
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

God’s Story Our Mission Week 9: 
Wisdom for a Wise Mission 

Guide for Facilitators and Participants  
*This week, we will go through the sections with optional pauses in between for casual discussion; this 

week’s all-group discussion questions are all at the end of this week’s lesson. 

Part 1: Introduction 
With regards to knowledge and information, we all currently live in an age of an 

embarrassment of riches. Not only do we know more “stuff” at this point in history than any 
point in the past but also it is more widely available to the general population than at any 
other time. Wikipedia, Google, College degrees, smartphones, tablets, the internet—we are, 
as a culture always seeking out information, factoids, tidbits, and the like. Whether or not we 
want access to information to build bridges, send rockets into space or even just revel in the 
juicy rumors of Hollywood celebrities, we are enamored with the accumulation of 
knowledge. 
 

We pursue knowledge, but what about wisdom? Perhaps, nothing in our present culture 
indicts us of the superficial quest for knowledge, as does the seemingly vacant road that leads to 
wisdom. We crave knowledge and access to knowledge like a country of addicts itching for the next 
fix but what happens when one obtains such knowledge? And if we don’t really know what to do 
with all the tidbits, factoids, formulae and trivia we accumulate, are we really walking firmly on the 
path of knowledge to begin with?  

Wisdom, at least in the biblical sense, aims to deepen and provide a firm foundation for 
what may seem like an unending obsession with knowledge. Beginning our look at the biblical 
picture of wisdom and how it relates to human life under Yahweh, we are forced to encounter just 
how splintered and disconnected our search for knowledge usually ends up as it relates to how we 
navigate our lives. In fact, Wisdom, as the bible sees and describes it, is that underlying 
understanding of life that brings those splinters back together in order to provide a wholly and 
perhaps holy skillful way of being a human creature in God’s creation. We might then, define 
wisdom as the art of living well, but living well specifically in the context of our relationship with 
Yahweh. As one biblical scholar put it, its akin to “sanctified common sense.” Beginning with our 
fear, love and trust in God who not only created all things but also created all things wisely, human 



knowledge can begin to spread out like a spider-web into all facets of creation in order to treasure 
and understand and navigate God’s creation more intimately. 

Where do we go for this picture of biblical wisdom? It has long been acknowledged that 
material that might be deemed wisdom literature is scattered all throughout the biblical material. 
One can hardly go through a book of the bible without finding nugget of wisdom material. This 
should come as no surprise considering that the pursuit of wisdom was a common endeavor in the 
ancient world, particularly in the ancient near east, among Israel and her neighbors. Yet, as we read 
through the biblical books, particularly the Old Testament we notice there are certain books that 
might be deemed fully, wisdom literature. Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes are the three primary 
wisdom books of the Old Testament. The tradition of wisdom literature however was carried on in 
the apocryphal books through Ben Sirach, the Wisdom of Solomon and parts of Tobit. We all find 
influence of Wisdom literature in the New Testament in books like James, which is sometimes 
referred to as a New Testament wisdom book. 
 

Once in the wisdom books of the Old Testament, however, you might get the sneaking 
suspicion you are on a different footing than when reading other books of the bible. No longer does 
one find the long extended historical narrative of God, the patriarchs, Israel, and the covenant as 
one finds in the Pentateuch and the former prophets. But neither does one find the commanding 
voice of the writing prophets, calling Israel and Judah to repentance and providing the saving 
promises of Yahweh in the midst of idolatry and sin, set on the field of socio-political history. In fact, 
other than a few name drops in Proverbs with reference to Solomon and Hezekiah, the material 
seems peripheral to the main sequence of Israel’s history. Even Job, which is given a narrative 
framework is not part of the same sequence, it is a spin-off story as it were. 

