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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD 

Introduction to the Book of Proverbs 
 

 

“But where can wisdom be found? And where is the place of understanding?  

Man does not know its value, nor is it found in the land of the living. . . . 

God understands its way, and He knows its place.” ~ Job 28:12–13, 23 
 

 

The Treachery of Our World 
 

The social upheaval we have witnessed over the past six months provides vivid proof of Paul’s assertion 

about the nature of humanity’s depravity: “For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as 

God or give thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 

Professing to be wise, they became fools” (Rom 1:21–22). Western society, arguably the wealthiest and 

most educated society in the history of humanity, is fast becoming the most foolish and morally 

impoverished.  
 

The treachery of the present day is evident in at least three fundamental evils: 
 

1) A rebellion against the law of cause-and-effect. 

2) A rebellion against the need for personal responsibility. 

3) A rebellion against the right of external authority. 
 

Tenured professors in Ivy League schools claim that 2+2=4 is code-language for ethnic oppression; no 

single standard of measurement can be enforced equally on all. Politicians imagine out loud that emptying 

prisons and decreasing the enforcement of laws will bring greater safety to communities; it is only the 

enforcement of laws that creates criminality. Growing numbers of young men believe they have an 

inherent right to financial support even when they choose not to work; after all, this is what loving one’s 

neighbor looks like. Men who feel like they are women must be allowed to compete in women’s athletic 

competitions since gender differences are social inventions. The list goes on. Foolishness is thriving, and 

society is crumbling under its weight.  
 

But we are not the only generation to encounter these conditions. Folly is not something new under the 

sun. It has manifested itself in all forms since the Fall of Adam (Gen 3). Therfore, the question we ask 

today is the question asked many times over throughout history, even by men like Job: “But where can 

wisdom be found? And where is the place of understanding? Man does not know its value, nor is it 

found in the land of the living” (Job 28:12). Consequently, Job’s own answer to this question is also as 

apropos today as in his day: “God understands [wisdom’s] way, and He knows its place” (28:23).  
 

It is possible to navigate the treacherous world in which we live only by turning whole-heartedly to God 

in search of the wisdom only He can provide. As much as ever, especially as men, we need this wisdom. 

The book of Proverbs is precisely the place to go. 
 

 

“Doubtless, if the world were governed by the whole wisdom of this single book, 

it would be a new earth wherein dwelleth righteousness.” ~ Charles Bridges, Proverbs, xiv 

 

“If I had one message to give to the CEOs, educators, political leaders, media pundits, and social 

scientists of our day, it would be the teaching of Proverbs, which majors on making one wise unto 

salvation in Jesus Christ (Prov 30:2–4; 2 Tim 3:14–15) and teaching the wisest way to live for the 

glory of God.” ~ Richard Mayhue, Practicing Proverbs, 8 
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The Possibility for Success 
 

The overall purpose of the book of Proverbs is to provide the young and simple with the knowledge 

and skill necessary to live successfully before God and man. This book is aimed specifically at those in 

need: the young and ignorant. It provides that which is needed: knowledge and skill. Its goal is to achieve 

a specific outcome: successful living. And that outcome is determined in two spheres: in relation to God 

(vertical) and in relation to man (horizontal). This purpose is summed up concisely in the book’s 

preamble and motto (Prov 1:1–7). As Bruce Waltke states, “The book of Proverbs remains the model of 

curriculum for humanity to learn how to live under God and before humankind” (Proverbs 1–15, xxi). 
 

The book of Proverbs also has two more specific purposes. First, Proverbs was intended to provide 

young men with an instruction manual for preparation for leadership. As the nation of Israel grew 

and flourished under Solomon, so did the need for administrative leadership in the kingdom. Solomon 

also understood the responsibility to train his own son to replace him one day on the throne. References to 

“kings” and leadership responsibilities are evident throughout the book. As C. Hassell Bullock states, the 

Proverbs were therefore compiled “for use by the young men of Israel’s society who were being groomed 

for positions of leadership” (Introduction to Old Testament Poetic Books, 152–53).  
 

