
Adult Class Notes 
June 7, 2020 

 
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 7 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 1: 1-4, 7-8, 10, 20-22, 32-33.  The lesson writer develops a 
definition of wisdom and argues that the key statement in Proverbs, and indeed in all of the Wisdom 
Literature, is Proverbs 1:7: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge...”  The author says 
that this verse “firmly connects human wisdom and knowledge to service of God.”  I think that that 
the writer has identified a significant meaning of Proverbs and of all of the Wisdom Books.   
 
Some scholars argue that Proverbs merely expresses the conventional wisdom (the prevailing belief 
system) of the ancient Jews about how to live happily.  Some question why Proverbs was included 
in the Jewish canon. I think that, while much of Proverbs can be considered conventional wisdom, a 
significant part conveys what the ancient Jews, over a number of centuries, learned about life with 
God, of God’s Kingdom on Earth.  But first, what is the Book of Proverbs and of what does it 
consist?    
 
Proverbs, along with Ecclesiastes and Job, make up the Wisdom Books found in the third and final 
division of the Hebrew Bible, the Writings.  Also in the Writings is a diverse group of, well, writings 
including Psalms, Daniel, Esther, Ruth, the Song of Songs, and the historical books of Chronicles, 
Ezra, and Nehemiah.  In this quarter’s study, we will delve rather deeply into Proverbs, Ecclesiastes. 
and Job and also into how these Wisdom Books influenced the Gospels and also the letter of James.   
 
Ecclesiastes and Job were written during the Post Exilic period, beginning in 539 BC.  The ferment, 
questioning, and theological writing of the Exile continued as the returnees to Judah found 
unbelievable devastation, a destroyed Temple, and an uncertain future.  During and just after the 
return to Judah, religious leaders wrote many new stories, redacted old stories and reinterpreted 
traditions, trying to explain what had happened in the relationship between the people and their God, 
to give assurance of God’s faithfulness, and to give hope that God’s Kingdom would yet come.  
Among these writings was Proverbs, in which traditional beliefs dating from the time of Solomon 
about the achievement of a happy, prosperous life were compiled.  To those were added new 
aphorisms expressing what the religious leaders had learned about the way to happiness over the 
ensuing centuries.  Essentially, the message of Proverbs was that the righteous are rewarded with a 
prosperous and happy life.  As we will see in this quarter, the writers of Ecclesiastes and Job 
observed that life was often not as described in Proverbs -- too often the good suffered while the 
wicked prospered.   
 
Marcus Borg, in Reading the Bible Again for the First Time, states that, “the most common way of 
reading Proverbs turns it into conventional wisdom.”  Borg defines conventional wisdom as (1) folk 
wisdom or what everybody knows and (2) the notion of rewards for living life right.  Conventional 
wisdom can be religious in how it defines living life right, or it can be secular -- follow this or that 
path, and life will work out for you.  Borg goes on to show how Qohelet, the young protagonist of 
Ecclesiastes, and the long-suffering righteous man Job raised deep questions about the conventional 
wisdom of the time.   
 



Borg’s analysis focused on the reactions of Qoholet and Job to specific beliefs in the conventional 
wisdom and what their questions show about life and the nature of God.  In reading that analysis, 
however, I was led to think of particular proverbs as likely having been written during the Post Exiic 
period to convey the message of how one might live with God as God intended in his Creation, a 
message beyond the conventional wisdom of rewards for right living.  This, I believe, is what the 
lesson writer means when he argues that the key statement in Proverbs is “The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of knowledge...” because it “firmly connects human wisdom and knowledge to service of 
God.”   
 
With apologies for rather lengthy Notes today, I think that a survey of the contents of Proverbs (only 
hinted at to this point) may illustrate the point.  Borg outlines Proverbs as follows (with only a few 
examples cited here): 
 
Chapters 1-9:  The Wisdom Poems; Dedication of the sayings to a young man entering adulthood.  
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”  Wisdom as a woman of excellence present at 
the creation. Folly, the antithesis of Wisdom as a lascivious temptress.   
 
Chapters 10 -30:  Four types of sayings:   
 
(1) Proverbs characterized by elegance and humor: “The words of a whisperer are like delicious 

morsels; they go down into the inner parts of the body.” (18:8 and 26:22).  
 
(2) Proverbs dealing with children and family: “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” (popular paraphrase 

of 13:24).  “A continual dripping on a rainy day and a contentious wife are alike.” (27:15). 
“House and wealth are from parents, but a prudent wife is from the Lord.” (19:14).  

 
(3) Proverbs dealing with wealth and poverty: “Whoever gives to the poor will lack nothing, but one 

who turns a blind eye will get many a curse.”    
 
(4)  Proverbs dealing with the rewards of right living: “Whoever is steadfast in righteousness will 

live, but whoever pursues evil will die.”  (11:19).  “Those who keep the commandment will live, 
but those who are heedless of their way will die.”  (19:16).  “Righteousness delivers from death.” 
(11:4).   

 
The fourth type of proverb is significantly different from the other three types.   I believe that these 
proverbs dealing with right living describe life with God in God’s Kingdom.  They speak of a life of 
righteousness, steadfast justice.  I have not been able to do the research, but I am guessing that they 
were added by the writers during and after the Exile to express what had been learned from the 
prophets about living the Law, having the Law written on the heart.  I believe, like the lesson writer 
that they “firmly connect human wisdom and knowledge to service of God.”  As Borg says in his 
Convictions, they speak to being God-centered. I believe that we will see this in Qoholet’s and Job’s 
conclusions about the meaning of life and the fear of God.  Perhaps we will see this connection in 
the ways that the Wisdom Books influence the scripture selections in this quarter from the Gospels 
and from James.  I have not looked ahead to the coming weeks’ lessons, so we shall see..... 
 
There is no ending prayer in this lesson.  The prayer at the beginning is: “Gracious God, guide our 
study of your word.  Open our hearts and minds to new understandings as we seek your wisdom, 
stretching beyond time and place.  Amen.”   


