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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we are all 
doing well.  Below are notes that I prepared for the June 14 class.  As members know, in class I would 
convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion.  I guess these notes 
should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion.  I would welcome any 
response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, 
comments, arguments?”   
 
The scripture selection is Proverbs 2: 1-11.  The background scripture is Genesis 39 and Proverbs 2.  The 
“Main Idea” of the lesson is stated as: “Wisdom’s treasure is more valuable than riches because it can 
center a person’s heart, will, and thought toward knowledge of God.”  ’The key verse (“A Verse to 
Remember”) is 2:6:   
 
“For the Lord gives wisdom; 
     from his mouth comes knowledge and understanding.” 
 
Proverbs 2 is continuation of the parent’s teaching his son to follow Wisdom.  In this chapter, the son is 
exhorted to seek wisdom as one would seek a hidden treasure.  If one does so, he will “understand the fear 
of the Lord and find the knowledge of God.” Those who seek wisdom will be shielded by the knowledge 
and understanding that it gives of the right paths to take. 
 
Genesis 39 is the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife.  Joseph has been purchased as a slave by Potiphar, 
an official of the Pharaoh.  God blesses all that Joseph does, and Joseph rises to the position of manager of 
Potiphar’s household.  Potiphar’s wife tries to seduce Joseph repeatedly, but he demurs each time, saying 
that he cannot go against God (this, of course, predates the Ten Commandments).  Finally, when she 
accuses Joseph of attacking her, Potiphar has Joseph jailed.  His jailing only leads to further steps in 
Joseph’s rise to power in Egypt. Joseph’s wisdom made him into a slave who attained great standing in 
the Egyptian society, saved him from the uncertain and chaotic life of a slave in an affair with his master’s 
wife, and ultimately enabled him to rise from jailed slave to the chief assistant to the Pharaoh. 
 
On one level these scripture selections illustrate that one who follows wisdom will be shielded from the 
chaos, uncertainty, and disgrace that comes from choosing ignorance or avoiding the difficult seeking of 
Wisdom and committing to live on that path.  This is the message, it seems to me, of the writers of the 
first nine chapters of Proverbs.  They, doubtless influenced by the story of Joseph, compiled and 
explained the meanings of the many aphorisms that promised a good life from doing right, or in essence 
following the Torah, the laws of Moses, and (as discussed last week) from being God-centered, living the 
law.  The aphorisms are wisdom.  It seems to me, however, that level of understanding is not quite 
enough.  I believe that the writers of Proverbs had a much deeper theological purpose.  
 
As I worked on these Notes, I continually returned to the concept of discernment.  I kept recalling how 
recent interim minister Rev. Carl Horton emphasized the concept in his teaching and leadership.  At the 
time, I was not entirely sure what he meant.  I had the feeling that it was jargon for a way of theological 
discovery i.e., perhaps a “Discernment Movement.”  I hope that this does not sound flippant; the concept 
of discernment got my attention and has become more useful to me as I struggle to understand scripture.    
 
Happily, as I struggled with Proverbs (for me, far more obscure than Revelation), I came across a most 
helpful statement by Bible scholar Harold Washington in a book that I bought when I attended a 
Presbytery Meeting at Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary.  In Theological Bible Commentary, 
Washington observes:” Although religious and ethical norms emerge clearly in Proverbs, the book does 



not dictate moralistic rules.  It offers instead exercises in judicious reading, and in living; it invites the 
reader into a lifelong discipline of intellectual and moral discernment.”  Aha! 
 
So, wisdom is a process, the process of discernment!  That, I guess, is why the lesson writer last week did 
not offer a definition of wisdom, but rather drew from several decision-making scenarios and asked of 
each, “Is this wisdom?”  He concludes from these that wisdom transcends knowledge or practical 
experience.  It is rarely gained by inspiration but requires for its gaining a “commitment to going deeper, 
reaching higher, pondering carefully.”  It is a gift from God that requires one to want to receive it. Thus, 
the lesson writer offers rather than a definition of wisdom, a discussion of a process of gaining 
understanding that transcends practical experience or scholarly learning.  I believe that this process is 
what the “Main Idea,” above, and Marcus Borg in his The Heart of Christianity, refer to as “centering in 
God” 
 
In the first nine chapters of Proverbs, the writers employ poetry and story to show that wisdom is a 
process of seeking, committing, discerning.  They do not cite the history of God and the Covenant people.  
They focus on the God of Creation to show that wisdom is universal, open to all who seek it and commit 
to following the path, the life activities, of wisdom.  (Job and Qohelet had their doubts).  They seek to 
instruct the reader that the path of wisdom, although arduous and not as enticing as the path of folly, leads 
to a life orderly and not chaotic, a life free from worry and guilt, a life free from conflict.  They do this by 
reference to the conventional wisdom that causally links following the Law with happiness and success 
and, I think, as I suggested in last week’s Notes, by adding aphorisms that express causal links with life 
with God as his companions in his Kingdom.   
 
The writers of Proverbs 1- 9 personify wisdom as a woman of great merit, present with God at the 
Creation, who seeks to have persons commit to the path that she illuminates.  This personification shows 
that wisdom is a gift of God both for the happiness of man and for the preservation of the intended order 
in God’s Creation.  Man has free will.  He is given the ability to reason and to make decisions.  Proverbs, 
like all of the Bible, I think, is God’s continual reaching out to man to make the decision, the 
commitment, to live as God intends.  It is revelation of God’s will, and instruction in how to live that will.  
In Proverbs, the instruction is essentially that, if one follows the Law, he will find serenity, happiness, 
order, predictability -- the opposite of the chaos, worry, conflict that is the path of Folly.  The 
commitment to seek wisdom and walk that path is difficult.  The parent in Proverbs works assiduously to 
demonstrate that the easy or enticing path leads to death figuratively and perhaps literally.  To this 
instruction I believe that the writers added the lesson that living the law is the path to life with God, or the 
ancient Jewish concept of salvation.  I anticipate that we will hear more about salvation when we consider 
the influence of the Wisdom Books on the Gospels and on the writings of Paul and James.  
 
Now more than ever, perhaps, we need to practice discernment as we seek to live faithful lives in an 
uncertain time of a worldwide pandemic and great civil unrest.  We need to seek, in the words of the 
hymn God of Grace and God of Glory, wisdom and courage “for the living of these days.”   
 
The prayer is: “Holy God, meet us in this moment.  We are looking for you and hoping for a word we can 
hear and understand.  Help us to turn away from distractions and focus on you as we study ancient 
wisdom and seek insight for this time in our lives.  Amen.” 