The fact of the matter, though, is that the wisdom books are different in content because 
they are different in function from the historical and prophetic books of the Old Testament. It is a 
harmonious feature to the biblical material, but it is in melodic counterpoint to the rest of the Old 
Testament, we might say. Whereas the Pentateuch and Prophets, communicate the word of God 
through narrative, history and the direct address of law and gospel, the wisdom material functions 
by invitation to explore and consider. It is profound precisely in just how indirect and allusive it 
communicates its message. Knowledge, ethics, justice, understanding—these are all themes which 
wisdom material invites its readers to explore, while considering the rest of the scriptural message 
about God and his relationship with his creation. 

Yet, if the subtlety of how the wisdom books apply its message eludes us, then we might 
drift off into the misapplication of wisdom. Wisdom doesn’t work by rigid dogmatism. In fact, once 
someone begins to use wisdom material like a geometric formula then one ends up like Job’s friends 
who for all their wisdom-like sayings are judged foolish by Yahweh himself. Dogmatic application 
also may leave one in danger, for instance, if applying the message of Ecclesiastes too rigidly in pit 
of nihilism and despair. Wisdom material must then be applied and sought contextually, not in a 
vacuum. One perspective or proverb may very well describe the truth of live in one situation while 
being grossly inappropriate in another. The proverb, “what goes around comes around,” by 
highlighting that actions may indeed have actual consequences may very well apply to certain 
moments in our lives when our misdeeds may have negative effects on us in the long run. Yet, as 
Jesus shows in John chapter 9 with the man born blind or indeed the book of Job as a whole, not all 
misfortune or human suffering can rightly be traced to an instance of sin. Ultimately, though, for all 
its pitfalls and dangers, this is the excitement to reading and studying the biblical wisdom material: 
in its poetry, its terse sayings, its platitudes, its profound rhetorical questions, its seeming cynicism, 
it's disturbing optimism, we are being called and shaped to see the world from a particular 
foundation: the fear of Yahweh. 
  
  



 
 

Part 2: Proverbs 1-9 and the Invitation to Wisdom: 
 
         The first nine chapters of the book of Proverbs is admittedly different than the remaining 
two thirds of the book. Instead of the short terse sayings from which proverbs actually derives its 
name, the first nine chapters is characterized by longer poems that are meant to exhort and invite 
its reader to a life characterized by the search for wisdom. In fact, the first chapter provides the 
program for the entire book: 
  
    To know wisdom and instruction, to understand words of insight, to receive instruction in 
wise dealing, in righteousness, justice, and equity; to give prudence to the simple, knowledge 
and discretion to the youth— Let the wise hear and increase in learning, and the one who 
understands obtain guidance, to understand a proverb and a saying, the words of the wise 
and their riddles. The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom 
and instruction. 
 
(Proverbs 1:2-7, ESV) 
  

In this prologue to the prologue (as it were), the reader is introduced to the purpose of all 
that follows as well as some of the keys words and themes that elucidate what the search for 
wisdom actually looks like. The book is about human formation on a holistic level. The reader is 
exhorted to be shaped in knowledge and understanding, but this goes beyond just head knowledge. 
The picture of life that this introduction invites its reader is intellectual to be sure, but also 
emotional and ethical. Biblical wisdom speaks to the deepest motives for human knowledge and 
action.  
        The prologue also introduces some of the main human characters that the book will deal with 
in the chapters that follow. There is the wise, the simple, and the fool. What separates these 
characters is not just their formation in the pursuit of wisdom but their disposition to receive 
it.  The wise are those who are already in their pursuit of wisdom. They are being formed as they 
receive instruction and even correction and discipline (an important aspect of wisdom!). The 
simple are those who as of yet are unformed and unlearned but are not as of yet opposed to 
correction and hearing wisdom’s call. The Foolish, however are those who stubbornly resist 
correction or understanding, who live their lives with no fear or acknowledgement of Yahweh or 
his ways and proceed through life on their own. 
         The sharp distinction between the simple and the foolish is nowhere as acute as in the poem 
that immediately follows in verse 8-19. The reader is referred to as “the son.” The son, is in a sense 
the ideal reader, the one who is invited to be shaped by his father and mother’s call to live life in 
fear of Yahweh, which sets one on the path to wisdom. The son is also part of the family, the most 
basic unit of society which education is to occur. The son is exhorted to stay close to his father and 
mother’s teaching and instruction and not to go off with those who provide an alternate path—the 
path of sinners. Sinners and fools are the same group in that they utterly reject God’s ways and 
proceed through life on their own bearings. Sinners are sure of their violent and lazy methods to 
acquire their materialist goals. They rob, steal, murder and cheat to obtain their ends. This way of 
life may certainly be tempting to the young and simple who are faced with the choice of how one 
leads a successful life. It is not always glamorous to stick to the values one learns from the family. 
Yet, as the speaker notes, such foolish ways, while appearing quick and easy quickly leads to one’s 
own demise: 



