Proverbs

1.1
Proverbs offers theoretical and practical teaching about life, in two main forms. Chs 1-9 are exhortatory homilies (see e.g. 1:8-19). They are in verse, but poetic form is subordinate to getting the message across, and much of the verse is doggerel. They have two main emphases, on applying oneself to the teaching of the wise and on avoiding getting entangled with. other women. The two are related: sexual unfaithfulness is the archetypal folly. See e.g. ch. 5.

1.2
With ch 10 the atmosphere changes. The form becomes mostly one-verse sayings, strung after each other on the basis of links of one kind or another, but each saying is complete in itself. The themes broaden out and are quite varied. Among the recurrent topics, as well as wisdom and sexual relationships, are the nature of righteousness, the use of words, relationships in the community, work, wealth and kingship. See e.g. 17:1-5.

1.3
The last third of the book comprises five further collections of material:

22:1.7-24:22
Thirty sayings of the wise

24:23-34
Further sayings of the wise

25:1.-29:27
Proverbs of Solomon edited at the court of



Hezekiah

30:1-33
Sayings of Agur

31:1-31
Sayings of King Lemuel

These are mixed in content and in form. They bring together many more one-verse sayings, some longer units, and one final poem of twenty-two verses.

2
Both homilies and sayings manifest the usual features of poetry in the Prophets or other books—indeed they tend to be more regular than poetry elsewhere in the OT. Generally each verse comprises a unit of thought if not an actual sentence, and consists of two half-lines that complement or complete or contrast with each other. Often their meaning is interwoven and interdependent. Thus 10:1 implies that a wise son is a joy to both father and mother, a foolish son a grief to both. Commonly the balancing half-lines each have only three words, and thus three stresses; Hebrew frequently compounds words but the English reader can often perceive which are the important words in each line around which the little words cluster, and thus see where the three stresses are. All these features come in 1:2-4.

3.1
The material in Proverbs may reflect three social contexts, family life, the court college and the theological school. The first likely background is thus the life of the family and the clan. The teachers often speak as father and mother to the hearers as their children. This way of speaking may be partly metaphorical, but it presupposes that the home is the natural place for teaching and learning about life, wisdom, and the way of righteousness (cf. 22:6).

3.2
Second, in other middle eastern cultures wisdom teaching was collected under royal patronage, as resources for the training of the nobility for their work at court. The content of Proverbs does not point predominantly in this direction; it relates to the life of people in general. But the references to Solomon and other kings in the headings to the collections, as well as the references to kingship and national affairs in some sayings, suggest that the court college where people were trained for the king’s service may have been one context in which the material was used and collected.

3.3
Third, the material at times reflects an interest in theological questions such as creation and revelation (see esp. 3:19-20; 8:22-31; 30:2-6) as well as in more down-to-earth questions about practical life. The background of this material may be discussions in schools where theologians or interpreters of the scriptures or scribes were trained, the “houses of instruction” to which Sirach invites people who wish to understand the ways of God (Ecclus 51:23).

4
We know little regarding the authorship or actual date of the material in Proverbs. The inferences about its social contexts just considered suggest that the oldest material is among that which could naturally be used in family life. This may have begun to come into being long before Solomon’s day and before Israel existed in Palestine, though it would carry on developing and accumulating as family life continued. Teaching suggesting the life of the court presumably belongs in the centuries from David to the exile. The more theologically reflective material may come from the Second Temple period; it provides the final literary context (chs 1-9 and 30-31) for our reading of the bulk of the book with its mainly more down-to-earth concerns.

5.1
Proverbs is empirical, experiential and scientific in its cast. Like Wisdom in general it looks at life itself in order to discuss directly how to see life (big questions about its meaning and down-to-earth questions about our understanding of topics such as friendship, marriage and the family) and how to live life on the basis of that understanding. It seeks to see how things actually are, and it understands wisdom as thinking and living in accordance with how things actually are. Folly is a way of thinking and living that ignores how things actually are.

