Proverbs

Introduction

Proverbs offers theoretical and practical teaching about life, in two main forms. Chapters 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.

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.

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.

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.

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).

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.

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).

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.

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.

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.

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.

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. 

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.

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.

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.

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).

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.

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.

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. 

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. 

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.

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.

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....
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1:1-7 1ntroduction

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.

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.

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.

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.

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

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).

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).

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).

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. 

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.

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.

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.

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.

1:8—9:18: Advice on wisdom

1:8-19 Warning to avoid becoming involved with gangs of thugs

This first piece of advice is typical. It begins with a challenge to attentiveness (8), which assumes that mother and father together lead the family in its relationship with life and with God (cf. 6:20; 10:1). The challenge has a promise attached to it (9), adding to the ones in vs 2-7 the promise that wisdom is not only beneficial but attractive. Instruction is a wisdom word (see on 1:1-7), but teaching is the word ‘torah’ (lit. ‘direction’), which suggests that the style and content of the Wisdom books and those of the Torah are coming together (cf. ‘commands’ next to ‘wisdom’ in 2:1-2). This is clearer in ch. 28. 
It then goes on to its main challenge regarding a particular aspect of behaviour: v 10 summarizes what may happen and how one is to respond, vs 11-14 and 15 amplify the two parts of this. The enticement appeals to the young man’s instinct for thrills, violence, money, power and comradeship. 

Vs 16-19 attach reasons to the advice. Reasoning is prominent in this section: it teaches in an authoritative but not in an authoritarian way. Thuggery is stupid. The thugs are after blood (11) but it is their own blood they are hastening to shed (18). Their stupidity is such that they cannot see disaster when it is staring them in the face (17). V 16 probably suggests the same idea. The word for sin is translated ‘harm’ in v 33 and elsewhere, which makes better sense here too: they are keen to cause harm—to themselves; swift to shed blood—their own. They have mocked their victims’ naivity; now the teacher mocks theirs. 

Note. 12 The grave (Sheol) and the pit: cf. 27:20; 30:15-16; Ps. 49; Ec. 9; Is. 5:14. When people die, physically the family tomb swallows them whole; Sheol is a non-physical equivalent to the tomb, the destiny of the non-physical side of the person. But the image of Sheol with its greedy mouth also takes up the way the myths of Israel’s neighbours picture the god Death swallowing people up enthusiastically. The NIV renders ‘Sbeol’ as ‘the grave’, ‘death’, or ‘Death’. 

1:20-33 Wisdom calls the simple, the fools and the self-confident to pay attention if they are 10 avoid disaster

Vs 20-21 personify wisdom as a woman prophet preaching in the places where people gather in the city, in a way to which Israel would be accustomed. Vs 22-33 record what she was saying, taking further the image of a prophet preaching, being ignored (cf. Is. 65), then being unavailable when people want to consult her (see vs 23-24, 28). The image of the prophet helps to convey the urgency of wisdom’s challenge to people who are in a critical situation. She speaks as if it is too late, as prophets often do in order to jolt people into a response before it really is too late. 

The beginning (22) and the end (32-33) summarize her lament, her warning and her promise. Love and hale (22) are here shown to be commitments of the will as well as emotions, as is regularly the case in Proverbs and elsewhere in Scripture. 

Vs 23-25 then amplify the lament: people failed to respond and missed out on wisdom’s overflowing provision. They were unwilling to listen to rebuke and advice—the negative and the positive complement each other. Vs 26-28 in turn amplify the warning with which a prophet characteristically follows up her reproof: people are threatened by sudden terror and overwhelmed by distress. The verses exaggerate to make this point in an attempt to jolt people to their senses. 

Vs 29-30 and 31 repeat the pattern of vs 23-25 and 26-28. They lament people’s deliberate refusal to commit themselves to what is right and to use their human freedom to bow  down in obedience to God (29; cf. vs 22, 32 for the stress on responsibility and choice). They warn how such human decisions have their ‘natural’ outworking comparable to the sense of surfeit that overcomes us when we eat too much (31). 





The image of wisdom as a prophet helps make the point that wisdom speaks for God and 
from God (see further ch. 8). Her teaching is derived from experience but it is not mere human opinion. God is involved in the human activity whereby people seek to discern the truth which life itself can teach them. Wisdom herself teaches that the chief hindrance to growing in insight is a moral one, an unwillingness to learn uncomfortable truths. She also teaches that once you are morally open to living by wisdom’s insights, they will open the way to a successful and protected life. Real security lies here; contrast complacency with true safety and ease (32-33). Alternatively disaster will come,  not merely because God sends it but because that is the ‘natural’ outworking of foolish deeds (31-32). These are the characteristic promises of Proverbs; the fact that they do not always work out is the starting point of Job and Ecclesiastes. 



 
2:1-22 Promises concerning the moral benefits which attentiveness to wisdom brings 
Following on from the parent-like exhortation of 1:8-19 and the prophet-like warning of 1:20-33, this section takes yet another form, that of observation and promise. It contains no actual imperatives: as 1:20-33 is a matter of prophetic warning, this is a matter of if-clauses and promises. Thus the many promises are themselves a veiled challenge. The image of the ‘path’ runs through the chapter. 

The challenge to attentiveness in vs 1-4 takes a more subtle ‘if form than the direct challenge of 1:8. But it is still a matter of commands, as in Torah (see on 1:8), and of an utterly serious quest involving four forms of exertion. It involves training the memory (1). It involves stretching the mind (2; on heart see on 4:21). It requires strong motivation (3), a quest as serious as wisdom’s own (cf. 1 :20-21). It requires energetic effort, as if you were digging for gold (4): the talk of treasure sought and kept safe (cf. v 1) already hints at the promise attached to the object of the search. Acquiring insight is in one sense a straightforward matter, but it requires much effort. 




Like 1:9, vs 5-11 then expound the promise attached to attentiveness. The serious quest for insight reaches its goal when people find God and submit themselves to him as the one with the key to this treasure store. Gaining insight requires much effort (1-4), but when you find it—you receive it as a gift! To find God is then tofind the key to the protected life, because the key to the protected life is also insight. This is So because of the moral aspect to true insight; insight expresses itself in an upright life, and to find God is to find one whose insight is upright.
Vs 5-8 are further explained in the parallel verses 9-11: the Then and For of vs 9 and 10 take up the ones in vs 5 and 6, and the promise in v 11 parallels that of vs 7-8. The would-be wise pupils want to know how to live, and they are promised they will find it (9). In vs 12-22, the promise of vs 5-11 is first applied to the way of uprightness in general—or rather to the straight way, for the image of wrongdoing as crookedness runs through vs 12-15. Wisdom is your protection from the liars of vs 12-15 (close relatives of the  thugs of 1:10-19) who call black white and white black so audaciously that it becomes plausible.

Vs 16-19 spotlight unfaithful women as well as these wicked men. The verses may simply concern adultery in the straightforward sense; Proverbs certainly emphasizes marital faithfulness. But the adulteress or wayward wife is such a major concern of chs 1—9 (see  ch. 5; 6:20—7:27; also 22:14; 23:26-28; 29:3) that there seems likely to be more to it than that. Perhaps marital unfaithfulness is a parable of unfaithfulness to God, as is often the case in the OT; here, the concern will be faithfulness to God as expressed in faithfulness to wisdom. The words are not, however, the ordinary ones for immoral women; they mean ‘alien woman’ and ‘stranger’ (JB). This may suggest that the women are people committed to foreign gods and foreign wisdom. They will beguile those who get involved with them into acknowledging these themselves—lead them astray religiously as well as sexually. The urging to take wisdom seriously (which involves reverence for Yahweh) and to resist the temptations of other women (who will lead you into involvement with other gods) are then two sides of a coin. This interpretation makes good sense of some of the later ‘adulteress’ passages, though here v 17 most naturally suggests an Israelite woman who has abandoned the husband to whom she made her vows before the God of Israel. Like 1:10-19 the passage describes wrongdoing in a way which makes its moral wrongness clear (12-17), but its actual warnings stress that the way of wrongdoing leads to personal calamity (18-22). Sexual sin is wrong, but here even more it is stupid. The pressures of our own world glamorize sexual self-expression in the name of love; it is commonly only afterwards that people discover that the pain and loss are hardly worth the pleasure. Proverbs sees adultery as leading to the same destiny as thuggery: cf. 16-19 and the description of Sheol in 1:12.

3:1-12 Recommendation regarding attitudes to God
Like 1:8-19 this section comprises a standard introduction urging attentiveness because of the

benefits it brings (1-2); then a series of direct recommendations on a particular theme, with their own promises attached (3-12). In contrast to 1:8 and 2:1 (see comment), v 1uses only the vocabulary of the Torah (teaching and commands). This prepares us for the fact that the specific advice of vs 3-12 is more directly religious than those of other sections; specific links with Deuteronomy are noted below. Indeed, vs 3-12 are concerned with warnings about wisdom rather than praise of it: interest in wisdom gets out of hand if it loses touch with God. But first, in v 2 the introduction makes its own promise regarding the value of its teaching. The prosperity it speaks of is shalom, the wide-ranging biblical concept of peace, happiness, wholeness and fullness in this life (cf. v 17).

Five specific attitudes are then urged on us. First, we are to be steadfast in our commitment (3-4; cf. Dt. 6:8; 11:18). Love and faithfulness are a key OT word pair suggesting the making and keeping of commitments. Such characteristics belong to God, and constitute aims for

the human response to God and to other people (e.g., 14:22; 16:6; 20:28; Pss. 25:10; 40:10-11).

Secondly, we are to be dependent in our thinking (5-6). Trust and lean both suggest the

physical experience of supporting yourself on something or someone in total and helpless

reliance and commitment. Thirdly, we are to be humble in our obedience (7-8). Wise in your own eyes denotes not merely proud of your own wisdom but self-sufficient in it and therefore not feeling the need to refer things to God (no doubt a besetting temptation for people committed to finding wisdom). Fourthly, we are to be lavishly generous in our giving (9-10; cf. Dt. 26). Fifthly, we are to be submissive in our experience of affliction (11-12; cf. Dt. 8:5).

We can be those things because they will bring us favour (4), direction (6), health (8), and prosperity (10), and because the one to whom we submit in these varying ways is our loving father (12). On questions these promises may raise, see on 10:1—11:11.

3:13-20 The blessing of wisdom

Scripture is consistent in reminding us that God is involved with us in the blessings of a full life in the world. It also gets the message across to us in an adventurous variety of ways (cf. 1 Cor.

9:22). There are many ways to preach a sermon! Here (14-18) we are introduced to wisdom personified as a woman. She will reappear many times, often embodied in the charm of a girl or the maturity of a married woman. Her opposite number, folly, is similarly embodied in the silliness of an adolescent or the irresponsibility of a disillusioned married woman (see 4:1-9;

7:1-27; 8:1-36; 9:1-18). We will refer to them as Ms Wisdom and Ms Folly.

A tree of life (18; cf. 11:30; 11:12; 15:4) is in Proverbs a metaphor parallel to ‘fountain of life’ (e.g., 10:11; 1114), to describe something life-giving. It does not have the theological overtones of Gn. 2—3. Earlier references to life and death seem to have the ordinary down-to-earth meaning (e.g., 1:18-19; 2:18-19), but by ‘life’ the OT often means fullness of life (vitality, health, blessing, prosperity, fulfilment) and by ‘death’ the absence of those. References in Proverbs have to be considered in their context to see whether these meanings are present (see e.g., 3:22; 4:4, 13, 22-23) .Vs 19-20 then add an unexpected saying of great significance. The ultimate reason for taking wisdom seriously is the fact that God did so when creating the world. (The LORD is in a very emphatic position at the beginning of the sentence.) Ch. 8 will develop both parts of this idea.

