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Proverbs

Moving forward in the “Wisdom” literature of the Old Testament, one leaves the devotional realms of the Psalms and enters into the practical realities of the Proverbs. Here the soul that loves God is given clear and precise instructions on how to live for God as well. 

“Here are pointed precepts for practical prudence. Here are laws from heaven for life on earth. Here are counsels from above for conduct here below. Here are the words of the wise on the ways of the world. Here is homely wit for the daily walk; but it is human wit shot through with Divine wisdom…”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The proverb is certainly not unique to Hebrew literature. Most ancient cultures had their own encapsulated instructions. What is unique to the Proverbs of the Bible is that each and every one of them is armed with inerrancy by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. This is not mere human wisdom. This is divine wisdom clothed in human language.

The value of the book is clearly in its practical and “everyday life” instruction. “The book as a whole is a book of wisdom. It is, in fact, the most extensive straight ethical section in the Bible. It presents much of what the Bible teaches about how we should live our everyday lives.”

-Mark Dever

In Proverbs, there is instruction and warning for everyone from sovereigns to servants, and on everything from finances to fornication. Every aspect of life is touched upon, to some degree. Solomon’s unmatched wisdom is distilled into pithy statements and creative comments so that the simplest mind can tap into the God-given insights of Israel’s sage-king.

Those who long to view the world correctly, and live accordingly, find in Proverbs a manual and a guide.

In surveying the book of Proverbs, notice first of all:

I. THE FORMAT OF PROVERBS

It is clear that the book of Proverbs is unlike any other book in the Biblical canon. It is not a historical record, a narrative, or an epistle. It is wholly unique in its structure and format.

In observing the format of Proverbs, there are two ways in which the book can be viewed. First of all:


A. In its completeness

The book of Proverbs has within it three discernable divisions. These are each marked off by an ascription or reference to Solomon (ch. 1, 10, 25). While each division shares some similarities, each has its own sort of theme.

Chapters 1-9 are primarily concerned with the virtue and value of wisdom. The chapters are not proverbs, in the truest sense of the word, but actually contain a form of sonnet, or short poem dedicated to a particular theme. Some writers have pointed to 15 sonnets in this opening book in Proverbs.

Chapters 10-24 contain what are actually proverbs. In all, there are 375 proverbial statements, which are in the form of couplets (two related phrases or lines).

Chapters 25-31 are a mixture of proverbs, sayings, and epigrams, apparently by Solomon, as well as at least two other authors.

“How could anyone come up with a comprehensive, reasonably accurate, alliterated outline for the book of Proverbs? …in spite of all its eddies, bays, and backwaters, I found that the great river of Proverbs has a discernable flow.”

-John Phillips

Dr. Phillips has outlined the three main divisions of Proverbs with the following main points:


I. Part One – Moral Issues (1:10-9:18)


II. Part Two – Miscellaneous Issues (10:1-19:5)


III. Part Three – Monarchial Issues (19:6-29:27)

In considering the format of Proverbs, it should be viewed not only in its completeness, but also:


B. In its components

As has been indicated, there are within the book of Proverbs different types of writings. The first is of course the proverb itself. Of these, there are three main kinds, contrastive, completive, and comparative.

In a contrastive proverb, truth is taught by contrasting two different things. This is by far the most common type of proverb. These are usually indicated by the word “but” at the center of the statement. An example of a contrastive proverb is found in 12:16:

“A fool's wrath is presently known: 

but a prudent man covereth shame.”

In the completive proverb, the second line or the second part of the statement agrees with the first, and completes the thought. This type of proverb can be recognized by the word “and”, which begins the second and completive thought. An example of this type of proverb is 14:13:

“Even in laughter the heart is sorrowful; 

and the end of that mirth is heaviness.”

With the comparative proverb, a truth is conveyed by likening, or comparing one thing to another. Very often, these proverbs are marked by the word “than”. An example of this type of proverb is 21:9:

“It is better to dwell in a corner of the housetop, 

than with a brawling woman in a wide house.”