Second, Proverbs was intended to provide fathers with a curriculum for preparing their children—

particularly their sons—for success in life. The repeated references to “my son” and “my sons,” along 

with the references to a father’s and mother’s instruction and discipline, indicate that the contents of the 

book are particularly important for parents and highlight their responsibility to prepare their sin-bent 

children for successful living in a world that itself is bent toward evil. Proverbs provides the practical 

conversations needed “when you sit in your house and when you walk by the way” envisioned by 

Deuteronomy 6:6–7.  
 
 

The Framework of Proverbs 
 

The fundamental emphasis of the book of Proverbs is wisdom (a concept that will be defined in greater 

detail in future sessions). One theologian has helpfully summarized wisdom as “the essence of what man 

needs for a proper life . . . practical knowledge of the laws of life and of the world, based on 

experience” (Von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 1.418). He explains that wisdom “consisted in knowing 

that at the bottom of things an order is at work, silently and often in a scarcely noticeable way, making for 

a balance of events. One has, however, to be able to wait for it, and also be capable of seeing it” (1.428).  

 

Man must recognize this “order”—a “meta-narrative”—that God has designed for His creation, and then 

endeavor to live his life accordingly. The illustrations and lessons which the book of Proverbs draws from 

the natural world (from animals, plants, weather, and common human experiences) emphasize the 

reality that God has programmed this order into creation’s very fabric. It is inescapable. To reject the 

norms conveyed by creation is the epitome of foolishness (e.g., see Rom 1:18–20, 26–27, and the Paul’s 

denunciation of homosexuality as “contrary to nature”). Greg Parsons states,  
 

The implication is that God through wisdom placed ‘order’ in the very fabric of the cosmos. The whole book [of 

Proverbs] . . . is designed to exhibit the order that holds together all of life. Within this context there is a 

‘solidarity’ between all parts of God’s creation, over which He is Ruler, from the universe itself down to a 

colony of ants. . . . What one observes in the natural cosmos has implications for understanding the social and 

moral order. (“Guidelines for Understanding and Proclaiming Proverbs, 157–58) 
 

But the natural world is not the only source from which Proverbs draws in order to explain God’s order 

for life. A more important source exists—one that is assumed throughout the entire book: the law of God. 

It is “the commandment” that serves as “a lamp”; it is “the law” that serves as “light” (Prov 6:23; cf. Ps 
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119:105; 2 Pet 1:19). It is “the fear of the LORD” that serves as the “beginning of knowledge/wisdom” 

(Prov 1:7; 9:10; cf. Ps 19:9).  
 

These two springs—general revelation (creation) and special revelation (written Scripture prior to 

Solomon)—serve as the source from which knowledge is to be drawn for skillful living. There can be 

no excuse for foolishness. God has made His moral order known clearly. Roy Zuck states, 
 

An individual is ‘successful’ as he directs his life in accord with God’s divine design, His plans for the world. 

Seeing God’s moral order, sensing from divine revelation what God desires and has planned for mankind, one is 

then challenged by the wisdom literature to conduct his life in line with those principles established by the 

Creator. To the extent an individual follows these principles or rules of God’s order or pattern for life, to that 

extent he is able to cope with realities, and to enjoy inner order and harmony. Neglecting God’s order leads to 

disorder and chaos; heeding God’s design results in satisfaction and peace. (“Theology of the Wisdom Books,” 

213) 
 

Drawing from these two sources, the book of Proverbs emphasizes three key ingredients for a life where 

wisdom can take root and flourish:  
 

1) Submission to the law of cause-and-effect. This is the law of sowing and reaping. All ideas, choices, 

and behaviors have consequences. In response to this emphasis in Proverbs, Fee and Stuart write, 

“There is a very real sense in which the entire progress of our lives may be viewed as the result of 

choices. . . . choices chart the course of life” (How to Read the Bible, 235–36). 

2) Submission to the need for personal responsibility. Connected to the law of cause-and-effect is the 

reality of personal responsibility—taking ownership of that which one sows. The book of Proverbs 

repeatedly claims that gaining wisdom is a matter of life and death, and that at the end of the day the 

individual is always responsible for the path he chose and the consequences he experiences.  