3:21-35 A call to sound judgment and neighbourliness

The elements in this section are less closely linked than those in others and they may be of independent origin, but as it stands the sermon does follow the familiar structure. It opens by urging very careful attentiveness to wisdom (21), to which a series of promises is attached: life (see on v 18), distinction, security, calmness, confidence, all based on divine protection

(22-26) .

There follows advice regarding specific aspects of behaviour, this time focusing on neighbourliness (27-31). Further promises of being in God’s confidence, experiencing God’s blessing on one’s home, being shown God’s grace, and finding honour in the eyes of the community, are attached to those (vs 32-35 are a series of notable opposites). The assumption is

that being sensible and being neighbourly actually go together—it is not really shrewd (21) to be calculating at someone else’s expense (27), because of the way God makes the world work (32-35).

4:1-9 A call to seek wisdom and promises regarding her gifts 

This passage urging us to pay attention to wisdom is like 3:13-20 in seeing wisdom as a 
person, but it is like other passages in giving directions backed up by promises of wisdom’s benefits: the reader is directed to attentiveness, application, responsiveness, commitment, consistency, sacrifice and enthusiasm (note the repeated get). The motivation promises life, protection and honour. 






The stress on family-style teaching is developed here (1-4). Whereas the attitude of parents can swing between being too authoritarian and failure to give guidance at all, Proverbs urges a third way, which offers firm teaching but is always under God (though in that, there is a danger of. manipulating people.). The attractive Ms Wisdom (8-9) provides a positive counterpart to the seductive Ms Folly embodied in the wayward woman of e.g., 2:16-19. The shrewd woman who can use her femininity to achieve her aims can act as wise counsellor to her husband and protect him from folly. No price is too high to pay for the right woman, metaphorically as literally (7). 


4:10-19 A call to avoid the way of the wicked

Again a call to pay attention leads into associated promises of life and stability (10-13). That introduces a warning to avoid the ways of people who eat, drink and sleep wickedness and violence (14-17), with its associated promise of light and warning of darkness (18-19).

4:20-27 A call to guard the mind and the life

Once more a call to close attentiveness leads into the promise of life and health (20-22). That introduces advice regarding the guarding of the whole person: mind, speech, look and walk (23-27). The inner person has to be right, because that is the source of all else; but outward behaviour is not just left to work itself out from that. We also have to pay attention to speaking straight, looking straight, and walking straight.

5:1-23 A call to marital faithfulness

The chapter’s opening challenge to attentiveness with its usual promise is brisker than usual (1-2). The writer is following systematically one theme and presses quickly on to his real concern with the adulteress who is to be resisted and the wife who is to be rejoiced in (3-20) (see also on 2:16-19). It is summarized in vs 19-20, which set side-by-side alternative forms of captivation; as vs 15-18 lead towards v 19, vs 3-14 provide the grounds for v 20.
It closes with a reminder of the general moral principle of wisdom teaching, that God judges (21), but that judgment comes through events having their ‘natural’ outworking (22). The warning has a sting in the tail, obscured by the NIV. Led astray (23) is the verb translated captivated in vs 19 and 20: to be wrapped up in the love of another woman rather than in that of your wife is to be wrapped in the shroud of folly (REB). Thus on the one hand, the love of another woman may be a very attractive proposition (3), but an affair is certain to end with terrible pain (4-5: the implication may be that her love does not last, but even if it does, there will be pain). You must allow for her refusing to face this fact (6). It is therefore necessary to keep well away rather than taking risks in getting involved (7-8; see Mt. 5:28). Otherwise the consequences will be financial loss, hurt, regret, loneliness and shame (9-14).
There is an alternative: learn (as a recent book puts it) ‘how to make love to the same person for the whole of your life’. Make her the delight of your eyes your body and your whole being (15-19). 
The advice of Proverbs is breathtakingly applicable to a culture in which adultery is common among Christians, who reason themselves (as the teacher here envisages) into believing that in their case it is the best thing. The only problem the advice of Proverbs may seem to raise is that it is expressed solely from a man’s viewpoint. On the one hand, the woman who is being described here should not be totally to blame: perhaps she is desperately unhappy in her marriage and is understandably desperate to escape it. That is the more reason to be wary of her longings. On the other hand, men can also be desperately unhappy in their marriages and keen to escape them, and women have to be wary of the male equivalent to the female pressures being described here.

6:1-19 Two calls to action rather than delay, and two comments on the person who stirs up trouble

In vs 1-5 the person seems to have stood surety with a neighbour on behalf of another person who has then defaulted. The word for another, indeed, usually means a ‘stranger’ (5:10, 17; 20:16; 27:13 in a context like this; cf. RSV here), so it may be that the person has gone surety for a stranger who has then disappeared. Either way it is stupid just to hope the situation will somehow solve itself. You have to take urgent action to get out of the mess, even if it is humiliating, taking the initiative in casting yourself on your neighbour’s mercy. (See 11:15; 17:18i 22:26-27 on how not to get into this mess, and 20:16; 27:13 on how to take the initiative if you are the neighbour.) While one ought to be merciful to a member of one’s family or even of one’s local community in need, this is no excuse for being reckless and risking one’s own financial viability—and thus ultimately one’s personal freedom.

In vs 6-11 the idle person (see on 24:30-34) IS scornfully, and perhaps not hopefully, urged to learn wisdom from the ant (see 30:24-28 for another lesson from the animal world). The person who stirs up dissension is the concern of vs 12-15 and 16-19. The description in vs 12-14 comes to its climax with this phrase. In a numerical saying like vs 16-19 all seven items can be equally important, and all are of course seriously meant, but after vs 12-15 the real point in vs 16-19 must lie with the last one (cf. 30:18-19, 29-31). The two observations are that the person will pay for it (15) and that God loathes this behaviour (16). With the use of eyes, tongue, mind and feet here, contrast the advice in 4:23-27.

6:20-35 A call to avoid adultery because it costs so much

We return to the familiar form of the sermon, with its opening call to attentiveness (20-21) and associated promises (22-23). These pass imperceptibly into urging to avoid adultery, by being wary of enticing words and of attractive looks (24-25; see on 2:16-19; 5). There follows a long account of the reasons for that, which occupies the bulk of this section (26-35). It focuses on the financial cost and the public shame, not to say the wrath of the offended husband, all of which make an affair simply not worth it. The point is made by means of three comparisons.

First, you can compare having an affair with going to see a prostitute—rather an insult to someone with a romantic view of their affair (26).1t may be that the woman is being called a whore (though she is not literally that) or it may be that she is being unfavourably compared with a whore (!), since she costs much more; everything, in fact. Secondly, having an affair is like playing with fire; you will not escape getting burned (27-29). The verses play on the fact that in Hebrew fire and wife are very similar. Thirdly,

having an affair is like theft (30-35): taking something that belongs to someone else because you are starving. With ordinary theft you pay the penalty; all the more with stealing someone’s wife. The ‘property’ view of marriage is taken for granted here, because that was how people thought of the matter, though the strength of the husband’s reaction perhaps implies the feeling  that adultery involves more than interference with his property.

7:1-27 A call to resist any temptation to have an affair

The final section on sexual behaviour begins with the usual call to attentiveness (1-4), though the general reward for this is only mentioned in passing (2a). The sermon presses on to its particular topic, the possibility of protection from the wayward wife (5; see also on 2:16-19; 5; 6:20-35). The reason for avoiding her is also less prominent than usual (see vs 22-23, 26-27), though what it does say in warning of the consequences that will follow from ignoring the teacher makes a telling contrast to that brief promise of ‘life’ in v 2 (see on 3:10).

The author is not ashamed to advise the kind of rote learning which in now unfashionable. But this is not merely rote learning: it reaches the inner being, the mind. The fact that God has to write things on the mind (]e. 31:33) does not take away our responsibility to do this—indeed, it makes it possible for us to fulfil the responsibility (cf. also Ezk. 18:31). This inner attitude is expressed in another way in v 4: to call someone your sister is effectively to ask them to marry you (see e.g., Song 4:9-12), so we are being invited to give Ms Wisdom a position which is incompatible with the attitude the simple young man takes to the woman in the story.

The story focuses on her method of seduction, described in a vivid word-picture (6-21). The teacher’s observation from behind lace curtains (6-7) illustrates how wisdom proceeds by learning lessons from observation and experience, other people’s as well as one’s own. There are several ways to read the story. Perhaps the woman is simply someone who engages in prostitution when she has opportunity through her husband being away, though vs 10-12 may only mean she is dressed in a provocative way and inclined to sexual adventure. Perhaps she is the devotee of an alien religion who needs a man to make love to as part of her religious obligation, as vs 14-18 might imply (for v 14 in particular, cf. Lv. 7:15-16). Or perhaps the two of them are already in love; she has been looking out for him in particular, and he has been walking her way in the hope that her husband may be away. The teacher will not mind which of these corresponds to the facts of the story. That is not the point. Whatever type of affair it is, it is stupid. What her charm makes the young man think is the way of love is the way of death. As we have noted before, the seduction scene also needs to be viewed from a woman’s angle so that she may resist a married man’s fatal charm. 

8:1-36 Wisdom’s offer of truth and life

Once more Ms Wisdom herself takes her stand in public (1-3). She draws attention to herself like the wayward woman, but makes a quite different offer. Her words are more like the encouraging invitation of Is. 55 than the standard confrontational rebuke of a pre-exilic prophet (cf. 1:20-33); the sermon takes yet another form in an effort to get the point over. 
Ms Wisdom herself speaks in vs 4-36, urging attentiveness on three grounds. The first is the truth and justice of what she says (4-11). Here, the link between wisdom and morals stated in 1:1-7 is worked out more systematically: note the heaping up of terms for right and wrong alongside the words for sense and folly. It is that which makes the teaching so valuable (10-11). At the same time everything she says contrasts with the false promises of lying men and unfaithful women. 

The second ground for attentiveness is the practical value of what she says (12-21). It is she who makes possible the exercise of power and the production of wealth. Here the other link in 1:1-7, between wisdom and religion, is also noted (13), though the focus remains on the connection between wisdom and right and wrong. It is assumed that power is exercised in a right way (see vs 13, IS) and that wealth is the gift of one who is concerned for righteousness and justice (18-21). Ms Wisdom is the kmg’s key adviser. Here more than anywhere we see what wisdom was supposed to be, and sometimes was, for a king like Solomon. 

The third ground takes the argument onto a different plane: Ms Wisdom was involved with God in the very creation of the world (22-31). What more impressive argument for heeding her could be imagined? Ms Wisdom’s door is the one to wait at (32-36). It is not an over-solemn business, however (30-31). 

So God had wisdom from the beginning, before creating the world (22-26). God used wisdom—mind, intelligence, common sense—in undertaking the creation (27-31). The more we know of creation, the more impressive we find wisdom to be. 

The image of wisdom as a person may have been used literally in religions which featured many gods, whose terms Proverbs then uses in a ‘demythologized’ sense. Its language would also encourage Israelites not to worship a goddess alongside Yahweh (cf. Je. 44:17): the real (but metaphorical) goddess to revere is wisdom. In Christian times, by taking the personification literally and thinking of wisdom as an actual person separate from God, people gained a way of understanding Christ’s relationship to God. It underlies Jn. 1:1-4 and Col. 1:15-17. 