 
My son, do not walk in the way with them; hold back your foot from their paths, for their feet 
run to evil, and they make haste to shed blood. For in vain is a net spread in the sight of any 
bird, but these men lie in wait for their own blood; they set an ambush for their own lives. 
Such are the ways of everyone who is greedy for unjust gain; it takes away the life of its 
possessors. (Proverbs 1:15-19, ESV) 
  

Ultimately what we find in this poem is the inaugural treatment of a major theme that runs 
through the entire book: which path will characterize your life—the way of the sinner/fool or the 
way of the righteous/wise? It is important to see how the ideas of foolish and sinner on the one 
hand and wise and righteous on the other are bound together. Uniquely, biblical wisdom is also a 
matter of righteous and ethical living. Unlike Israel’s neighbors, who saw wisdom more as a morally 
neutral pursuit that taught how one might get ahead in life on the pathway of least resistance, 
biblical wisdom included the necessary moral component to living wisely. Life was not a product of 
fate or innumerable gods and goddesses who were all working in seemingly random ways so that 
the goal in life was just to get out relatively unscathed as in pagan cultures. No, the biblical picture 
of wisdom for all its parallels with other ancient cultures is essentially unique in its monotheistic 
outlook. Yahweh is not just the creator, but he is the wise creator, he is the righteous creator. To 
become wise is in part acknowledging this wise and righteous ordering of creation as we explore 
life with our Creator.  The wise acknowledge this, the simple are called to learn this but the foolish 
blatantly reject this. 
 
         The final character that dramatically appears throughout these opening nine chapters and 
provides the climax to the book’s introduction is Lady Wisdom. In chapters 1, 3, 8, and 9 we see 
wisdom is not just spoken of as a concept but amazingly in a personal way! Unlike the Egyptian 
concept of Ma’at or the Hindu concept of Satya, where some form of immutable law or truth 
governs all reality, biblical wisdom is poetically portrayed as a personal agent in creation and in the 
cosmos. As Lady wisdom in chapter 8 declares, Yahweh established me before the foundation of the 
world. What such personification communicates is that wisdom is not a universal law unto itself, 
under which all things, even Yahweh himself is subjugated. Wisdom is the personal touch of 
Yahweh himself.  As Wisdom describers herself, her characteristics are God’s characteristics, her 
concerns are God’s concerns and her invitation for humanity to be in intimate relationship with her 
is God’s own invitation. This connection between Lady Wisdom and Yahweh is brought closer in 
chapter 9 where the author writes: 
  
Wisdom has built her house; she has hewn her seven pillars. She has slaughtered her beasts; 
she has mixed her wine; she has also set her table. She has sent out her young women to call 
from the highest places in the town. 
  
         The allusions to the heights of the town and to the house, as well as the sacrificial imagery 
seem to be stronger indicators that the author is talking about the temple in Jerusalem. Wisdom is 
the extension of Yahweh’s own presence with his people, beginning in the worship life and word 
given to Israel. It was beginning with concepts like Lady Wisdom, which spoke to the way a 
transcendent God who could still be present with his people help lay the foundation for how the 
New Testament authors describe Jesus’ relationship to God. Just as Jesus is the Word, who is with 
God before all creation and through whom God created all things, Wisdom is both distinct and yet 
united to the very identity and being of God. In fact in the early church, it was axiomatic that the 
pre-incarnate Son was indeed the wisdom spoken of throughout Proverbs 1-9. 
 



