The Wisdom of Proverbs

Wisdom in Proverbs 10-31


The literature of the Wisdom tradition which is given the earliest date by scholars is that found in Proverbs from chapter 10 to the end.  Not all of this material dates to the same period, but it is given a terminus ad quem of about 700 BC, that is, the mid-point between the beginning of Israelite monarchy and the Babylonian captivity.

This part of the book of Proverbs consists of several sections, most of which are self –titled.  Sections attributed to Solomon are found from 10:1-22:16 and 25:1-29:27.  The accuracy of this attribution is debatable.  It is generally considered by scholars to be a title given to these collections in order to lend them authority.  This is not to say that it is impossible that Solomon either penned or directed the writing of these proverbs. Rather, it is more likely that, recalling the traditions of Solomon’s reputation for sagacity, they were attributed to him as a mark of respect.  This section of these collections bears the additional superscript of ‘which the men of Hezekiah the king of Judah copied’.  This addition has been considered by some scholars as an indication of the existence of court wisdom schools or some similar specific organization within the courts, which in some way was responsible for the continuance of Wisdom traditions. 

There are three other identified sections within this part of Proverbs.  The influence of Egyptian literature is found in 22:17-24:22.  The author of this segment made reference to the Thirty Instructions of Amenenope.  They are not translated, but rather their tone and subject is imitated. The first nine verses of each of the last two chapters of Proverbs are attributed, respectively, to the non-Israelite sages Agur the son of Jakeh of Masseh and Lemuel, King of Massa, which his mother taught him.  The first of these reminds the reader of the book of Job (which is given a later date). The second consists of advice against association with loose women and against the consumption of ‘wine and strong drink’ which can adversely affect the king’s judgment.  The remainder of chapter thirty is given over to various admonitions and numerical maxims (such as ‘there are three things . . . ‘). The remainder of chapter 31 is an acrostic (the first word of each line begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet) describing the ideal wife.

Proverbs 10:1-22:16


This section is the longest and oldest segment of Proverbs.  It is considered to contain the most ancient literature of the Israelite Wisdom tradition.  The material of this section consists primarily of observational maxims concerning daily life.  These sayings are not devoid of religious connotation or mention of God, but such phrases certainly do not overwhelm the reader.


Within the first six chapters of this segment there can be found numerous proverbs which reflect the absence, in this period of Israelite theology, of a belief in the after-life. The first of these is found at 10:3 “ The Lord does not let the righteous go hungry, but he thwarts the craving of the wicked.”  This particular selection is not the most obvious, but is typical of this type of proverb.  The absence of a belief in an after-life is not so much demonstrated in any direct denial as in reflections upon the value of wealth and the significance of poverty as related to divine judgment and personal righteousness. This is further demonstrated in such proverbs as 10:27 “The fear of the Lord prolongs life, but the years of the wicked will be short.’  And 14:11 “In the house of the righteous there is much treasure, but trouble befalls the income of the wicked.”  There are many other proverbs in this vein, all within chapters 10-15 
, with the sole exception of 19:23. Amongst these is also found a small discourse on righteousness at 11:4-10. 

Also within this section is found the first subtle suggestion of a personification of wisdom at 14:1 “Wisdom builds her house, but folly with her own hands tears it down.”

We can also find here the first occurrence of the most frequent sentiment of wisdom literature, that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.  Here it is in a slightly less familiar phrasing, but nonetheless recognizable: “The fear of the Lord is instruction in wisdom, and humility goes before honor.”  (15:33)

Another development of the early Wisdom tradition is found scattered through chapters 14 through 22.  Here we come across the first references to court and king in the Wisdom literature.  The references are not overly abundant, only twelve to eighteen, depending if one counts sets of verse separately or together.  These proverbs vary from those extolling the wisdom of the king: “Inspired decisions are on the lips of a king; his mouth does not sin in judgment.”  (16:10) to advice to those who must deal with kings: “The dread wrath of the king is like the growling of a lion; he who provokes him to anger forfeits his life.” (20:2) Such maxims do not seem to reflect any particular place for the wisdom tradition within the bureaucracy of the royal courts, but rather reflect only the concerns of those who find themselves dealing with the powers of a monarchy.


Another point to be noted in this section are some few passages which are suggestive of later phases of the Wisdom tradition, including two brief segments which seem to foreshadow the arguments to be found in Job. A later consideration in Wisdom traditions was the question of the degree to which man determined his own course and how much of his life was ruled by his relationship to God.  We find three suggestions of this in these early proverbs: 


A man’s mind plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.  (16:9)


The lot is cast into the lap, but the direction is wholly from the Lord.  (16:33)


Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of the 

Lord that will be established.  (19:21)

The two passages which suggest the later arguments in Job are: 


A man’s steps are ordered by the Lord; how then can man understand his way?  (20:24)


 A wicked man puts on a bold face, but an upright man considers his ways.  No wisdom, no  understanding, no counsel, can avail against the Lord.   (21:29-30).