The word for possess (12) usually means ‘acquire’ in Proverbs (e.g., 1:5; 4:5, 7), and Ms Wisdom’s words here pick up that usage. Taking the personification of wisdom literally (see above) led people to prefer the translation brought forth in v 22 (see NIV rng.), which is more appropriate to Christ because he was brought forth as a person rather than acquired as an object. A word meaning ‘brought forth’ certainly comes in v 24. That contrasted with the Greek translation of the OT, which had taken it to mean ‘created’. In the controversies over the person of Christ, this played into the hands of the Arians who could use it as evidence for their view that Christ was a created being. 

In v 30, the word translated craftsman comes only here in the OT. ‘Little child’ (RSV mg.) or ‘darling’ (NEB) fits the context of vs 30-31 better, where the emphasis is on the joyful play of creation rather than the hard work involved in it. If it is right, vs 22-36 may take Ms Wisdom from birth via the play of girlhood to the stature of adulthood.
9:1-18 The identical invitations of MsWisdom and Ms Folly
The final sermon has a nicely balanced structure: an invitation from Ms Wisdom, an invitation from Ms Folly which apes her words, and between them a collection of observations, all of which restate implications of the sermons as a whole. 

Ms Wisdom’s final invitation (1-6) again recalls Is. 55. Here she abandons the role of prophet and takes up that of host, so that her servants, not she herself, do the calling. Proverbs’ portrait of wisdom has taken many forms: ‘she is as awesome as a goddess, as playful as a small child, as comfortable as a mother’s arms, as challenging as a prophet, as satisfying as a table laden with food, as mysterious as a lover hidden among the lilies’ (Camp). 

It is no self-denying offer she makes: the food is rich, the wine is good (mixed with spices), and the setting splendid (1; the significance of the seven pillars is a matter of guesswork). But there is perhaps an irony in vs 4-6, that people who lack judgment are bound to spurn her invitation. 

The interlude (7-12) therefore begins on a rather resigned note. Experience suggests that the teacher will get nowhere with many people, and it is advisable (wise!) to be realistic about this (7-8). But a teacher does have happier experiences (9). That comment recalls the introduction to the sermons (see 1:5, also 1:3 for the introduction of moral questions). It also leads into a restatement of the motto text (10, cf. 1 :7), with Ms Wisdom’s usual promise attached to it (II), and the familiar stress on personal responsibility (12). 

The interlude gives Ms Folly time to prepare her feeble imitation of Ms Wisdom’s supper. As Ms Wisdom is modelled on a prophet, Ms Folly is modelled on the wayward woman. Vs 13-18 are to be compared with 7:10-27, and stolen water also with 5:15-16: illicit sexual activity has often seemed more exciting than more conventional alternatives. But Ms Folly also takes people to the same destiny as the wilful woman (18). This section thus closes dramatically by setting a life and death choice before us. 
10:1—22:16 Proverbs of Solomon
The second main section of the book comprises “proverbs” in a narrower sense nearer to that of the English word, one-verse sayings on a number of subjects, not homilies like the “proverbs” in chapters 1—9.. The sayings have been collected and arranged on at least three bases.


 
First, they may be divided into four general types: 






a. observations about how life is (e.g., 10:4, 12, 26) 






b. observations about wisdom (e.g., 10:1, 5, 8) 


c. observations about righteousness (e.g., 10:2, 6, 7) 






d. observations about God’s involvement in people’s lives (e.g., 10:3,22,27). 




The groups overlap, as the examples listed illustrate, but the broad division is useful. The 
order in which we have listed the types has also been taken as a guide to their age—the first proverbs were observations about life (as English proverbs generally are) and their use is later extended to refer to wisdom, then morals, then theology. This may be so, but all four subjects are equally ancient topics for reflection.

This fourfold division of the sayings is one basis for the way they have been grouped in Pr. 10—22. For instance, although chapters 10—11 include examples of all four groups, they have an especially strong concentration of sayings about righteousness and wickedness. 
Secondly, the proverbs can be categorized according to the topics they deal with: for instance, in 10:1-22 there are many proverbs on wealth and on the use of human speech. This division runs across the one we have just described. It provides another principle which influenced the arrangement of the proverbs. Thus the sayings in 10:2-5 all deal with the topic of prosperity, but they illustrate all four types of saying noted above. 


A third basis for connecting the sayings is pureIy verbal—sayings are put next to each other because they use the same key word or phrase even though it may have different senses in the two contexts. Chapters 10—11 again provide many examples: e.g., 10:6 and 7 both refer to the blessing(s) of the righteous; 10:6b and 11b are identical; 10:11 and 12 both use the verb ‘cover’.  As the last example shows, these links are not always apparent in the NIV; the comments will draw attention to some of these examples. 

The author may have used verbal links of this kind for several reasons. It may be an aid to memory. It may indicate a playful and aesthetic delight in such word-links. It may convey a sense that such links reflect an inner oneness in reality, deriving ultimately from the one God. 

While the broad lines and many details of the arrangement of chapters 10—22 reflect these three bases, often individual sayings seem to have no links with their context. It may be that the chapters bring together earlier groups of sayings which were miscellaneous in content, and that

some groups were located on the basis of the content of one or other of their members which then brought with it others on different topics. Or it may be that we have not yet spotted the ‘clue’ to the arrangement.
The divisions which follow are based on which types of saying or which topics are dominant at different points. Sometimes divisions are allowed to overlap where it helps to consider verses in more than one connection.

10:1-22 Sayings on wealth and on words

10:1-4 Introduction. The phrase The proverbs of Solomon has already appeared in 1:1 (see comment). Here it presumably indicates that this was once the beginning of a separate collection comprising 10:1—22:16, which now has chapters 1—9 placed before it. The rest of 10:1 is then an introduction like the ones which come at the beginning of the sermon section (e.g., 1:8). Such introductions urge attention to the wisdom we find in the material which follows—though this one does so in an indirect way. Vs 2 and 3 introduce one of the dominant topics of the sayings, but do so by setting it in the context of righteousness and wickedness and of God’s involvement in these matters. V 4 offers a more straightforward comment about it, without overt reference to wisdom, morals, or religion.

Thus Vs 1-4 contain all four of the main types of saying. They begin a sub-collection which runs through vs 1-22, and illustrate both how the sayings are by their very nature concerned with life itself and with a wise approach to life, and also how understanding life and seeking wisdom arc never to be separated from morality and religion (cf. 1:1-7).
10:2-6, 15-17, 22 Wealth. The sayings expound the conviction that prosperity is a fruit of hard work (4), wisdom (5), righteousness (6, 16), and the involvement of God (22). Laziness will bring poverty and shame (4-5), but so will the resourcefulness which ignores right and wrong (2). Both inner necessity and God’s involvement make things work out this way (2-3, 22). At the same time there is a recognition of the facts about poverty and wealth and their inescapable results (15).
The teaching of Proverbs often raises two opposite questions for people. The first is that it seems to teach a this-worldly ‘prosperity gospel’ or an unbalanced ‘Protestant work ethic’. Proverbs is actually promising is a good harvest which gives the righteous person nothing to worry about—a plentiful supply of life’s 
 necessities, not an ostentatious supply of its luxuries (Cadillacs would be a different matter!). Jesus reaffirms the scriptural promise that putting God’s rule and God’s righteousness first leads to all one’s material needs being met (Mt. 6:33). Further, the call to hard work is set in the context of wisdom and piety, with the concern 
for the development of community life which also runs through Proverbs. This makes it possible for its thrust not to encourage self-centred workaholism. 
The second question—whether it works—we will consider in the comments on 10:23—11:11. 






Notes
2 Ill-gotten treasures are ‘treasures gained by wickedness’ (RSV). Wickedness and righteousness are thus contrasted in vs 2, 3 and 
6. 
5 Wise is the word translated ‘prudent’ in 1:3 (see on 1:1-7). 
16a The RSV’S ‘The wage of the righteous leads to life’ makes it clearer that the 
phrase to life links vs 16 and 17.

10:6-14,18-21,31-32 Words. 
One characteristic thrust of Proverbs’ sayings on words is ‘the fewer the better’ (19). Listening is a sign and a means of wisdom; chattering is the opposite (8,10). The words the wise and righteous do speak, however, will be valuable and nourishing expressions of love, capable of also dissolving the power of evil and of finding acceptance with people (11-12, 20-21, 32). The 
words of the loose-tongued or wicked bring trouble to themselves and to others (6, 11, 13-14,21,31), especially where they issue from ill-feeling and thus breed dissension and deceit (12, 18). Even beyond death, the words spoken about these two groups continue to contrast (7). 
Notes
6 Reference to the mouth suggests that the proverb warns especially against wickedness of speech (e.g., deception). 
7 The form of the words will be a blessing implies not ‘will receive a blessing’ (as in v 6; cf. 11:26) but ‘will be an example of blessedness which comes to be used by people in their prayers for blessing’ (cf. REB; and Gn. 12:2).
8 chattering fool is not the same word, but the same person, as the ‘mocker’ (see on 1:1-7). 
9 in theme belongs with 10:23—11:8, but in its poetic form it corresponds distinctively to vs 8 and 10. 
11 The 
alternative translation (see NIV mg.) makes better sense here. With the NIV’S translation v 11a presumably means he brings life to himself. 
12 Wickedness covers up violence (11), love covers up sins—the same verb is used in very different senses. 
13 The discerning speak with wisdom and do well; the foolish do not.

10:23 – 11:31 Righteousness and wealth
10:23-27 Introduction. Vs 23-27 resemble vs 1-4: they begin with another implicit invitation to seek wisdom rather than folly, and follow it with instances of the other three main types of saying which appear in the collection as a whole. They thus again invite us to treasure wisdom (23) but stress its link with righteousness (24-25), the theme that runs through10:23—11:11. V 26 adds an example of a third type of saying, a straightforward comment about life. V 27 sets all these concerns in the context of God’s involvement in human affairs. The opening of the section thus once more connects life, wisdom, morality, and piety.

10:28—11:11 Righteousness and wickedness. 
Righteous(ness) comes thirteen times in the section, wicked(ness) twelve times, a concentration unparalleled in the whole of Scripture. Each expression appears twenty-one times elsewhere in chapters 10—13, which takes further this section’s theme, the nature and the rewards of righteousness and wickedness. 
The nature of righteousness is to be straight, correct, proper, orderly and fair. It is thus closely related to uprightness (e.g., 11:3, 6, 11), a word which more literally means ‘straightness’ (cf. 11:5). Both these are also closely related to integrity; the word literally means ‘wholeness’. It appears in 11:3 and 5, though NIV translates blameless there; see further 10:9—and note the contrast with crookedness. 
Righteousness expresses itself in honesty, justice, sympathy (even for animals) and truth (10:2; 12:5, 10; 13:5). It issues in speech that is wise, valuable, nourishing and life-giving (10:11, 20-21, 31). It brings blessing to the nation (11:11, 14:34). Different sayings promise that the righteous themselves will receive as rewards deliverance, blessing, satisfaction, fulfilment, prosperity, joy, security, direction fullness of life and favour with God and with other people.
Wickedness, in contrast, by its very nature represents what is out of true and out of joint, askew and awry. It can constitute ‘crookedness’ (10:9; 11:20—NIV ‘perverse’). It can involve rebelliousness or offensiveness (10:12—NIV wrongs; 10:19—NIV sin; 12:13—NIV sinful). It can suggest failure to meet standards expected of us (13:6—NIV sinner). It can be pictured as going astray from the right road (10:17). It can be a matter of craftiness in devising evil (10:23; 12:2). It can suggest what brings trouble—to other people and to oneself (10:29—NIV evil). It can denote a perverse turning of things upside-down (10:31-32; also the different word translated duplicity in 11:3). It can involve treachery or unfaithfulness (11:3, 6). It implies godlessness or profanity, the deliberate abandoning of the way of religion (11:9).Concretely, it expresses itself in dishonesty, deceitfulness, bloodthirstiness, cruelty and rapacity (10:2; 12:5-6, 11-12). It results in shame and destruction for the community, and thus in joy at the wicked person’s death (11:11-12; 13:5). As its nature is the opposite of the nature of righteousness, so is its fruit: exposure, ruin, trouble, fall, entrapment, wrath, hunger, destruction, the frustrating of hopes, the spread of violence, the rotting of memory, the fulfilling of fears, the shortening of life, the loss of home and land and the illusoriness of its gain.