         Lady Wisdom, however, is not the only important female character in Proverbs 1-9. She has 
a diabolical counterpart: Lady Folly. In fact, one of the interesting features of proverbs 1-9 is its long 
sections dealing with adultery, both physical and spiritual. Chapters 5 and 7 deal with the action of 
adultery and how it can lead to self-destruction. Chapter 9 however, seems to up the ante by 
bringing out its more spiritual component.  Just like marital adultery, pursuing folly, which is to say 
idolatry or rejection of Yahweh, leads to death. She is intriguing and seductive to the young and the 
simple and yet she is equally deceptive. 
  
The woman Folly is loud; she is seductive and knows nothing. She sits at the door of her 
house; she takes a seat on the highest places of the town, calling to those who pass by, who 
are going straight on their way, “Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!” And to him who 
lacks sense she says,  “Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.”  But he 
does not know that the dead [4] are there, that her guests are in the depths of Sheol. 
 
(Proverbs 9:13-18, ESV). 
  
The ultimate choice between Lady Wisdom and Lady Folly and their respective invitation is the 
climax of the introduction. Only heeding the call of Lady Wisdom against Folly will the reader, “the 
son” addressed in chapter one receive the fruit of prayerful and thoughtful meditation on the 
collection of proverbs that make up the rest of the book. Only when we fully consider the 
exhortation and warnings of the prologue will we be ready to explore the rest of the book. 
 
 

Part 3: What is a Proverb? 
 Proverbs appear in every culture throughout the world. It might be in vogue to post an 
African proverb as a Facebook status or see an Arabic proverb on an inspirational poster. We may 
have heard our grandparents use them or maybe we ourselves resort to catch phrase with a 
proverbial aim without even knowing. When we reflect why we haven’t heard from a friend for a 
long time we might resign with the saying “out of sight, out of mind.” Or if we are yearning for a 
loved one, we may think with romantic fervor, “absence makes the heart grow fonder.” Never mind 
that these sayings, if placed back to back, are contradictory. We can recognize that they still speak 
to the general truth of how we experience human relationships. That’s what proverbs are all about. 
They are short, usually poetic sayings that speak to the general truths of how life works or ought to 
work.  
 The Hebrew word for proverb, mashal, helps us to understand just exactly how the biblical 
proverbs work. Mashal in Hebrew means, to compare. By comparing two unlike things, the reader 
or hearer is invited to dive deeply into the possible meaning of the saying. For instance,  
 
    Gracious words are like a honeycomb,          

sweetness to the soul and health to the body. (Proverbs 16:24 ESV) 
 

On the one hand, we have all experienced the truth of this proverb. Words of forgiveness, love or 
affirmation have powerful and positive effects on us. Yet on the other hand, we are not called in this 
proverb simply to nod our heads in acceptance and move on. Wisdom is formed by thoughtful 
consideration on just what exactly about our speech is edifying and refreshing. It is not simply to 
acknowledge what we think we already know but it is aiming at the formation of a particular type 
of character who recognized how our words matter to others. One is invited to consider exactly 
what is beneficial about honey to then think about the benefits of gracious words. Is it sweet but 



ultimately bad for you? Is it refreshing and energizing? To know wisdom is to explore all avenues 
on which the meaning of the metaphor travels.  
 
 Of course, biblical proverbs do not all have this same form. Many of the proverbs that one 
encounters do not explore meaning by connecting two things in a comparison but by actually 
contrasting two opposing ways or relatives. Many proverbs take this approach as if to reinforce the 
introduction’s choice between the two pathways of either wisdom or folly. Proverbs 12:1 reads:  

Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge,       
but he who hates reproof is stupid. (ESV) 

The contrast in the proverb works to heighten the distinction between wisdom and foolishness 
with the aim to entice the reader or hearer towards wisdom. Another form of the contrasting 
proverb is the “better is A than B” proverb or the “if A, how much more B.”  
 
