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“How to Read Proverbs”
Sunday, July 18, 2010
1. The Purpose of Proverbs

a. Proverbs has 2 sections: Chapters 1-9 are longer discourses with speeches from the father to the son and from Lady Wisdom to young men. The themes of these longer discourses are the lens through which the rest of the book is to be read. Chapters 10-31 contain short, pithy statements on all sorts of topics, ranging from the profound to mundane observations. 
b. Proverbs is not just advice. It is not an ancient self-help book. It is a book for learning biblical wisdom. At stake in this book is a matter of life and death. A choice confronts the reader: will you choose wisdom or folly? And because “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”—we see it’s really a choice of allegiances: between God and self; God and idols; God and all that’s not God.


i. Biblical wisdom: Skill in living life in this world as God created it and as He rules it.
ii. “The Fear of the Lord”: a life of glad dependence on God and humble submission to God.


2. The Nature of Proverbs

a. Short - the nature of these wisdom sayings is that they are short and carefully crafted. There are no wasted words, no long explanations, no detailed formulations; it is truth in crystallized form, truth that is distilled down to its most essential form.

b. Generalized – the proverbs are generally true to most situations in life but are not true to all situations. The proverbs don’t worry about qualification or exceptions. We can’t demand from the proverbs the full picture.

c. Poetic - These are not precise, technical treatises—they’re poetic. The writers are not doing research in a university library—they’re sensitive observers of life. They are making wise observations about life. Someone has said that the wisdom literature writers are “the photographers of the Bible”. They invite us to look at life, to pay attention and to live differently – with wisdom.

3. The Interpretation of Proverbs

a. Recognize that proverbs are statements of general truth, not absolute promises for the present. The Proverbs perceive the reality behind everyday life and illuminate the way God works in the world. But they don’t intend to guarantee certain outcomes if you follow them to the letter.

i. Eg. Proverbs 16:7: “When a man's ways please the LORD, he makes even his enemies to be at peace with him.” This is generally true but not in all cases. Your enemies might be bitter or your attempts to reach them might provoke them even more.

ii. Since Proverbs are statements of generalized truth, we should be careful in applying proverbs to others. Proverbs are only valid in the right circumstances. They are not applicable at all times to all people in all circumstances.

b. Interpret proverbs in harmony with the rest of biblical truth (including other proverbs). Because the Proverbs are “crystallized” truth, they never say all that can be said on a given topic.

i. Eg: Proverbs 14:23: “In all labor there is profit, but idle chatter leads only to poverty.” This proverb addresses the topic of work, but not exhaustively. Other passages in Proverbs, Col. 3, Eph. 6 and 1 Peter 2, among many others, will complete the picture on the Bible’s teaching on work.

c. Read proverbs carefully and reflectively. To get the most out of the Proverbs, we must honor their poetic nature and think, ponder and reflect on the truth being taught.
i. Eg: Proverbs 25:16: “Have you found honey? Eat only as much as you need, Lest you be filled with it and vomit.” 

d. Read proverbs in light of their original context and intent. Like any part of the Bible, we have to get behind certain cultural references. And we have to avoid importing our own western cultural standards into them.
i. Eg. Proverbs 22:4 “By humility and the fear of the LORD Are riches and honor and life.” 

e. Read Proverbs in light of their fulfillment in Jesus Christ. If we want wisdom in its purest, most profound, most life-changing display, we will only find it in the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus is the embodiment of God’s wisdom; Jesus places God’s wisdom on full display.

Matthew 12:42
The queen of the South will rise up in the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and indeed a greater than Solomon is here.
Colossians 1:15-20

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 16 For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him. 17 And He is before all things, and in Him all things consist. 18 And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence.

Reconciled in Christ

19 For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell, 20 and by Him to reconcile all things to Himself, by Him, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through the blood of His cross.
Fellowship Starters:

1. In today’s lesson, we learned how Proverbs can be broken down into two main sections. What are those sections and what is the purpose of each?

2. In our interpretation of Proverbs, certain principles should inform our reading and application. What principles were shared and how were they helpful?

3. Read Proverbs 22:4. Why would this have been an unhelpful verse to share with Job? Why should we be careful about our use of the Proverbs as we counsel others?

4. Take some time today to read through Proverbs 10. What proverb would you like to begin to reflect upon? How can you think about that verse in light of the rest of Scripture? In light of the Jesus?