Modern readers are often puzzled by the confident assertions of Proverbs concerning the profitability of righteousness. It may not seem to be true that righteousness delivers from death (11:4). Several comments may be made on this difficulty. First, as much as any other aspect of

Proverbs it was apparently based on experience it (cf. Ps. 37:25); it was not mere theological dogma. Modern readers who are puzzled by it perhaps need to take more account of the evidence available in their personal experience that righteousness finds its reward.

Secondly, if it is the case that Proverbs’ assertions work out less in our world, that may reflect the wickedness of our world (e.g., in its unfair distribution of resources). Proverbs may be reflecting a society which paid more attention to seeing that business and community life worked in a moral way. It thus challenges us to combat injustice, not least because of the danger it warns us we are in by our wickedness.
Thirdly, Proverbs sometimes makes generalizations; there are exceptions. The book knows that life is more complicated than some individual sayings imply (cf. 13:23; 30:1-4). Other wisdom books, notably Job and Ecclesiastes, focus more on the fact that these generalizations often do not work out. The general statements and the exceptions both need to be taken account of.
Fourthly, Proverbs’ focus on the generalizations has a theological concern. Theologically, it must in the end be the case that the universe works out in a just way. If it does not, the judge of all the earth has hardly arranged its affairs rightly.
Fifthly, other parts of Scripture solve the problem of the apparent injustice of life in this age by seeing justice worked out in the age to come. The difficult assertions of Proverbs need to be set in that context, but not robbed of their force by it. They form an important part of Scripture’s testimony to the conviction that God is Lord of this age. Biblical faith is not merely a matter of pie in the sky when you die.
Notes
10:26 On the idler, see on 24:30-34; also cf. v 4. V 26a suggests he is an irritation. Although in content the verse does not fit the context, in form it corresponds to v 25 (‘When’
and ‘As’ are the same word in Hebrew). 
11:1 takes up an expression from 10:32: ‘the lips of the righteous know what is fitting ... accurate weights are his delight.’ On what God abhors as opposed to his delight, see on 15:8.
2 in this context takes further the thought of 10:31-32 that wise or righteous speech also links with modesty; wicked or foolish speech with pride and disgrace. 
4 The day of wrath is the day of calamity, when some terrible thing happens and when it seems as if someone’s wrath has fallen. The phrase does not imply that the event actually stems from God’s anger (cf. lb. 21:30). Death is similarly sudden and premature. 
7 Here too it makes best sense to take the saying to refer to sudden death which frustrates the person’s expectations.
11:9-14 Words in the community
The power of words to give life or to destroy is reaffirmed (see on 10:9-14), but here especially

words for the community: note allusions to neighbour, city and nation. In this context there is

a particular reason for noisiness (10) and a new reason for affirming the capacity to keep one’s

mouth shut (13).

Notes

9 Escape provides a link back with v 8; it is the same verb as that translated is rescued there; 9b suggests that the verse refers to perjury rather than gossip. 
11 The blessing seems to be the one they utter rather than the one they receive (to judge from the parallel in v l1b).
11:15-31 Wealth. 
Proverbs is aware that one saying which looks simple or pragmatic needs to be accompanied by another which complements it and complicates the matter. Prosperity may seem to come from being ruthless rather than soft-hearted, which brings respect but no cash (16). Yet it also issues from generosity with what one has already (24-26), and if the wealth gained is to be the real thing it depends on righteousness (18-19, 21, 23, 27, 29, 30-31); God makes sure of that (20). The

use of wealth requires good sense not to squander it on kind but risky causes such as going

bail or guaranteeing a loan for a stranger (15). It also involves kindness, which in this context

suggests generosity and which also benefits oneself (17), and the sense not to trust in wealth

(28). There are situations in which one truth is relevant; other situations require another.

Notes
16 But and only are NIV interpretations (cf. RSV); there is no contrast between respect (‘honour’) and wealth, which belong together (3:16; 8:18), and there is no separate word for men. The point may thus be ‘there are two routes to wealth and honour, one via graciousness (which is characteristic of women), one via aggressiveness’. 
20 Regarding what God detests and delights in, see on 15:8. 22 links with the discussion of wealth by virtue of the fact that it starts off from things of value. 
25 A generous man is literally’ a person of blessing; cf. v 26b.

29 In the context brings trouble suggests trying to gain wealth, by being miserly or negligent. 
30 as a whole makes better sense if v 30b is understood the other way round, as ‘the wise man wins souls’. The idea then is that the righteous have a life-giving influence on others, and the wise win others to wisdom.

12:1-28 More on words and work

12:1-4 Introduction 
Vs 1-4 again resemble 10:1-4 and 10:23-27 in bringing together sayings of all four types as an introduction to a chapter. Once more they implicitly challenge the listener to wisdom rather than folly (1), affirm God’s own involvement in affairs (2), declare that righteousness and wickedness get their reward (3) and make an observation about how life is (4). Play on words links husband’s (4) with cannot (3) and links disgraceful with plans in v 5.

12:5-S, 13-23, 25-26 Words, true and false 
The dominant theme in the rest of ch. 12 is again the use of words, in particular the contrasting effect of good and bad words. Righteous, upright, wise, prudent, truthful, peacemaking, kind words issue in justice, deliverance, praise, profit, healing, joy, discretion, encouragement and in God’s delight. Wicked, twisted, foolish, lying, malevolent, thoughtless, unrestrained or plotting words issue in deceit, in hurt to other people, in discredit and trouble to oneself and in God’s abhorrence. It is wise to listen to advice but to ignore insults rather than vice versa (15-16); but also to be cautious in relations with others (26).

Notes
5 The word advice is the one translated ‘guidance’ in 1:5 (see comment). 
6 suggests that it is unknowingly their own blood that the wicked lie in wait for (cf. 1:18).

12:9-12, 24, 26-28 Work and its rewards
Having enough to eat and having status in society come from expending some energy and living rightly, not from pretending (9), neglecting one’s animals (10), following worthless pursuits (11), emulating other people’s wicked schemes (12) or simply failing to do anything at all (24)—even to bother to cook what you have caught (27)! Cf. also v 14b.
13:1-25 Desire, wealth and wisdom

13:1 Introduction

V. 1 is a similar opening to those of previous sections, implicitly urging the hearers to attend to the wisdom of this chapter (cf. 10:1). It does not go on, however, in the style of the earlier introductions. As we move through the chapters, righteousness and wickedness decrease in prominence and in this chapter God’s involvement quite disappears, though it becomes increasingly prominent in the chapters that follow. The focus here is thuson wisdom itself (see vs 13-20).
13:2-12, 18-25 Desire and wealth 
Behind questions about wealth lie some mysteries of the human personality which mean that appearances cannot always be trusted (7) and that fulfilment or frustration of desire can have deep effects on the person (12, 19). There are also mysteries associated with the quest for wealth itself. It is actually an ambiguous achievement; it both solves problems and brings problems the poor do not encounter (8).

The sayings point to ways in which desires can be satisfied or frustrated. One key lies in whether one uses one’s words in a prudent way and is able to keep one’s mouth shut (2-3), another in whether one uses one’s energy (4). Vs 5-6, 9, 21-22 and 25 remind the hearers in general terms that moral considerations underlie these factors and v 11 makes the point more concrete. V 23 recognizes that the moral laws which in theory govern it do not always work out; they also contain an implicit challenge to see that injustice is not allowed to flout these laws.

Notes
 2 Violence is to themselves, ironically, in the context (cf. 1:18). 
3 The word life means self or person (see v 8), but also appetite, and this last meaning seems to be the one which runs through the chapter: see vs 2 (craving), 4 (desires), 19 (soul, REB ‘taste’), 25 (heart, RSV ‘appetite’).
9 A person is likened to a house, where the presence of a light suggests the presence of life (cf. Jb. IS:5-6). 
10 Pride is used in the sense of arrogant, unteachable talk (cf. 21:23-24).

13:13-20 Wisdom

In the midst of these sayings which have the quest for wealth as their most common theme, vs 13-20 remind us that wisdom also underlies this quest (see vs 10 and 24 and specifically v 18). Openness to advice and correction, and submission to the wisdom learnt in the company of the wise, is the key to prudent behaviour, gain, fulfilment, favour. honour and life—and vice versa.
Notes 
17 A reminder to choose your messenger carefully: a faithful one brings healing to situations, a bad one makes them worse. Evil is more likely ‘trouble’ or ‘misfortune’ (the same word in vs 20-21). The idea is that they will not turn from the way which leads to trouble to the way which leads to fulfilment.
14:1—15:1 Wisdom, the inner person and life in society

14:1-4 Introduction. 
Once more the chapter opens with an implicit challenge to seek wisdom and avoid folly (1). In this context, then, the two figures are personifications of wisdom and folly, as in 9:1, 13 (cf. also 24:3-4), and the point of v lb is that if we are not careful we allow folly to tear down the house that wisdom builds (cf. v 3). Again, an understanding of 
wisdom which leaves out God and morality is forbidden by a saying which draws attention to right and wrong and to attitudes to God (2). The four regular types of saying in these chapters are then completed by an observation about life in v 4: empty is more literally ‘clean’ (RV), suggesting that farmers have to put up with a little mess if they want to reap a harvest. 
14:1-9,15-18 Wisdom and folly. 
To put it negatively, folly is destructive (1), self-destructive (3), self-perpetuating (6, 18, 24), self-expressive (7), self-deceptive (8), stubborn (9), credulous (I5), reckless (16), unpopular (17), quick-tempered (29) and ultimately self-exposed (33). 





Notes. 
9 Fools do not care about putting relationships right when they are in the wrong; 
the upright are concerned for mutual goodwill. 


16 the LORD is an NIV addition, not part of the 
text (cf. RSV). 





14:10-15 The inner person. 
Heart is the recurrent word here: see vs 10, 13-14 (where it is literally ‘the faithless of heart), 30 and 33. 
These examples show how ‘heart’ in biblical speech is not merely the place of the emotions but the inner centre of the whole person, so that it connects with the mind and will (with thinking and decision-making) as much as with the feelings (which in the Bible are often associated the stomach or kidneys, e.g., 23:16a). The heart is connected with understanding and wisdom (2:2,10; 3:5), obedience (3:1), memory 
4:4; 6:21; 7:3) and with plotting (6:14, 18). In 7:7; 9:4, 16 it is translated ‘judgment’, in 8:5 ‘understanding’. When translations use the term ‘heart’, it is usually wise mentally to replace it with ‘mind’. Thus in we are urged to fill our mind with the
 teaching of the wise and to look after our minds 
as the decisive mainspring of our whole personality (cf. Rom. 12:2; Eph. 4:23; Heb. 8:10; also Mt. 15:18-19). 


.

Notes. 
10 There is a sense in which everyone stands alone in their deepest feelings and experiences. 
11 Cf. v l. 
13 It is because a person’s laughter often conceals hidden pain (or because there is pain of some kind in everyone’s heart—so most translations) that their joy never has the last word. 
15 believes anything is literally ‘trusts in any word’—in any advice or promise about the future (cf. v 15b).