5.2
Attempting to formulate and collect wisdom teaching presupposes that we are not limited to learning from our own experience. We also learn from that of others. From their own and from other people’s experience Israel’s wise teachers offer us insight that may help us to make sense retrospectively of experience we have had and may help us prospectively to do the wise thing in the future. In their work they were open to learning from the teaching of other middle eastern peoples, to which the Israelite books are similar and on which they sometimes depend.

5.3
This is possible because theologically considered, Proverbs starts from God’s general revelation, available to people because they are made in God’s image and live in God’s world. Precisely because it knows that God is real, that people are made in God’s image and that they live in God’s world, Proverbs also assumes that morality and faith are part of the empirical., scientific life that people experience. Given its concern to understand life in all its aspects and to live in the world in the light of God, Wisdom has been described as the OT word for spirituality.

5.4
Christians are continually allowing themselves to be influenced by human wisdom and experience (e.g. Christian counseling, Christian education). Proverbs encourages that. It also offers us some guidance on how and how not to go about it. It assumes that the real world includes matters of faith and moral conviction, and sets empirical experience in the narrow sense in the context of these; it puts learning, religion and morals together. It would insist that principles of education, counseling and business, for instance, are formulated in conjunction with religious and moral considerations, not independently of them. It thus says both a “yes” and a “no”, or a “yes but,” to what we learn from the world. 

5.5
In A Rumour of Angels, Peter Berger suggests that in practice human beings are all the time presupposing the reality of God—as when we all believe in order, in play, in hope, in judgment, and in humor. He suggests that as a starting-point for speaking of the gospel. This fits with Proverbs’ approach to theology.

6.1
Proverbs 1:1-7 is the book’s own introduction to its nature and purpose. The contents of the book as a whole can be described as proverbs, which have the two main quite different forms noted above (doggerel sermons and one-liners). This in itself shows that the word for proverb (mashal) is a word of broader and more varied application than the English word “proverb.” Etymologically mashal means a comparison, but this does not seem to affect the meaning of the word in practice in the OT. In different passages it can refer to a prophetic oracle (Nu. 23:7), an object lesson (Dt. 28:37), a saying (1 Sa. 10:12), a poetic discourse (Jb. 27:1), and other forms of speech. It thus suggests something more intense, vigorous and provocative than a straightforward saying.

6.2
The book’s contents can also be described as figures or parables and as riddles (1:6).  That draws attention to two further features of the teaching of Proverbs. It is often cast in enigmatic form rather than told straight; this makes the listener think. It also reflects the fact that the book often handles deep and enigmatic questions.

6.3
The heading the proverbs of Solomon introduces the whole book, but it does not indicate that Solomon was the author of all the material in it (see 24:23; 25:1; 30:1; 31:1). Rather it makes a statement regarding the whole book’s authority as a collection of truly Solomonic wisdom. For Solomon is the great biblical embodiment of wisdom (see 1 Kgs 3-4). What it contains is the kind of wisdom he taught and embodied. There is no basis for determining whether particular parts of the book reflect his personal contribution. We actually know nothing of when different parts of the book were written (beyond that it was between 2000 and 200 BC!) but their meaning is not dependent on information of this kind. They concern everyday human questions, not questions belonging to particular historical situations.

6.4
Solomon is described as son of David, king of Israel (1:1): cf. Ecclesiastes 1:1. Ecclesiastes goes on to make Solomon its model, for as king he would have been in a unique position to make the statements in Ecclesiastes 1:12-2:11. In a parallel way the homilies in Proverbs 1-9 may have Solomon as their implicit model; they express the kind of principles a king such as Solomon should have been wise enough to live by. There is an irony there! Cf. the way the king of unsurpassed wisdom gets so messed up by the end of his reign.

7.1
The verses go on to state the book’s purpose, and in doing so it offer us a glossary of wisdom’s technical terms.

7.2
In 1:2, wisdom itself means first the practical know-how or cleverness that achieves things (see 30:24-28), though it comes to be a more abstract discipline concerned with deep theological questions (see 8:22-31). Instruction, a word that can also mean discipline, reminds us that wisdom is not acquired cheaply or painlessly; it involves submission (cf. 3:11; 6:23; 13:1, 24). Thus reproof/rebuke (1:23, 25, 30) often accompanies discipline/instruction (see 3:11; 5:12; 6:23; 10:17). Understanding words of insight implies the capacity to analyze, the discernment to see behind things or to read between the lines, and the discrimination to make decisions in the light of that (cf. 1:6).