Along with the typical proverb, there are within Proverbs several epigrams, or short sayings about a single subject. For instance, in Proverbs 23:19-21, there is an epigram warning against gluttony and drunkenness. Most of these epigrams are brief, but some cover several verses. Later on in Proverbs 23, there is a lengthier epigram dealing with “wine and woe” (29-35).

 In surveying the book of Proverbs, notice not only the format, but notice also:

II. THE FUNCTION OF PROVERBS

The opening verses of the book of Proverbs provide a sufficient explanation of their purpose within the Word of God. The book opens with this statement:

“The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel; To know wisdom and instruction; to perceive the words of understanding; To receive the instruction of wisdom, justice, and judgment, and equity; To give subtilty to the simple, to the young man knowledge and discretion. A wise man will hear, and will increase learning; and a man of understanding shall attain unto wise counsels: To understand a proverb, and the interpretation; the words of the wise, and their dark sayings (1:1-6).”

The word translated “wisdom” in verse two is the Hebrew word chokmah. It refers to a person’s ability to make the right decisions. The word translated “instruction”, in verse two refers to an admonition, or something given in order to discipline.

With this in mind, the book of Proverbs serves two primary functions. First of all:


A. It instructs

The opening chapters speak at length of the importance of obtaining and using wisdom. To this end, the book of Proverbs seeks to instruct those who read it as to what is wise in life.

The areas of life in which the proverbs seek to instruct are comprehensive. Practical subjects like diet, work, and friendships are covered. Spiritual subjects like sin, justice, and righteousness are likewise covered.

Two general headings for the various instructions could be the habits of a wise man, and the heart of a wise man.

In encouraging wise habits, Proverbs warns against the laziness, foolishness, and wickedness. 

“The soul of the sluggard desireth, and hath nothing:

 but the soul of the diligent shall be made fat.” 13:4

“It is as sport to a fool to do mischief: 

but a man of understanding hath wisdom.” 10:23

“The way of the wicked is as darkness: 

they know not at what they stumble.” 4:19

Proverbs encourages wise habits in areas such as business, speech, and relationships.

“Seest thou a man diligent in his business?

 he shall stand before kings; 

he shall not stand before mean men.” 22:29

“The tongue of the just is as choice silver: 

the heart of the wicked is little worth.” 10:20

“My son, fear thou the LORD and the king: 

and meddle not with them that are given to change:” 24:21

The writer of Proverbs describes the heart of a wise man, as well as his habits. For example, the father instructs his son in 4:23, and says:

“Keep thy heart with all diligence; 

for out of it are the issues of life.”

In 14:30, it says:

“A sound heart is the life of the flesh: 

but envy the rottenness of the bones.”

Within the pages of Proverbs there is instruction and teaching for both the habit and heart of a man. The function of Proverbs is not just instruction, however. Proverbs not only instructs, but also:


B. It inspires

Proverbs serves to push the reader toward a godly ethic in life. Holiness and righteousness are the aim of the instructions given within its chapters. This is not just practical advice, though it is that. It is primarily spiritual advice. Here the people of God are given instruction on how they are to live because of who they are.

“The proverbs are God’s detailed instructions and exhortations to His people concerning their thought-and-deed life…The proverbs are mainly about personal ethics…”

While there is much pragmatic advice within Proverbs, the truths of the book are not given primarily for pragmatic ends. Proverbs was written and compiled to inspire men to live in a godly and holy way.

Proverbs 2:5-6 are insightful as to the function of the book. “Then shalt thou understand the fear of the LORD, and find the knowledge of God. For the LORD giveth wisdom: out of his mouth cometh knowledge and understanding.”

Because of the nature of the book of Proverbs, it should be read carefully and repeatedly. The student should read small portions, and meditate upon the truth contained in each line. 

“These chapters are not meant to be read in the way one reads narrative chapters (as in the historical books), or full cycles of debate (as in the Job dialogue), or complete poems (as in the Book of the Psalms), or progressive argument (as in Ecclesiastes). They are meant to be read lingeringly, ponderingly, memorisingly.”

It should be noted that there are 31 chapters in Proverbs, which offers one chapter for each day of the month. If the wisdom of Proverbs were applied to each new day, no doubt the reader would find that in fact:

“The LORD will not suffer the soul of the righteous to famish…”
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