14:19—15:1 Life in society 
The words king, prince, nation, people, neighbour and friend have made few if any appearances in the sayings so far; their appearance together here in vs 19-21, 28 and 34-35 gives a community context to the regular concerns of the sayings on subjects such as prosperity (23-24). The way to use such prosperity is for the sake of one’s neighbour in need (21), rather than to take the usual attitude towards the poor (20). Vs 19 and 32 make that a matter of both morals and self-interest. Going beyond that, v 31 similarly adds religious motivation to it, with vs 26-27 going further in that direction and promising that we need not fear any risks involved.

V 34 makes righteousness the key to a nation’s greatness, a recipe that has perhaps not yet been tried, though its converse (34b) has often been proven. For such a society, love and faithfulness would be an ideal foundation, and v 22 offers a prescription for planners in this connection (plot is the same word as plan—it has no sinister meaning here). Legal justice will also be of key importance to it (25).

Leaders are only as significant as their people; v 28 points to the pressures on leadership in society. That explains something of the high stakes involved in working for them and the need to know how to handle the relationship wisely (14:35—15:1—wrath picks up the concern of the previous verse, though it is a different Hebrew word; cf. REB). Kingship will be a major theme in ch. 16, though not before we have thought about God much more in between. 
15:2—16:19 God in relation to wisdom, king and the inner person
15:2-7 Introduction. 

Once more a contrast between wisdom and folly with its implicit challenge to aim for the former (cf. vs 5, 7) opens the introduction to a new collection of sayings, adding an assertion of God’s involvement in human life, along with observations about how life is and about the righteous and the wicked (3-4, 6). 15:2—16:19 as a whole contains many sayings which bring God into the equation of human life. The section comes at the centre of 10:1—22:16 and thus at the centre of the book as a whole, and thereby sets God at the heart of the book’s teaching about wisdom

15:7-19 The inner person and the eye. 
Four references to this involvement of God in vs 8, 9, 11 and 16 interweave with six allusions to the human heart in vs 7, 11, 13, 14 and 15; cf. also vs 21 (NIV judgment), 28, 30 and 32 (NIV understanding); 16:1,5 and 9 (see on 14:10-15). The two come together in 15:11. That statement in v 11 links with the section’s references to what God detests or takes pleasure in (8, 9; cf. v 26; 16:5; also 11:I, 20; 12:22; 17:15; 20:10, 23). These are matters of human
 honesty or motivation, or of the linkage between what is said and what is meant. They remain concealed to the human eye—but not to God’s, says Proverbs. God sees and detests them and this may put some constraint on people’s hidden wrongdoing. 





The sayings bring out other aspects of the links and differences between the inner person 
and the outward life. There is a link between folly in thinking and in speech (7). There must also be a link between the inward and outward aspects of our spirituality (8) and even between
 how we feel and how we look (13). But the richness of the inner person may compensate for pressures on the outward (15-16), while an open mouth and an open mind may be incompatible (14). 

Notes. 
11 Death and Destruction (Sheol and Abaddon)—see on 1:12. Even Sheol is not
beyond God’s power (cf. Ps. 139:8). 
16-17 These two verses balance each other, as 15:15-16 do. The peace which comes from revering God takes the edge off poverty; so does the reality of human love. 18-19 hint at a continuation of this conversation, v 18 amplifying 17, v 19 then warning about becoming too laid 


back! 






15:20-33 Wisdom and reverence for God. 
Vs 20-24 begin like an introduction to a new section or a discourse on wisdom (v 20 in fact repeats the introduction to ch. 10), with joy as a recurrent motif: the joy of perceiving wisdom (20), the joy of exercising it (23) and the false joy of avoiding it (21; delights is the same
 

Word—cf. RSV). But it soon gives way to that emphasis on God’s involvement in the world which 
is the special feature of 15:2—16:15 as a whole.
 

As v 11 brought together the two recurrent themes of vs 7-19, so v 33 brings together the 
two themes of vs 20-33 at the close of this section. Human beings are concerned with wisdom and honour (33): as vs 20-24 express the concern with wisdom, vs 25-29 reflect the concern 
with honour, the former more positively than the latter. They affirm God’s attitude and action 
in relation to the self-sufficient and the have-nots, which underlie the way the haves often get 


their come-uppance.



 

Vs 30-32 gradually prepare the way for v 33 to declare that the key to both wisdom and honour is reverence for God or humility. In this context humility is an attitude before God and not merely a human virtue. The sequence of vs 30-33 suggests that nice news helps to mature us as people, but so does criticism, and nothing matures us more than submitting to God’s criticism. The words for news (30), listens (31) and heeds (32) are related, so that vs 31-32 suggest that setting apparently negative statements alongside obviously good news can be equally life-giving and up-building. The point is underlined by the fact that understanding (32) is also the same word as heart (30). In turn discipline (32) reappears in v 33 (cf. RSV; literally ‘the fear of Yahweh is a discipline in wisdom’), so that v 33 explicitly relates God to the teaching of vs 30-33.

16:1-19 Divine and human sovereignty. 
As nowhere else in Proverbs, God appears nine times in vs 1-11; the king five times in vs 10-15. The definition of a king’s position in a traditional monarchy (which may be applied to the various other forms of political leadership) is twofold. First, he has frighteningly ultimate power, in word and act (10, 14-15). Secondly, he is committed to justice and righteousness(10, 12-13). In Israel and elsewhere, the latter would be reckoned as essential to the idea of monarchy as the former, though it could also be seen as not merely a matter of morals but of self-interest (12). In the context of sayings on kingship, the comments on justice, wisdom, uprightness and humility in vs 8 and 16-19 will also apply to the king in particular.
This is especially so when the comments about the king are set in the context of God’s activity in the world. The interweaving of the two at vs 10-11 helps to prevent their being held apart, but so do the actual statements about God, for they also focus on sovereignty and justice. It is God’s involvement which determines how far plans are explained effectively (1), how actions are assessed (2), how far plans are successful (3) and how even apparently negative factors fit into a purpose (4). It also determines how far the arrogance of power gets away with things (5), trouble is avoided (6), diplomacy is effective (7), ideas work out in business (11). Humanly speaking, business standards were the king’s responsibility. V 11 thus makes especially clear how in this section as a whole the king’s position is being subordinated to God’s. This would bring an important message to Israel in the First Temple period, when they had kings who are here challenged to rule in a way which mirrors God’s rule—as are the governments of the modern world. It would also bring an important message to Israel in the Second Temple period, when they were ruled by foreign kings, who are also said to be ultimately under God’s rule—an encouragement in turn to peoples today controlled by foreign powers.

Notes. 
6 Evil here seems to denote disaster (the same word as in v 4); turning from wickedness to right ways and to God makes it possible to avoid the calamity resulting from one’s sin. 
10 The RSV’s does not’ is preferable to the NIV’S should not; the statement is parallel to those in vs 12-13. 
12-15 What kings detest and what they take pleasure in or favour (the same word) is compared with the list of things God detests and takes pleasure in (see 15:8 where the same two words appear, and the comment there). 
17 For evil in the sense of ‘trouble’ see v. 6.
16:20—22:16 Life, righteousness, wisdom and God

In this second half of the collection ‘proverbs of Solomon’ which appear in 10:1—22:16, particular types of saying and topic again feature prominently in different sections, and many sayings have verbal links with others in the context. As a whole, however, they are not as clearly divided into sections as is the first half, and the reason behind their arrangement is often less clear than in the first half. There are three clusters of wisdom sayings, a collection of sayings on righteousness and wickedness near the end, and small groups of sayings which bring in

God. Proverbs which make observations about life itself predominate.

16:20-30 The blessings of wisdom. 
Vs 20-23 explain some of the blessings of wisdom in such a way as to make the student want to pay attention to the rest of the book’s teaching. Vs 24-30 have verbal links back with vs 20-23 and with each other, so that vs 20-30 form a chain. Many of the links appear in the NIV; in addition, mouth is the same word as hunger (23, 26); lips as speech (23, 27, 30); while prospers (20) is literally finds good’ (cf. v 29). Together, then, they promise that wisdom (linked with reverence for God) brings benefit, repute, influence, satisfaction, healing, guidance and a full life, and they warn about the foolish perversity that will mislead into division, chastisement, disaster and death. V 26 perhaps serves to add to the motivation: for pupils too their appetite should be their stimulus. In vs 21band 23b, the idea is that winsome speech ‘increases learning’ (REB): see on 1:7.
!6:31—18:1 The dynamics of relationships. 
The concrete observations in this section major on aspects of relationships within family and community. Two reflect on the special status and mutual pride of the three generations of the family, the grandparents who will the senior members of the community, the adult parents and the children (16:31; 17:6). The affirmation of all three groups and the vision of their interrelationships has something to say to modern developed countries. V 17 reflects on the importance that brothers and sisters and friends have for each other in life in general but especially in times of crisis, even if v 18 hints that neighbourly concern, too, needs to be exercised with prudence. But wilful loners impose loss on everybody (18:1). A number of sayings in ch. 17 relate to harmony and conflict within the family and elsewhere. V 1 affirms that family harmony matters more than anything else. V 2 warns therefore against strife, particularly over money (though v 8 recognizes the influence of money on people), and vs 21-22 and 25 note the pain to father and mother that such folly can bring. V 4 points out that the things people say are often what cause the trouble (cf. 16:28; 17:27-28). V 9 urges us to encourage love and friendship by covering offences rather than talking about them, though this does not mean that we never say the hard things to people (10). Similarly vs 14 and 19 urge us to avoid starting

orloving quarrels (cf. 16:32; 17:I 1-13), though vs 15 and 20 warn against this leading to compromise or deceitfulness.

‘Dissension’ is a recurrent theme of Proverbs. In churches and communities there are always stirrers, people who like causing trouble. The cause may be anger (15:18; 29:22), mockery

(22:10), alcohol (23:29-35), gossip (26:20), greed (28:25) or just perversity (16:28). The result may be ongoing conflict (26:2 I), permanent breakdown of relationships (18:19) or overwhelming trouble (17:14). The best solution is either to withdraw from the quarrel (17:14) or let the matter be decided by the equivalent of the toss of a coin (18:18). In other words, a stubborn continuation of a dispute does mere damage than making a minor wrong decision.

Sayings such as 17:16 and 24-28 speak of wisdom, but not only this-worldly wisdom. 16:33 and 17:3-5 explicitly add God to the equation. These verses affirm that God is the final arbiter of how family fate works out, undertakes the final test of family folly, and is the final object of people’s insults.
Notes. 
7 Another comment on the things people say, following up v 4. 
19 As well as the word loves, the word invites links v 19 with v 9, where it is the same word translated promotes (cf. RSV). In v 19b the image is unclear, but the action is some expression of pride. 
18:1 Again pursues is the verb which has already come in 17:9 and 19 (cf. RSV), while an unfriendly man is related to the word for separates in 17:9.
17:24—18:8 The nature and the price of folly. 
Folly is prominent in this group of sayings. It is promiscuous in its interests (17:24), has difficulty in keeping its mouth shut (17:27-28; cf. 18:8), insisting on making decisions on its own (18:1) and prefers talking to listening (18:2). It thus brings trouble to the family (17:25) and to other people affected by decisions (18:1) and pain to the individual (18:6-7). On the other hand, there are contexts in which a person must speak up and provoke conflict if necessary (17:26~ 18:5). 



Notes. 
18:4 While 18:4a and 20:5a might imply that human beings have their own inner 
resources of wisdom, that is not stated elsewhere in Proverbs. Hence the NlV’S but assumes a contrast between human evasiveness and wisdom’s sparkling clarity. 



