


Estes writes that, “Because proverbial literature reflects 
observation of universal human experience, it is difficult 
or perhaps difficult to determine accurately the original 

setting of the book.” 



The various settings that have been proposed by 
scholars are: 

1. The clan
2. The court
3. The scribal schools
4. The family
5. The "wise" men
6. The law



Again, the reality is that the wisdom literature encompasses all 
these settings depending on the particular passage or proverb 

you are dealing with.  The scope of the wisdom literature 
encompasses every facet of life and living.



The book of Proverbs begins with an explicit 
purpose statement in 1:2-6.

NIV Proverbs 1:1-6  The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of 
Israel: 2 for attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding 
words of insight; 3 for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life, 

doing what is right and just and fair; 4 for giving prudence to the 
simple, knowledge and discretion to the young-- 5 let the wise 

listen and add to their learning, and let the discerning get 
guidance-- 6 for understanding proverbs and parables, the 

sayings and riddles of the wise.

Estes writes that the main verb that is central to this passage 
is the verb to "hear."   (Compare this with Deuteronomy 6:4-
5, The "Shema" of Israel).



Based on this passage, the four purposes for 
"hearing" are: 

1. To know wisdom (2a)
2. To understand wisdom sayings (2b)
3. To subscribe to moral insight (3)
4. To move toward maturity (4)

Proverbs frequently uses the address, "my son," implying 
the nature of the teacher-student relationship as they 
were being prepared to meet the dynamics of life as 
prepared and as open-eyed as possible.  Often in Proverbs 
we see the way of wisdom being contrasted with the way 
of folly.



Because of the nature of this relationship, and 
the overall tone of the book, many scholars have 
stressed the theme of moral character as being 
the main objective of the book. 

Fox writes the following observation: 

"Wisdom is a configuration of soul; it is 
moral character" 



1. Perception

Perception is more than simple observation; it 
involves the selective internalization and integration
of events, thereby giving shape to the way people 
experience events and render them meaningful.  
Perception is therefore the essence of self in 
relation; in relation to the perceived world, including 
God, and to the history and pattern of one's 
choices. 

Based on this premise of moral character Brown 
highlights three elements that make up "character."



1. Perception

The ancient sages who espoused wisdom perceived 
the world and all things being subject to and 
ordered by God's will, be it discernable or 
inscrutable.  In other words, how one perceives the 
world plays a vitally important role for the wise. 

Based on this premise of moral character Brown 
highlights three elements that make up "character." 



2. Intention

Intention consists of "expressions of character which 
show aim, direction, purpose; they express the 
volitional side of character.  Through intention, the 
language of character casts the self as having 
duration and growth, the self in formation. 

Based on this premise of moral character Brown 
highlights three elements that make up "character." 



3. Virtue

Virtue is a disposition, which denotes the pattern of 
choices an individual makes.  Dispositions comprise 
persistent attitudes or "habits" of the heart and 
mind that dispose one to a consistency of certain 
action and expression. 

Based on this premise of moral character Brown 
highlights three elements that make up "character." 



3. Virtue

Virtue is both a disposition and a standard; it is 
based on reason and the source of good conduct.  
These are dynamic and can be acquired through 
education and practice. 

Based on this premise of moral character Brown 
highlights three elements that make up "character." 

Virtue is a "quality which permits the reason and 
will…to achieve their maximum capacity on the 
moral plane." 



1. Effective instruction and "wise dealing."

Denotes action that ensures the successful pursuit of desired 
objectives and results. It can connote prosperity (Prov 17:8), as 
well as that which brings prosperity, such as reputation and 
good sense (Prov. 3:4; 12:8; 13:15).  Other noted examples 
would be prudence, resourcefulness, cool-headedness, caution, 
courage, good-sense, and persistence. It is also pragmatic and 
refined from well-tested experience and conduct. 

Out of the Wisdom literature of Proverbs, four "virtue 
themes" arise: 



1. Effective instruction and "wise dealing."

NIV Proverbs 12:8 A man is praised according to his wisdom, 
but men with warped minds are despised.

NIV Proverbs 13:15 Good understanding wins favor, but the way 
of the unfaithful is hard.

Out of the Wisdom literature of Proverbs, four "virtue 
themes" arise: 



2. Righteousness, justice, and equity 

These carry distinct moral as well as communal connotations, 
especially in the realm of governance.  All three are items of 
praise in relation to the character of God, and all three reflect 
the way social relations are to be structured. 

NIV Proverbs 2:9 Then you will understand what is right and just 
and fair-- every good path.



3. Prudence and discretion 

Prudence is contrasted with those who are simple.  The prudent 
person heeds admonition, is cautious, and does not believe 
everything like the simple do.  They ignore insults rather than 
becoming inflamed with anger, understand and avoid danger, 
and are endowed with knowledge but do not flaunt it. 

NIV Proverbs 27:12 The prudent see danger and take refuge, but the 
simple keep going and suffer for it.

NIV Proverbs 12:16 A fool shows his annoyance at once, but a 
prudent man overlooks an insult.



4. Skill

The term denotes the art of solving problems and meeting the 
challenges that face individuals as they navigate life.  It is seen in 
the arenas of battle strategy, diplomacy, and negotiation to the 
more mundane and pedestrian ones; like household and personal 
to name a couple.

This entails a constellation of "skills", from the cognitive to the 
practical.



4. Skill 

NIV Proverbs 22:29 Do you see a man skilled in his work? He will 
serve before kings; he will not serve before obscure men.

NIV Proverbs 11:14 For lack of guidance a nation falls, but many 
advisers make victory sure.



The Nature of Proverbs

As highlighted in the textbook, Wisdom Literature is 
found throughout the writings of the ancient world, with 
the greater influences on the Biblical Wisdom Literature 
coming from Egypt and Mesopotamia.  Though the 
genre of "wisdom" is found throughout the Ancient 
Near East, Biblical Wisdom Literature developed upon a 
theological continuum distinct from the nations around 
them, even though they may have borrowed some of its 
forms. 



What is a Proverb? 

"A proverb is a brief pungent maxim crystallizing 
experience." 

It is not intended to be a precise statement that can 
be taken as a promise or an absolute, but instead is a 
general principle crafted to be memorable.



Fee and Stuart define them further:  

"A proverb is a brief, particular expression of truth.  The 
briefer a statement is, the less likely it is to be totally precise 
and universally acceptable.  We know that long, highly 
qualified, detailed statements of fact are not only often 
difficult to understand but virtually impossible for most 
people to memorize.  So, the proverbs are phrased in a 
catchy way, so as to be learnable by anyone." 



Waltke renders another aspect of proverbs in 
terms of their relationship to biblical theology 

The meaning of Eng. "proverbs" differs somewhat from the 
Hebrew term as used in Proverbs…in English a proverb 
refers to a short, pithy saying that has popular currency, but 
the masal refers to an apothegm that has currency among 
those who fear the Lord." 



Apart from the shorter proverbial sayings that have 
become so popular with the Book of Proverbs, there are 
sections of longer "narratives" that have been classified 
as "admonitions" or "extended instructions" (as 
primarily found in chapters 1-9). 

The book of Proverbs provides wise sayings and 
observations designed to develop proper attitudes and 
godly behaviour. 