3) Submission to the existence of external authorities. There is perhaps no other book of the Bible that 

establishes the necessity of authority structures as does the book of Proverbs. At the most basic level 

it is evident in the parent-child relationship. It moves beyond that to the teacher-student relationship 

and then to the king-subject relationship. It is ultimately manifest in the relationship each individual 

has to his Creator and Judge. Wisdom is built upon the recognition that authority structure is not only 

real, it is a part of the order God has programmed into creation. 
 

These are the same principles that are under attack in society today. Tear these pillars down, and nothing 

but tumult and treachery results.  
 

 

The Understanding of a “Proverb” 
 

The book of Proverbs uniquely accomplishes its purposes by employing a powerful literary tool—a 

device known as a proverb. A “proverb” can be defined as: 
 

• a “short saying of practical advice on how to live life well” (Longman, How to Read Proverbs, 22); 

• “a brief, particular expression of truth” (Fee & Stuart, How to Read the Bible 241); 

• a “short sentence drawn from long experience” (Cervantes and Lord Russell); 

• or, a “pithy sentence packed with thought-provoking punch” and “a statement of truth stripped to the 

bare essentials” (Kitchen, Proverbs, 17). 
 

Proverbs are called aphorisms because they summarize truth in a concise, memorable, pithy 

statement. Hildebrandt explains their power and influence in greater detail when he writes, 
 

Proverbs are simple, concrete, and mundane, and at the same time profound, abstract, and transcendent. Their 

meanings are singular and particular, yet multifaceted and universal. Proverbs are widespread among the 

common folk, yet they are collected and utilized by the royal court. They are given as instruction for the young 
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and savored by the aged as well. They present themselves as ancient wisdom, yet are amazingly contemporary. 

They appear to be closed, fixed, cliché-like, and authoritative, yet they are open to transformation, exception, 

and situational variation. (“Proverbs,” 233) 
 

The book of Proverbs is designed to explain truth so that its readers can learn how to live successfully 

before God in treacherous world. This is stated by the book’s own preamble and motto (Prov 1:1–7). 

Nonetheless, for contemporary readers far removed from Solomon’s time and culture, understanding and 

applying the proverbs of Proverbs can prove challenging. The following eight principles will help 

overcome this challenge: 

 

1. Interpret each proverb dependent on God’s assistance.  

 

2. Give attention to a proverb’s literary context.  

 

3. Consider the proverb’s historical and cultural context.  

 

4. Contemplate each proverb’s revelatory context.  

 

5. Take into account each proverb’s internal structure.  

 

6. Do not treat a proverb as an exhaustive summation of reality.  

 

7. Do not assume that a proverb is an absolute guarantee.  

 

8. Recognize that some proverbs look at life as it is, not as it should be.  
 

 

For Further Reflection 

 

• Commit to reading one chapter of Proverbs each day for the rest of this year (September 2020 to 

December 2021). Since the book has thirty-one chapters, this will allow you to read through the book 

four times. 

• Read 1 Kings 1–11 to refresh your memory of the rise and fall of Solomon. Note the specific things 

that led to Solomon’s downfall. 

• Review the “Principles for Interpreting Proverbs” document that will be sent by email after the 

session. 

• Consider the three pillars upon which Proverbs is built: submission to the law of cause-and-effect; 

submission to the reality of personal responsibility; and submission to the existence of external 

authorities. What has happened in your own life when you have resisted these pillars? What happens 

in society at large? 

• Take time this week to evaluate your life and identify the areas where you are experiencing failure, 

confusion, or a general lack of wisdom in navigating life’s circumstances. Be ready to discuss with 

the other men in your group where these challenges lie and what your hope is for this study of 

Proverbs. 

• Begin praying regularly that God would use this series in your life to increase your wisdom to live 

successfully before Him and mankind. 

 

Recommended Reading:  Richard Mayhue, Practicing Proverbs (Christian Focus), Introduction and 

Chapters 1–2. 
 

This Week’s Audio: gracechurch.org/motw                           Next Meeting: Sept 9 – “Fearing God” 