18:9-21 Matters of strength and 
power. 
This section speaks of the strength of a fortified city, and of two things which have parallel strength. One is wealth (11; v 16 notes another aspect of the power of wealth in relation 
to the great). But v 10 has already affirmed that God protects the righteous, qualifying the comment on the (presumed) impregnable strength of wealth. It also supports a different understanding of pride, honour, and humility (12). Vs 13 
and 15 link with that assessment of pride, and v 
9 hints at another form of strength exercised even by the inactive. 





The human spirit can sustain itself but not forever (14). God’s protective strength provides an answer. The second thing which is as strong as a fortified city is the sense of personal injury that can sometimes come between brothers (19). V 18 offers one down-to-earth tip for solving such disputes between strong opponents. 16:33 is the 
only other reference to casting the lot in Proverbs so v 18 may also take for granted that God is sovereign when lots are cast. 




18:22—19:10 Poverty. 
Poverty is clearly a bad thing; it means, for instance, that you are always begging for mercy (18:23). lt make even your family push you away (19:7). It certainly reduces the number of people who seek your company (19:4, 6-7). In this context, 19:5 perhaps implies that it makes the courts disinclined to treat you with justice, but it promises that perjurers will be punished (cf. 19:9). 
What else can be said to encourage the poor? They are given several facts to bear in mind, that the poor man who begs for mercy (18:23) is already the object of God’s grace through God’s gift of his wife (18:22). Secondly, that one close friend may be better than many acquaintances and more loyal than the closest member of your family (18:24). Thirdly, that it is better to be poor and honest than a devious or activist fool who blames God for his self-inflicted problems (19:1-3), and to whom poverty is actually appropriate (19:10). Fourthly. that in seeking wisdom you are being your own best friend (19:8). When the poor person receives human grace, God knows and will reward it (19:17). So people are encouraged to show such grace (the word ‘grace’ lies behind the NIV ‘is kind to’ in 19:17). A poor person is generally preferred to a liar, because ‘faithful love is what  people look for in a person’ (19:22 NJB).
Notes. 
24 Companions is the word translated friends in 19:4,6-7. Friend in 18:24 is a stronger word formed from the word for ‘love’ (cf. 19:8). Brother is the word translated relatives in 19:7. 

19:11-19; 20:2-3 Conflict. The section takes up themes from 16:31—18:1. The combination of power and anger is clearly a fearsome one (19:12; cf. 20:2). Strife at home may amuse the outsider but it also feels deathly (19:13) and real glory lies in being able to avoid strife (20:3). Wisdom thus lies in being able to ‘lengthen your anger’—the literal meaning of patience (19:11); and the gift of God lies in not being involved in that kind of strife at home (19:14).

The hot-tempered person may be incorrigible and bound for disaster (19:19). But that is no reason to neglect the saying of hard things within the family, which is to leave someone on the road to death (19:18). Laziness may itself in duce death-like sleep and starvation (19:15); ignoring wisdom risks death itself (19:16).

19:20—20:5 Wisdom. 19:20 comments on the benefits and risks of wisdom and folly (cf. vs 25,27 with vs 26, 29). These are illustrated by several portraits of wisdom. It is incompatible with a liking for a drink (20:1); so much for the fondness for alcohol that often characterizes communities! It is illustrated by the inactivity of the idler, the object of some of Proverbs’ choicest pen-portraits (see on 24:30-34). Wisdom enables one to plumb the hidden and possibly deceptive depths of the human heart (20:5; see on 18:4).
We are then reminded that God’s involvement in human affairs means that mere human wisdom does not always have the last word, and that reverence for God is as important to a successful life as intellectual application (19:21,  23). Human relationships count too (19:22), as does justice (19:28, where the reference to mockery links with the comments on the fool as mocker in vs 25, 29).

Notes. 
17, 22 See on 18:22—19:10. 
20:2-3 See on 19:11-19.

20:5-19 Appearances and truth. 
Righteousness may be defined as a life of personal integrity (7), but it is really difficult to find an example (6, 9). Openness is not common (5), as business life illustrates (14), and human evasiveness is difficult to penetrate (15). V 5 points to wisdom as the key to penetrating this evasiveness. In more down-to-earth fashion v 8 points to authority exercised with one’s eyes open. V 11 implies that actions ought to be taken as the clue to the real person. V 12 sees the open eyes as the gift of God, while v 10 adds the warning of God’s loathing for deceit in trade. Vs 16-19 link together as vs 16, l7and 19 use the same verb in three different ways, to mean puts up security, tastes sweet, and ‘mix with’ (hence the NIV avoid); v 19 also functions as a qualification to v 18. The verses link the theme of this section through v 17 with its comment on deceit.

Notes. 
13 Stay awake is literally ‘open your eyes’, the verse’s link with the context (see vs 8, 12).

20:20—21:4 God’s sovereignty and human authority. 

The section includes further references to God. We are to trust God when wronged (20:22). In that situation we can be assured of God’s concern for honesty and justice (20:23; 21:3), of God’s direction of the powerful (20:24 NJB: it is not the ordinary word for ‘man’ here), of God’s understanding of how human beings ‘work’ (20:27), and of the finality of God’s assessment (21:2). 20:25 picks up one example of when human beings may not even understand themselves.

The king has responsibility for ‘winnowing out the wicked’ (20:26) and his kind of punitive action has a role in purging the inner being of the people too (20:30). But the sovereignty of God in relation to the king (see 21:1) suggests a qualification on both these sayings: it is only God who can see into the inner being (20:27). Another comment on the first saying is that the king needs to focus on the positives, on what builds up the throne, not just on punitive action regarding things that have gone wrong (20:28). Young and old have their own glories, physical strength and the authority of experience (20:29). The former must not despise or swindle the latter (20:20-21: curses and blesses are the first and last words of the two verses).

21:2-29 Righteousness and wicked.
Towards the end of Pr. 10—22 there appear another clutch of sayings on righteousness and wickedness, parallel to that near the beginning of these chapters. After the two comments from 
God’s angle (2-3), wickedness has the focus. Wickedness makes pride its guiding light and expresses itself in violence and crookedness (vs. 4-8), is graceless and craves the ruin of others (10, 12; evil is the word translated ruin in v 12), is proud and arrogant (24), religious but hypocritical (27), and bold-faced but unreflective (29).

Craving is a theme which appears elsewhere, especially as the desire to be rich, which can be

pursued in ways that are right or wrong, wise or foolish (5-6, 13, 17, 20, 25-26), but about whose power we also have to be realistic (14). Wickedness finds its natural fruition. The violent are dragged away violently (7). The Righteous One takes action against people whose character is opposite to his (12). The merciless find no mercy (13). Those who go astray get finally lost (16). When that happens, it is as if they take the place of the righteous who were in danger from them (18: a sharper version of the point made in 11:8). People who put their trust in a foolish place are exposed by the wise (22). The witness who threatens someone’s life with his falsehood loses his own life (28).
There are several striking positive comments on righteousness. God is uniquely called the Righteous One (12), which sheds a new light on the word righteousness in Proverbs 10—22 as a whole: all it says on this subject stems from the nature of God. There is the joy of justice (15), an example of the way in which the judgment of God—as this expression is commonly rendered—is good news in the OT. It marks the just reign of God (and contrast v I7, where pleasure is the word earlier translated joy). Righteousness, loyalty, life, and honour are brought together (21).

Notes. 

9, 19 See on 16:31-18:1.

21:30—22:16 Wisdom, wealth and God. 

The last sayings in Proverbs 10:1—22:16 mix typical wisdom sayings with a striking number of sayings which bring God into the equation. They thus affirm the importance of human wisdom and effort (22:3, 6, 10, 15; typical wisdom sayings in 22:5, 8, 11, 13, 14) but also declare that these mean nothing independent of God’s will (21:30-31) and even require God’s involvement if their principles are to be fulfilled (22:12). They are realistic about wealth and poverty (22:7) but qualify that not only by human considerations (22:1, 9—blessed is here people’s speaking well of him ) but also by noting what rich and poor have in common in God (22:2) and by affirming that attitudes to God are of key significance to questions of wealth and poverty (22:4). Truly everence for God is the foundation of wisdom.
22:17—31:31 Five further collections
The last third of Proverbs comprises five further separate collections of wisdom material of varying kinds: two collections of the sayings of the wise (22:17—24:22 and 24:23-34), a similar collection ‘copied by the men of Hezekiah’ (25—29), and the sayings of Agur (30) and of King Lemuel (31).
22:17—24:22 Thirty wise sayings

The teaching over these two chapters returns to the emphasis of chapters 1—9 in urging the reader to adopt or avoid certain types of behaviour. The sayings about life which are common in 10:1—22:16 no longer appear, and most units of thought last several verses rather than just one. The extended form of the teaching gives scope for comment on why the listener should obey. The NIV helpfully leaves a paragraph break after each of the ‘thirty sayings’ (22:20), so it is possible

to see how they divide. 

The thirty sayings are closely related to a thirty-chapter Egyptian work, the Teaching of Amenemope. This work seems to date from some time before Solomon, and it is usually reckoned that Proverbs depends on Amenemope rather than vice versa. The openness to learning from the wisdom of other peoples reflects the theological conviction that the God of Israel is God of all nations and of all of life. It is not therefore surprising when other peoples perceive truths about life which the people of God can also profit from. The thirty sayings encourage us to use our own common sense in our service of God. God’s service does not always require ‘a word from the Lord’ in order for us to see what needs doing!

The Teaching of Amenemope was designed to offer advice to people involved in public service. The thirty sayings have much to say to such people too. First, such people are to heed the insights of wisdom (22:17-21, where give sound answers to him who sent you reflects their work as go-betweens; 23:12, 13-16, 22-25; 24:3-7, 13-14). They need to avoid wasting time on fools who will take no notice of them (23:9). They need to note good examples (22:29) and avoid wrong influences—for instance, people who might set them an example of hotheadedness rather than coolness, an important concern of Egyptian wisdom (22:24-25), or people inclined to rebellion (24:21-22).

Secondly, like ordinary people learning from the insights of the wise, they are to remember God’s involvement in their lives and work and expect to see results from it (22:19, 23~ 23:11,

17;24:12,18,21). 

Thirdly, they are to remember the moral demands of their work and how easily power can be abused (22:22-23, 28; 23:10-11; 24:8-9, 15-16). But they also need to be wary of the opposite danger, being recklessly indulgent with people in financial difficulties (22:26-27). They can never say, ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ (24:11-12), and their responsibility extends to their thoughts and not just their words and actions (24:17).

Fourthly, they are to remember the danger of self-indulgence. It can make them forget the real issues they are concerned with and their position, forget the transience of wealth, and take someone’s friendship at its face value when they should be asking why the person is being so generous (23:1-9—the idea in v 9 is that the nice conversation will stick in their throat when the truth dawns). It can make them envy or fret at the transient success of wrongdoers (23:17-18; 24:1-2, 19-20). It can make them forget how much can be wasted in self-indulgence and how ill this can make them (23:19-21, which point to the relationship of self-indulgence and sloth, one of wisdom’s favourite themes; 23:29-35, where mixed wine is wine mixed with substances such as honey, the equivalent of our cocktails). It can make them yield to the temptation of sex outside marriage (23:26-28). Facing pressure will reveal what they are actually made of (24:10).

24:23-34 Further wise sayings

These form a mixed collection added to the thirty sayings. They include two short comments on our appreciation of someone who will talk straight (the literal meaning of the word translated honest in v 26) and on the need to have enough to eat before indulging in ‘building a house’ (27). The latter may be meant quite literally, but the same phrase can refer to starting a family; the nature of a proverb like this is to be open to a number of applications. Two longer sayings cover behaviour in court on the part of judges (not a profession but a task undertaken by senior members of a community) (23-25) and on the part of witnesses (28-29; these two verses seem to belong together and thus each helps us to see the meaning of the other).