7.3
Wisdom’s link with a wise dealing (1:3) again shows its practical concern; the word suggests having good sense. Then shrewdness (1:4) is the capacity to get people to do what you want and not to be taken in yourself (see 22:3; also Gen 3:1 in the bad sense). Knowledge can refer to knowing facts and knowing people, but it overlaps with acknowledgment and thus with commitment—it links theory and practice (see 1:22, 29; 3:6). Knowledge of God (2:5) is thus more closely linked to obedience to God than to having a personal experience of God. Prudence suggests the resourcefulness of the pragmatist who knows how to get things done and is not put off by a problem; in the bad sense it denotes scheming (12:2).

7.4
In 1:5, learning comes from the verb “take” and hints at the effort involved in grasping something and at the receptiveness required by wisdom. The same word is translated seductive speech in an striking context in 7:21. Skill comes from the word for ropes and suggests skill in steering your way through life with its storms (see 24:6).

8.1
The book’s introduction also specifies its target audiences. The simple (1:4) are the uninstructed young who are in danger of being naive, gullible, easily led — and happy the way they are (see 1:10—entice is a related verb, and suggests leading astray the gullible; also 1:22, 32; 14:15). But Proverbs’ teaching is not something that the wise and discerning grow out of (1:5). The word for discerning is related to the expressions for understanding words of insight in 1:2 (see comment above). The wise and discerning know that most people usually have more need to reappropriate old truths than to discover new ones. 

8.2
In contrast, people become fools when they are unwilling to learn or are complacent in their confidence that everything will turn out all right, or when they turn their back on the old basic truths (see 1:7, 32; 12:15; 17:12; 27:3, 22). You can be a clever fool.

8.3
A further related target appears in 1:22, the scoffer. The word suggests people who always have their mouth rather than their ears open; they know everything already and have no need to listen to anyone. They are arrogant, unteachable and unliked (cf. 9:7, 8; 13:1; 15:12; 21:24). They thus expose themselves. The wise person knows that realizing you are wrong is one of life’s positive experiences.

9.1
Finally the introduction reveals the company that wisdom keeps, making clear that learning and pragmatic decision-making do not operate on their own. First, they go together with morals (1:3b). Righteousness, justice, and equity is the characteristic concern of the prophets, suggesting straightness, decisiveness and fairness. All three come again in 2:9 and in 8:6, 20.

9.2
Second, they go together with faith (1:7; cf. 9:10 at the other end of the collection of homilies and 31:30 at the other end of the book). The fear of the LORD suggests reverence and awe that issue in obedience (cf. 1:29, with the comment on knowledge above); it does not imply being afraid of God. The LORD is Yahweh, the God specially revealed to Israel. Proverbs does not refer to the specifics of Israelite faith but in using the distinctive Israelite name of God it implies that it presupposes this faith. Its commonsense wisdom is commonsense that takes this faith as its framework. Reverence for Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge: or better its “foundation” (REB), because you never cease to need it. Proverbs assumes that you cannot make sense of the world or live a full and successful life unless you see God behind it and involved in it, and seek understanding of it from God with reverence and humility. Politics and economics are not just pragmatic matters.

9.3
It is perhaps this setting in the context of faith in Yahweh that justifies the way Proverbs makes statements that go beyond what can be empirically proven. It declares that righteousness gets its reward despite the fact that the teachers will have known themselves that often one cannot see that. Its teaching then perhaps deserves comparing with NT statements such as “those who have been born of God do not sin” (1 John 3:9). They speak of how things should be, how they “naturally” and theologically are, not necessarily how they may work out in practice.

10.1
Chapters 1-9 lay special emphasis on the seeking of wisdom. Interwoven with that theme are repeated exhortations to faithfulness in marriage and warnings about getting entangled with another woman. See e.g. 2.16-19. Now at one level that looks like a straightforward warning about adultery. The problem is that this is the only specific topic that occurs with any frequency in these chapters, which is odd. Freud would no doubt have known what to make of it, but perhaps we may also consider other levels of explanation.