 Each of these forms helps to bring out a defining feature of Hebrew poetry: parallelism. 
Parallelism is the feature of Hebrew poetry, whether it is found in Proverbs, Psalms, Job or the 
Prophets, where a thought is usually communicated through two successive lines, employed 
together. I say, usually, since sometimes the thought is extended to four lines. One need only open 
up an English bible and see how the editors have formatted sections of poetry. Proverbs is a prime 
example of the dominance of parallelism used to express a poetic thought. But why use parallelism? 
In poetry, the aim is to express a thought in the most beautiful and creative way. Parallelism proved 
to be the most attractive way that the Hebrew writers, at the time of the Old Testament, 
communicated in poetic form. Through the different types of parallelism, which parallel as it were, 
the different forms of Proverbs we have discussed, one is able to intensify a thought but adding a 
parallel line which sharpens the meaning of the first. One is able to bring out antitheses of two 
contrasting lines brought close together for a single purpose. What is important, though, is to 
understand that biblical proverbs are indeed poetry, crafted to lure us into the maximal meaning 
with the fewest and best words possible. Through use of (in the Hebrew) acrostics, alliteration and 
repetition of words, biblical proverbs artfully bring out the wisdom that Yahweh himself calls us to 
explore by the very way he has ordered creation.  
 

By all the poetic tricks of the trade, Proverbs invite the reader to think carefully not only on 
the validity of each saying but also the situation in which these can be appropriately applied. As we 
touched on last week, but also pointed out above with the proverbs we know from our own culture, 
proverbs (including those of the bible) are not meant to be universally true. One cannot simply turn 
these proverbs into laws that work regardless of the context or specific situation. One cannot be 
rigorously dogmatic, even with biblical proverbs, lest we fall into grave misuse and error. Biblical 
proverbs are not simply to be taken in and regurgitated mindlessly. They are to be learned as one 
also considers the time and place that these sayings hold true. A perfect example of the need for 
contextualization is seen in Proverbs 26:4-5, which reads:  

Answer not a fool according to his folly,         
 lest you be like him yourself.      

Answer a fool according to his folly,          
lest he be wise in his own eyes. (ESV) 

Is this an instance in which the divinely inspired scriptures contradict itself? To answer in the 
affirmative is, again, misunderstanding the aim and use of the proverbs themselves. The fact that 
these two proverbs are placed back to back with one another is meant to underscore the necessity 
to discern the correct time to apply each proverb. One knows oneself well enough so as not to get 
dragged into the foolishness with whom one is debating but also know whether it might be 
appropriate to speak to the concerns of the foolish person. If foolishness is synonymous with sinful, 
it’s not simply a matter of confronting someone’s ignorance but it might be about whether or not to 



respond to the antagonism of an unbeliever. In other words, the specific motives of “the fool” must 
be understood before one deal appropriately in the given situation.  
 

Part 4: The Risks We Run: A Shallow Approach To Proverbs 
 Just like with any book of the bible, there are risks to shallow and cursory interpretation. 
Though, admittedly Proverbs seems particularly vulnerable to such shallow treatment. It is 
tempting, particularly as we approach one proverb or another to consider that Proverbs is too 
optimistic or perhaps seems to be too concerned with prosperity or may even preach a type of 
works-righteousness. One does not need to go far to read: 
     The righteousness of the upright delivers them,          

but the treacherous are taken captive by their lust. (Proverbs 11:6, ESV) 
Or: 
     No ill befalls the righteous,          

but the wicked are filled with trouble. (Proverbs 12:21, ESV) 
It doesn’t take a learned sage to know that this is not universally and always true. Plenty of trouble 
occurs, also for those who fear, love and trust in Yahweh.  Or with regards to money: 

A rich man's wealth is his strong city;         
 the poverty of the poor is their ruin. (Proverbs 10:15, ESV) 

Does Proverbs, then, simply praise the pursuit of wealth as a blessing from God while poverty is 
simply a curse? Is this the only approach to wealth that we see in the book? 
 