 The longest of the sayings is one of Proverbs’ fine pen-pictures of one of its favourite (or rather least favourite) characters, the idler (30-34). He is unreliable (10:26; 18:9), unfulfilled (13:4; 21:25), beset by problems (15:19), hungry (19:15; 20:4), full of excuses (22:13; 26:13), never finishing anything (12:27; 19:24; 26:15), poverty-stricken (12:24) and incorrigible (26:14, 16). 6:6-11; 19:24 and 26:13-16 are further memorable word pictures. Contrast the person who works hard (12:24,27; 13:4; 16:26; 21:5). Hard work is a wisdom virtue, necessary to gaining wisdom and to success in life; thus laziness is the opposite.

25:1—29:27 Sayings transcribed at the court of Hezekiah
Chapters 25—29 parallels 10:1—22:16 in that much of it comprises one-line sayings, and some sections of it arrange the sayings on the basis of verbal links, particularly in chapter 25—e.g., the phrase the king’s presence in vs 5 and 6; neighbor in vs 8 and 9 and hears and listening (the same
Hebrew verb) in vs 10 and 12. In cb. 25 the sayings come in pairs (see the NIV paragraphing), while in ch. 26 they are gathered into larger groups. Sometimes the link lies in the form of the saying—e.g., 25:13 and 14 are both weather comparisons.

There is a great delight in vivid metaphor and simile in the first half of this collection. They are sharper than the translation implies, because the words ‘like’ and ‘is’, or ‘as’ and ‘so’, are not usually expressed (they appear in 25:13; 26:1, 2, 8, 18; 27:8, but not elsewhere). Thus 25:14 simply says ‘Clouds and wind without rain; a man who boasts of gifts he does not give’. The result is to require the hearers of the saying to work out its meaning; it is not handed to them on a plate.

25:1 Introduction. 
In the light of the Egyptian background of the thirty sayings, it is interesting that this next collection is said to have been edited in the time of King Hezekiah, the period during which Judah had closest contact with Egypt. Isaiah 30—31 warns Judah against the human wisdom of assuming that Egypt is its best ally, and failing to take God into account. In preserving the material in Proverbs 25—29 the teachers of Hezekiah’s day encouraged people to take a positive view of human wisdom, but they, too—like the compilers of earlier chapters—warn people not to leave God out of account.
25:2-7 Kingship. 
In the light of the courtly origin of this collection, it is to be expected that the first actual sayings—three pairs—concern matters to do with the king. The affairs of God involve mystery; chapter 30 will take this point further. This recognition is important, as often Proverbs seems to imply that theology is all very straightforward. Proverbs does not take this view, In contrast, the this-worldly affairs the king is concerned with are ones over which he has complete mastery (2). On the other hand, the mind of the king itself is like God’s own (3). It needs to be, if it is to be up to the demands placed upon it, and the king is well advised to conceal some of his feelings and policies if he is to mainrain authority and respect. Thus flattered, he is confronted by a challenge in the use of his authority (4-5), while the court are given some advice regarding their conduct in relation to him (6-7—to which 14:7-11 appears to owe something).

25:8-28 Conflict. 
Like parts of preceding chapters, the main theme of the sayings in this section is the nature of conflict and the way to avoid or resolve it. First, do not rush into public conflict, certain that right is on your side, nor ifyou make it a private matter, reveal all your sources; either way you may end up humiliated (8-10). Don’t lose your self-control, or you may find you have lost everything (28). Don’t be put off from speaking the truth in love and resisting evil (cf. v 26—but the verse comes here because of the image which contrasts with that in v 25) but be careful how you do it (11-12; v 11 has the same form as other comparisons, so that the NJB renders ‘Like apples of gold inlaid with silver is a word that is aptly spoken’—the NIV reverses it).

We now turn to relations with one’s superiors. If they are tired and potentially hostile, reliability will refresh them and thus be a favour to oneself (13; comparison with v 25 suggests the reference is to ice-cold water from springs fed by Mt Hermon snows even in summer, not to the actual fall of snow in summer). When one has to disagree with one’s superiors, care in the words one uses is of key importance. The right words can break the backbone of their resistance (15).

Even when it is not under pressure, neighbourly harmony needs to be protected. Don’t outstay your welcome, therefore (16-17; the image from v 16a reappears in v 27), don’t tell lies or betray confidences (18-19, 23), and don’t (accidentally?) increase your neighbour’s suffering by your insensitivity (20). One might connect with this the reminder not to promise people more than you can deliver (14).

Neighbours might be divided into friends and enemies, and one’s enemy (21-22) is likely also to be one’s neighbour. The command to love one’s neighbour (Lv. 19:18) presumably has enemies as much as friends in mind; ]esus’ command to love one’s enemies thus only makes it clearer. This same principle is connected to the concern to win one’s hostile neighbour to repentance (22a refers to signs of repentance, presumably figurative). In offering advice on restoring harmony to the community, however, teachers here appeal to more selfish instincts.Their point is that loving our enemy/neighbour may be the best way of achieving our own desire to end the other person’s hostility, as well as being a policy God approves. Paul affirms their approach (Rom.12:20). Conflict at home may be the most painful and the most intractable (24).

Notes. 

23 In Israel rain comes not from the north but from the Mediterranean, the west (cf. Lk. 12:54). Perhaps the proverb had its origin where rain did come from the north; it might be another indication of Egyptian influence on Proverbs.
26:1-12 The fool. 

There is little definition of folly here, but vivid illustration of it. Fools can in theory appreciate wisdom, can perhaps learn it by rote, but they do not know how to use it (7). They are like students who have accumulated knowledge but not acquired the ability to apply it: like someone who has a dangerous weapon but does not know how to use it (9—unless the point of this verse is that they have only acquired their knowledge by accident). Nor can they profit from their mistakes (11). By definition, fools are not going to learn from these sayings. What are the wise to learn from them? They are to register that to honour fools is ridiculously out of place (1, 8—a stone is placed in a sling in order to be projected, not to be kept there). They are to use the method of training appropriate to fools (3). They are to avoid using fools if they want to get something achieved (6, 10; v 10 implies that something will be achieved, but there is no way of knowing what it will be). They are to avoid fancying themselves superior to fools, which may prove that they aren’t (12, the sting in the tail of this section).

Vs 4-5 offer striking contrary advice regarding how one answers a fool’s foolish questions. It depends on whether one takes the fool’s question seriously, or dismisses it and thus behaves

the way the fool does with issues. Life is complex and the same easy answer is not applicable

to every situation. The wise person is one who can see which piece of wisdom applies in each

circumstance.
Notes. 
2 This verse comes here not because it continues the theme but because its form links it with v 1: both are comparisons from nature and in both the actual words ‘like’ and ‘so’ are present in the text, as is not usually the case in the comparisons in these chapters. Because words can be very powerful, particularly prayers or declarations of blessing and curse, one might fear that a curse will inevitably be fulfilled; this saying promises that this is not so.
26:13-16 Laziness. 
Four cartoons of lazy people with their implausible excuses, their rigidity (a hinge is meant to keep turning but never move, a man is not), their sluggishness and their monumental self-deceit. (See on 24:30-34.)
26:17—27:22 Friendship. 

The subject of 26:17-22 is quarrels (see vs 17, 20-21). They may spring from a character defect, a quarrelsome disposition (21), but a particular cause is the stupidity which takes a joke too far

(18-19). One way to stop them is to stop malicious talk (20), though that is easier said than done (22). It is best not to attempt to resolve someone else’s quarrel (17).

The related topic of 26:23-28 is deceitfulness in personal relationships (see vs 24, 26, 28). This is a warning against the gap there may be between friendly words and the mind behind them. The wise always keep in the back of their mind the possibility that there is more than meets the ear to what someone says, and they learn to recognize the deceitful person (23-26a). The sayings promise that the deceiver will pay for it in public dishonour and personal pain (26b-28).

27:1-22 comprise individual sayings broadly relating to good relationships. At the beginning,

vs 1-2 warn about two forms of boastmg (praise is the same word as boast); in this context the stress is on the second with its implications for relationships (cf. also vs 21 and 18 for a practical

comment on gaining a reputation). The sayings go on to warn about the vexation caused by folly

(3; cf. vs 11-12, 22), about the power of jealousy which even exceeds that of furious anger (4),

and later about the destructiveness of greed (20).
The sayings turn to friendship and begin negatively, but they affirm the positive value of an honest rebuke by a friend, over against a love which hides itself and does not say the hard thing (5) or an enmity which hides itself in apparent love (6). In the context of v 9, which speaks of the sweetness of friendship, v 7 speaks of how easily the friendless can let themselves be deceived by pretended friendship such as that described in v 6a. Friendship can be creatively uncomfortable (17, where another is literally ‘one’s neighbour’), and perhaps in v 19, where the idea may be that we discover ourselves through getting to know someone else (cf. the NJB). Vs 15-16 also belong in the context of v 9, for the perfume of v 9 is the oil of v 16. The expansion in v 16 of the familiar sentiment expressed in v 15 thus makes a poignant point: love is like perfume, and when love is lost the perfume cannot be recaptured.
More positively, the sweetness and joy of friendship lie in the positive advice it can bring, rescuing us from our own devices (9), and in the way that we rely on our friends during a crisis
rather than having to go miles to get the support of members of our family (10)—though better not to have strayed away in the first place (8). Friendship therefore needs to be safeguarded (14); to make a show of it may be counterproductive! .

Neighbourliness is a recurrent theme in Proverbs. It has great potential for the health of the community, especially when individuals are in need (14:21; 27:10)—though it can also do harm (see 16:29; 25:18; 29:5). One therefore needs to be wary of actions which may destroy neighbourliness: putting one’s own interests first rather than doing good or paying dues (3:27, 28; cf. 14:20; 21:10), failing to take action in the event of a real financial mistake (6:1-5), betraying a neighbour’s trust (3:29), picking a fight for short-term gain (3:30-31), dallying with a neighbour’s wife (6:29), destroying one’s neighbours with words (11 :9), humiliating them in public (11:12), putting up security for them unwisely (17:18), lying about them in court (24:28), being too quick to go to law (25:8), telling them the gossip about them (25:9-10), and—more humorously—taking their welcome for granted (25:17), playing practical jokes on them (26:18-19) or being too cheerful with them too early in the morning (27:14). 



Notes. 
27:13 For the content, see on 6:1-5. But here the saying links with v 2 (where another and someone else are the words translated anger and wayward in v 13); it warns against being too gullible in relation to the people 
whose words (v 2) had encouraged us to trust. 
27:23-27 Safeguarding long-term assets. 
There are assets which seem very attractive but may not last (24). It is thus important to safeguard more long-term assets such as flocks which can provide you with clothing, capital, and nourishment (26-27) by caring for their condition (23) and working out the right programme of cropping for their feed (25)—with right timing a farmer can get two crops in year.




