given. Take what you need to 
lead the session and answer questions your group may have. Let the Insights section inspire you to 
think and study more about the passage for the session.

 HAnDout SHEEtS
Occasionally, there will be a handout sheet to complement your session. If you choose to use this, 
you will need to make enough copies for the group. These sheets may include questions, stories, 
agree/disagree exercises, charts, pictures, and other materials to stimulate your group to think and 
discuss.

Generally, no youth preparation is required unless the session plan calls for you to contact selected group 
members for specific tasks.