10.2
First, for a wisdom book taking wisdom seriously is the key way you take God seriously. Wisdom is a way of thinking and making decisions that involves morals and involves God. To be open to wisdom is to be open to God; to follow wisdom is to follow God. Second, in the ancient world (and perhaps in the modern world too) religion and sex are closely involved with each other. Perhaps this reflects the fact that sexual relations are among the deepest kind of personal relations, perhaps the fact that it is through sexual relations that people come nearest to creation in procreation—again, a psychologist could tell us more. But sex and religion tend to get closely involved with each other. So a priest and priestess might consummate a sacred marriage in the temple, as a kind of acted prayer for the fertility of plant and animal world, or a girl might have her first sexual experience with a priest, so that God’s creative power might flow into her through him so that she might be able to bear children. Ideas such as that were present in some religions that Israel came into contact with, and consequently the attitudes that they imply were often threatening to influence Israel. Thus Hosea condemns Israelites for following sexual practices in their religion that were like those of the Canaanites, and reminds them that they ought to have been faithful to Yahweh as their “husband” (see Hos 4:12-19).

10.3
Now when one finds Proverbs saying “Take wisdom seriously” and also “resist the temptation of other women,” it is plausible to see these two exhortations as related. To take wisdom seriously is to take Yahweh seriously, and marital unfaithfulness is condemned either because it is a parable of unfaithfulness to Yahweh or because the actual women who are spoken of (the “strange woman,” the outsider) are the devotees of other religions, so that to yield to their seductiveness is not merely to be unfaithful to one’s wife but to be unfaithful to one’s religion and thus to wisdom. It is in this sense that wisdom and faithfulness, folly and adultery go together.

11.1
With Proverbs 10-31, we noted earlier that there is a transition from ten-or twenty-verse sermons on these themes of wisdom and faithfulness, to one-verse separate sayings. Proverbs 26:1-6 provides another example.

11.2
Three aspects of these proverbs deserve note. First, they qualify the sense in which wisdom involves learning about life by looking at life itself, learning from experience. That could mean everyone has to learn from their own mistakes: we all have to be undiscriminating over whom we use as messenger and then discover that we are asking for trouble.  On the contrary, the point about collecting proverbs is to enable us to learn from each other’s experience. 

11.3     Second, wisdom does not confine itself to learning from human experience. The wisdom books have their eyes open to the whole of nature. There is perhaps the same presupposition as underlies the use of metaphor in poetry, that reality is one because one creator lies behind it, so that the way one aspect of the creator’s world works will have parallels in another. 

11.4     Third, the wisdom embodied in these verses recognizes that reality is a highly complex affair, that experience is deeply ambivalent. Individual sayings in Proverbs can look as if they encourage a very simplistic view of life, but occasional juxtapositions such as this make clear that the book recognizes life’s complexity. One of our tasks in studying the book is to gain an overall perspective on its material on a particular topic. Proverbs is scripture as a whole in microcosm, and the study of Proverbs is biblical theology as a whole in microcosm.

12.1
The awareness of complexity comes to a climax in the awareness of mystery and depth that receives most profound expression in 8:22-31, where in Proverbs’ more overtly theological material in its opening chapters, Wisdom is personified as a woman.  In the last chapter, Prov 31, it is embodied in a woman. In the NT the most remarkable significance of wisdom was the way it provided people with a way of conceiving of the pre-existence of Christ. He was God’s Wisdom; and God had always had Wisdom: see Prov 8:22-31.

12.2
Prov 8 also provided phraseology for John 1, which is a midrash on this passage along with Gen 1. It then played an ironic role in controversies with the Arians. Prov 8:22 says that God had Wisdom at the beginning. The word for “had” is the uncommon verb qanah which most often means “get” (see Prov 4:5; 16:16). But the Greek OT had translated it “created” here (cf NRSV; NIV has “brought forth”).  The Christological controversies took place in Greek, so the Arians were able to claim that scripture taught that God’s Wisdom was a created being—which was their belief about Christ. If the other Christians had known Hebrew, they would have been able to handle this argument better....