 

28:1-18 Righteousness, wisdom and religion. 
We have noted that the earlier section in chapters 25-27 contain vivid pen-pictures. They have made few references to righteousness and wickedness, or to God. In chapters 28-29 the balance is reversed, and questions of  morality and theology return. There are many references to God (5), righteousness (8), wickedness (10), wrong/sin (5), justice (3), evil in the moral sense (2), integrity/blamclessness, perversity (2), uprightness (3) and other 
matters. These chapters thus repeat convictions about morality and wisdom which have appeared in earlier parts of Proverbs. Righteousness and wickedness receive their reward (28:1, 10, 18), but even when they are not doing so, the former is to be preferred to the latter (6). Wisdom is the key to the stability of the state (2), while conversely an oppressive ruler fails in his most basic duty (3: rain is designed to encourage crops but it can do the opposite). The tyrant is as great a danger to people as a raging wild animal (5),and his lack of discernment is also a danger to himself  (16-17). People thus recognize that it is good news when the righteous do well and bad news when the wicked prosper (12, cf. 28; 29:2). Thesc chapters also refer to torah (law). In general, torah means teaching or instruction; teaching or instruction of the wise (e.g., 1:8) or that of a prophet (e.g., Is. 8:16). But in 


28:4, 7, 9; 29:18, in the context of those moral and theological sayings, Israelites would surely understand torah to refer to the teaching of Moses.
Generally in Proverbs, understanding or discernment are the everyday personal qualities and skills of common sense which the wise seek to teach (e.g., 10:13; 19:25). This would be the natural way to take the references to understanding and knowledge in 28:2, 11, 16, 22; 29:19). In 28:5, however, understanding or discernment is something which depends on seeking God as opposed to being an evil person, and in v 7 the discerning son is not merely the one who obeys his father but the one who keeps torah (cf. 29:7, where ‘have no such concern’ is literally  ‘do not understand knowledge’).

The religious and moral understanding of knowledge and discernment in these verses also provides the hearer with a new context for understanding those words elsewhere. Even where they come in what looks at first sight their everyday sense (see 28:2, 11; 29:19) they have spiritual and moral overtones. It is particularly noteworthy how torah, wickedness, evil, justice, and seeking God come together in 28:4-5 with its picture of the moral world getting turned topsy-turvy when people ignore torah and fail to seek God. Integrity/blamelessness, perverseness, torah, and discernment then come together in vs 6-7, where the specific theme is possessions: riches and poverty in v 6, squandering wealth in v 7 (cf. the REB) and the amassing of excessive profits in v 8. Torah, prayer, uprightness, and blamelessness come together similarly in vs 9-10, and sin, confession, mercy, awe and hardening the heart in vs 13-14 (though there is no actual  reference to God there, the LORD  in the NIV being an addition—cf. the NRSV).

Notes. 

17 Tormented comes from the same verb as tyrannical in v 16; it thus suggests that the tormentor is in due course tormented.
28:19-27 Prosperity. 

Hard work is the key to prosperity (19). But the quest for prosperity—or even survival—which operates selfishly and brooks no compromises is wrong, blind, and futile (20-24). As in vs 1-18, a comment from a religious perspective then throws this wise teaching in a new context (25): the quest for prosperity is also inclined to divide one from other people; and paying that price is doubly stupid because the key to whether one reaches prosperity is one’s trust in God. People who trust in themselves instead are likewise doubly stupid (26). Paradoxically, giving is the key to having, in more than one sense (27). Wrong/sin, trust, God, folly, and wisdom thus strikingly come together once more in vs 24-26. Wisdom here has overtones again of the spiritual and moral. Wisdom and trust in God are set alongside each other, both being the opposite of

trust in oneself.

28:28—29:27 Power and righteousness.

Once more the nature and fruit of righteousness and wickedness are expounded, particularly their effect on community life and its leadership. It is in society’s best interest for the righteous rather than the wicked to flourish and hold power in the community (28:28; 29:2); actually it is also in the interest of the wicked (1). For rulers to rule with justice is the means of the country’s stability (4), and of the stability of their own rule (14). The influence of arrogant know-alls on the community is likely to be an increase in tension rather than in harmony (8-9), and once a ruler is known to place no premium on truth he will find that his subordinates are quite willing to operate his way (12). He needs to be aware that exaltation and lowliness can easily be reversed (23). Leaders in particular are thus to be concerned for the needy (7). Such righteousness is allied with wisdom and brings joy (3, 5, 15), knows the meaning of self-control (11), is prepared to discipline (17,19, 21) and loathes wrongdoing (27).

Leaders will oppose the wickedness which cares nothing for the needy (7) and both detests and actively attacks the upright (10, 27), which gives full vent to thoughts and feelings (11, 20,

22), and which often masks itself in flattery (5) but pays its own price (6,16,24).

Like other aspects of wisdom and morality, the wisdom and morality of leadership and community life are also here set in the context of faith. The reminder that God is creator of both poor and oppressor is reassurance to the one and challenge to the other (13) and theologically underlies the promise to the king that fairness to the poor will contribute to the stability of his throne (14). The stability of society itself depends on openness to revelation and responsiveness to torah (18). Revelation is a term for a prophet’s teaching on God’s will and purpose (cf. Is. 1:1).
Presumably Where there is no revelation means ‘where God’s revelation is ignored’ (the mere existence of revelation, of course, does not prevent the people casting off restraint, as the prophets’ ministry shows). This saying, unique in the Wisdom books, brings together the Torah and the Prophets as the key to the blessing and order of the community (in v 18b it makes best sense to take the people as the subject of the verb as it is in v 18a—i.e. ‘it is blessed when it

keeps torah’). That comment encourages us to read the understanding of v 19 as a spiritual discernment (see on 28:1-18). The close of the verse indicates that this spiritual discernment is not actually there. (He will not respond is literally ‘there is no response’, so that the phrase closes off vs 18-19 in a way which balances there is no revelation.) The temptation is to make people such as rulers the object of our fear and trust and our resource for action for justice, but God is the true object of these attitudes and the final resource of this hlessing (26-27).
Notes. 
3 Brings joy is a form of the verb ‘rejoice’ which appeared in v 2—placed here, the saying suggests how wisdom, like righteousness can be a cause of rejoicing to people. 
24 The accomplice cannot come forward and testify, and therefore bears the guilt which attaches to the offence (cf. Lv. 5:1).

30:1-33 Sayings of Agur

30:1-9 Introduction. 
We know nothing of Agur, Jakeh, Ithiel, or Ucal (1), and they may well be of foreign origin (cf. 31:1 and comment). But this mystery sets the right tone for the mystery Agur wishes to confess (2-4). We have noted that often Proverbs can seem to be teaching rather over-confident generalizations about how life works and how God works, whereas both are more mysterious than the generalizations suggest. Here Proverbs knows that well. Vs 2-3 might seem to suggest that the problem lies in Agur’s lack of intelligence; v 4 makes clear the irony of his opening statement. He is simply the only one who openly acknowledges ignorance because of the inherent

mystery of the things of God. Yet there is a further irony; v 1 has already described his sayings as an oracle, a standard term for a prophetic word from God (cf. e.g., Is.13:1; though the margin notes that the word oracle could be understood as the name of the Arabian country Massa mentioned in Gn. 25:14). The irony continues in vs 5-6. Although Agur has suggested that neither he nor anyone else has brought knowledge from heaven to earth, he also implies that there are words from God, which as such are refined and reliable, and demand acceptance without meddling. The introduction concludes with Agur’s prayer to be kept from falsehood, but also more strikingly from extremes of wealth and poverty, because he sees the snag of both. He reminds us that when Proverbs speaks of the wealthy and the poor, as it often does, it is not referring to two groups which between them include everyone. Most people belong in between, and this is where Agur wishes to be. His solemn acknowledgment of the mystery of life and of

God (note that he uses the Israelite name for God, Yahweh), is like that of Ecclesiastes (see

Ec. 7:16-18). 
30:10-17 Self-assertiveness. 
Three units relate to each other here. Cursing is the verbal link between the saying in v 10 and the longer unit vs 11-14. The former warns against interfering in other people’s affairs in a way that may rebound; he might be master or servant. Then in vs 11-14 each verse describes a group of people whose arrogant self-assertiveness is disapproved of. Such lists often come to a climax at the end, and v 14 is twice as long as the other verses. At its climax, then, the unit also links back to vs 7-9 with its theme of poverty—though its actual words for poor and needy are different from those in vs 7-9. V 15a follows on from that, in that the leech with its suckers seems to be a figure for a grasping instinct on the part of human beings, and vs 15b-16 continue that theme. V 17 takes us back to where we started in v 10.
30:18-33 Things that come in fours.

The ‘three or four’ sayings in vs 15b-16 leads into several sayings of comparable form (see on 6:16-19) in vs 18-33. The climax of the first (18-19) again lies in the last item in its list: the way a man may get his way with a woman shares the mystery of the three things described in vs

18-19a. The saying in v 20 is an independent one, added to it quite appropriately in the light of its subject, as it puts the matter the other way round.

In the second and third numerical sayings j21-23; 24-28) there is no working to a climax. Four people are described; all enjoy unexpected success; all can be equally tiresome. There is some humour about this saying, as there is about some others in the chapter. V 23a probably refers to a woman who seemed to be ‘on the shelf but then catches a man; v 23b perhaps refers to a servant who has a baby when her mistress is infertile. Then four animals are described; all achieve great things despite their limitations, thus all show great wisdom. Human beings should learn from them. The fourth saying does come to a climax. Its animal pictures, too, are there to illustrate a

human reality, the stately power of the king, which becomes explicit at the end. There is thus some irony in comparing the king not to a lion but to a cock and a he-goat; the king is being gently put in his place. But at least his status belongs to him; vs 32-33 follows as a warning against exalting ourselves to a stateliness which does not belong to us at all. Turning, twisting, and stirring up are all the same word in Hebrew.
31:1-31 Sayings of King Lemuel

31:1 Introduction. 
As with Agur, we know nothing of King Lemuel beyond his name, though if he is a king, he is not an Israelite one. Like Agur’s, his words demand to be treated as a prophetic oracle.

1:2-9 Three exhortations. 
Lemuel’s mother urges her son to avoid other women (2-3), though in a style quite different from ch. 1-9. Her vows were presumably promises made to God in connection with his birth (cf. 1 Sa.

1:11, 27-28). Lemuel is also to leave strong drink to people who need to drown their sorrows, because in his case it may make him neglect his royal obligation to the oppressed (4-7). That leads into a clear call to this royal responsibility (8-9).
31:10-31 The complete woman. 
Vs 10-31 are often treated as separate from the sayings of Lemuel. But every other independent unit in Proverbs has its own heading, and the absence of such a heading in v 10 suggests that this section should be seen as part of the sayings of Lemuel. The fact that Lemuel’s sayings came from his mother (1) suggests that this last section of the book is a woman’s description of a woman’s role. It comprises an acrostic of twenty-two verses beginning with the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, a poetic form which suggests a complete exploration of its subject. The sequence of the statements in the portrait is then formal rather than logical.

‘The truly capable woman’ (NJB) is a better rendering of the opening phrase. It portrays her exercising responsibility for the provision of food and clothing for the household, and also being involved in managing financial and business affairs outside the house itself. She also cares for the needy, and fulfils a wise teaching ministry. This element in the portrait suggests that, as an authoritative teacher at the end of Proverbs (like Lemuel’s mother in v 1), she parallels Ms Wisdom in the opening chapters (cf. corresponding expressions in 3:13-18; 9:1-6). Woman’s teaching role in the book alongside man’s (e.g., 1:8; 6:20) fulfils part of the vision in Gn. 1—2 of man and woman together representing the image of God and called to exercise authority in the world on God’s behalf, and invites men and women to seek to realize this vision in the world. Lemuel’s mother (who as the queen-mother might exercise very significant political power) encourages the complete woman to make the most of and to push the boundaries of what a woman’s role might mean in a patriarchal society. Men generally need little encouragement to make their mark and achieve; women can be tempted to settle for the demure role in life, which has often been all that such society expects of them} and thus fail to realize their God-given

potential for making their own mark .

There are, of course, other aspects to Scripture’s vision of womanhood (such as those in the

Song of Songs), but this encouragement to womanhood to achieve is an important aspect of

that vision as a whole. The capable woman wins the respect and honour of her husband and children and those of the wider community, not least because her own commitment to God underlies this productive life of hers (30).