If we aren’t careful, we may come away from the book of Proverbs with a very flat and 
spiritually harmful reading of the themes treated in its pages. As we come across the subjects, such 
as righteousness and wickedness, wealth and poverty, the way we use words, we must be careful to 
track how the book as a whole covers these topics. Again, remembering the situational sensitivity of 
the material found in the book, we must remember that each theme or topic is treated in a rich and 
multifaceted manner befitting the complexities of real life. Yes, wealth is a blessing from Yahweh, 
but it is surely relativized and subordinated to obtaining wisdom and pursuing righteousness. It 
may be a gift from Yahweh congruous with someone’s hard work, but there are also many proverbs 
that show that the righteous are not always wealthy. In fact, to be righteous may sometimes mean 
willingly choosing the humble life without wealth in order to pursue justice and wisdom. Proverbs 
15:16-17 reads: 

Better is a little with the fear of the LORD          
than great treasure and trouble with it.      

Better is a dinner of herbs where love is          
than a fattened ox and hatred with it. (ESV) 

Or: 
 Better is a little with righteousness          

than great revenues with injustice. (Proverbs 16:8, ESV) 
Proverbs then, requires sensitive and careful readers. It is not a book to sprint through, let alone 
jog. It is best to treat each proverb as a patch of shade in which to rest and enjoy on an oppressively 
hot day. But also, consider each proverb as it relates to others with similar themes and material. 
Only then will one understand how the picture it paints is befitting of God’s good and wise 

creation.  
 
 



 
Part 5: Application -Connections for Missional living as 
God’s People: 
 

Understanding biblical wisdom is an important facet for our mission as God’s people in that 
it helps us as bridge builders in our cultural surroundings. Living and sharing wisdom is the ideal 
way to be in conversation with our neighbors. All cultures have wisdom literature or wisdom 
sayings and the biblical wisdom book brings some of this other wisdom material into the scriptural 
books. In the book of Proverbs there are proverbs from other cultures in the surrounding nations of 
the time. This demonstrates that Israel was in conversation with their neighbors in how they 
viewed life and investigated how the world works. In this way, the wisdom material of the bible is 
the most broad and “useable” for conversations and interactions with those that do not share the 
faith of God’s people. This is because as we saw above, biblical wisdom is not the end of a 
conversation or investigation of how we are to live in the in world—it is the beginning of our 
investigation. Through the pursuit of wise living, we can invite others to join this pursuit of wisdom 
and even help guide them through the wisdom God has already given them in their lives.   This does 
not always mean affirming others’ view of wisdom. It can also mean being critical to false 
understandings of the world. The most important feature of this conversation, however, is that 
Israel’s sages put their investigation of the world firmly in the context of their covenant relationship 
with Yahweh. It is the awe-filled fear of Yahweh that is the beginning of wisdom. Any insight that 
one has in the world comes from this foundation.  

 
Discussion Questions: 
 

1.After honest evaluation, would you consider yourself the wise, person, or the fool? 
Why or why not? 
 
2.Who do you consider wise in your family? In your congregation? How do you make 
such an evaluation? 
 
3.How does your congregation promote learning wisdom? How does your 
congregation build community around learning wisdom? 

 
4.When is it most difficult to receive correction and instruction? 
 
5.As teachers, even for the young children in our schools, do we think about teaching 
mere knowledge or wisdom apart of that? What does the pursuit of wisdom mean for 
our Christian education curriculum?  
 
6. Where can we continue to build bridges in our community by pursuing wisdom? 
How can we share our wisdom and be in conversation with others? 

 
 
 