Aside from these citations all of Proverbs 10:1-22:16 are observations and maxims on the commonplace occurrences of human existence.  Wisdom traditions at this stage were only marginally philosophical.  The concern was primarily with daily life, developing gradually towards attempts to reconcile the observable with what was believed about the justice and goodness of God.

Proverbs 1-9


Sometime between Job and Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes) the instructions which form the first 9 chapters of Proverbs were compiled.  They seem to have been developed within a ‘wisdom school’ or similar situation. The first few verses credit their composition to King Solomon,  but the likelihood of this is contested by many scholars who would date the material to the fourth century BC.  The remainder of the first seven verses make it clear that the purpose of the book is instruction. 


These first nine chapters bear a surface similarity to chapters 22-24 in that they frequently are addressed to ‘my son’. This is an apparent borrowing, as has been mentioned earlier, from  the Egyptian sebayit sayings.  What is most striking about these first nine chapters is an image/concept which is first introduced here: the personification of Lady Wisdom.



We meet Lady Wisdom for the first time in Prov. 1:20-33.  Here wisdom cries out to those passing by accusing them of being ‘simple’ (Hb. pethiy), of ignoring her counsels, and warning of the fate awaiting those who neglect or  refuse her. One verse in the midst of this stands out. 



“Give heed to my reproof; behold, I will pour out my spirit to you; I will make my words known to you.”


The word which is here translated as ‘spirit’ and in other translations as ‘thought’ is the Hebrew word ruach. This is a word with a depth of meaning. It is used in the opening verses of Genesis and is used in reference to God’s word as spoken by the Prophets. 


The second chapter is the author’s response to Lady Wisdom’s warnings. He instructs his disciple to pay heed to him so as to learn the ways of wisdom, avoid the trouble mentioned just prior, and live in righteousness.  An interesting section of this chapter are verses 16-19. Here the disciple is promised that he will be safe from harlots and the analogy which is used reminds the reader of the Prophet Hosea. Hosea had been instructed by God to wed a harlot who eventually learned to be faithful to him. His marriage was meant as a symbol of the covenant relationship between God and Israel.


 “You will be saved from the loose woman, from the adventuress with her smooth words, who forsakes the companion of her youth and forgets the covenant of her God;  . . .“


Much of the following three chapters concentrates on the value of wisdom, the dangers of sexual promiscuity and the necessity of ‘instruction’. This itself is an interesting term. The Hebrew from which it is translated means not simply ‘teaching’ but also chastisement and restraint. The impression we then get is that the instruction of wisdom is to walk a narrow path, to refrain from indulging freely in the pleasures of the flesh ,to be cautious in monetary dealings and to be industrious.  Chapter seven is wholly devoted to a warning against adultery.


It is in chapter eight that we find the first lengthy and descriptive image of a personification of wisdom.  The preliminary verses of the chapter echo those of 1:20ff.  The noticeable difference here is that rather than voice scorn for those who have rejected her, wisdom  pleads to be heard and extols those who heed her. The chapter continues with Wisdom describing the joys and rewards which await those who learn ‘the fear of the Lord’.  This section seems to have been foreshadowed in 3:13-18. Then, beginning with verse 22, Wisdom speaks of her origins. She existed before all creation. Indeed, she was God’s assistant in the work of creation. Again, this concept was introduced earlier, in 3:19-20, but only very briefly. The author elaborates upon the theme here.  These verses cause the reader to recall the ‘breath’ or ‘spirit’ of God which moved upon the waters in Genesis 1:2.  This provocative imagery will be further developed in the Wisdom of Solomon, by Sirach and by the author of the Gospel according to John. 


Chapter nine is a summary contrast of the personifications of Wisdom and Folly, making clear which is more to be desired.

Discussion Questions

1. Aside from the descriptions of wisdom, what is the most prominent theme in these chapters? Why should it take such a dominant role in the question of wisdom?

2. What other lures are used by the wicked? 

3. What are the primary virtues of wisdom and how are they lived?

4. Consider the personification of Wisdom. Does it appeal to you? How does it relate to your understanding of God?

�	 The other proverbs of this type are found at 10:3, 15, 16, 22, 27-30; 11:4, 7, 10, 19, 21, 23, 31; 12:7, 28; 13:8, 21, 22, 25; 14:11; 15:6,24. 


�	 Other ‘royal’ proverbs are found at 14:28, 35; 16:10, 12-15; 17:7 (26); 18:17-19 (?); 19:10, 12; 20:2, 8, (18), 26, 28: 21:1; 22:11.





