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A LIFE WELL LIVED

Wisdom is a Person with whom we can have a relationship.

People want to succeed in life. In the 
workplace, relationships, finances—in 
every area of life—they crave success. 
This drive to thrive inevitably draws 
people to quick fixes and easy steps. 
They seek advice from TV talk shows, 
books, or the Internet. 

What we know from the Bible, 
however, is that the wisdom needed for 
life comes not from quick tips and easy 
steps; true wisdom is a Person with 
whom we can have a relationship. 

The Book of Proverbs reveals God’s 
principles for successful living. The 
theme of the book is stated in this way: 
“The fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7). This means 
wisdom has a starting point. It begins 
with a personal relationship with 
God. The Bible speaks of Jesus as “the 
wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:24). Thus, 
coming to a saving knowledge of God 
through the Person of Jesus Christ is 
the beginning of a life well lived.

Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, 
and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me” (John 14:6). 
He is waiting for you now. 

•  Admit to God that you are a sinner. 
Repent, turning away from your sin.

•  By faith receive Jesus Christ as 
God’s Son and accept His gift of 
forgiveness. He took the penalty for 
your sin by dying on the cross.

•  Confess your faith in Jesus Christ 
as Savior and Lord. Pray similar to 
this as you call on God to save you: 
“Dear God, I know that You love me. 
I confess my sin and need of salvation. 
I turn away from my sin and place my 
faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord. 
In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

Tell a pastor or another Christian about 
your decision. Show others your faith 
in Christ by asking for baptism by 
immersion in your local church.
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The decision was made to serve donuts on the shuttle vans. The church used 
off-campus parking and needed to encourage people to park there, so donuts 
seemed to be a simple solution. The only problem was that parents began 
dropping their kids off in the remote parking lot so the kids could grab a 
donut but the parents proceeded to follow the van in their cars and park in 
the crowded church parking lot.

Someone observed what was happening and offered some wisdom—
serve coffee on the shuttle van instead. Parents began dropping their kids 
off at the church and then enjoyed a few moments of peace and some coffee 
while riding the shuttle from the remote lot. We live in a world that may 
seem simple at times, but the simple is often what makes it so complex. This 
is true in part because we live in a system where everything is connected. 
One decision impacts others, having a ripple effect. Systems theory refers to 
this as simplexity, and this simplexity points to our need for wisdom.    

Some people seek out professional analysts to help them navigate this 
world while others turn to their trusted friends and mentors. Solomon 
discovered that the only place to go when trying to figure out this simplex 
world was to the One who created it in the first place. Solomon recorded 
the wisdom God revealed to him in Proverbs and Song of Songs. Learning 
from these Bible books helps us fulfill Paul’s directive to live as wise people 
(Eph. 5:15).

As we study Proverbs and Song of Songs, we will discover the wisdom of 
God and principles for living in ways that please our Creator. Not everything 
we discover will be easy nor will it be simple, but it will be right.

May God grant us a glimpse of His wisdom and give us courage to act on 
what we discover.

Dwayne McCrary

Team Leader, Adult Explore the Bible

A WORD FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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INTRODUCTION TO PROVERBS; 
SONG OF SONGS
During my time of combat duty in Vietnam, I lost several personal items. 
One such item was a small chain necklace bearing a jewel-studded, white-
gold cross. It wasn’t the necklace’s monetary worth that I grieved most 
but rather the sentimental value—who gave me the necklace and why. On 
the day I left for Vietnam, my girlfriend and future wife, Pamela, fastened 
it around my neck as a reminder of our love and a prayer for our future 
life together. She had worn the necklace since the day I met her. Now she 
wanted me to wear it so that I would think of her every day wherever I was 
and whatever happened. Losing this necklace accidentally during my time 
in Vietnam wounded me deeply. 

When God created human beings, He designed us to live in relationship—
relationship with Him but also with one another. Marriage is a crucial 
relationship, but there are other vital relationships as well. We have 
relationships with our government, our neighbors, our guests, total strangers, 
different businesses, our children and other relatives, just to name a few. But 
our relationship with God is paramount. It shapes all the others. The Books 
of Proverbs and Song of Songs provide divine instructions for acceptable, 
meaningful conduct in these various relationships.

  WISDOM LITERATURE

In the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament), both Proverbs and Song of 
Songs are included in the category of divinely inspired wisdom literature. 
Wisdom may be defined as the appropriate application of knowledge. 
Awareness that a light socket contains electrical current is knowledge. 
Keeping one’s finger out of the socket to avoid being shocked exemplifies 
a basic level of wisdom. Inserting a light bulb into the socket to illuminate 
the darkness is a higher level of wisdom.

During the Old Testament era, people perceived that wisdom existed on 
three distinct levels. The basic level included having a skill or a certain ability. 
Training and experience could help an individual attain such wisdom. The 
work of those who supervised the tabernacle’s construction is an example of 
such expertise (see Ex. 31:1-3; 36:1-2). 

A second level of Old Testament wisdom involved living a productive 
and generally successful life. Such wisdom was practical and realistic, often 
centered on maintaining honest, fair, and humble relationships with others. 
Royal administrations and the households of other wealthy families hired 
professional wisdom teachers to educate their children, particularly young 
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males, in the ways of wisdom. Many proverbs (ancient and modern) fall into 
this category. 

A third category of wisdom focused on the profound issues of human 
existence—good and evil, human suffering, life’s meaning and purpose, and 
so forth. Whereas on the second level of wisdom one might ask what to do in 
a specific situation, on the third level one questioned why the circumstance 
existed. The Book of Job is an example of this category.

  DATE AND AUTHORSHIP OF PROVERBS

In the Hebrew Bible, the title of the book is “The Proverbs of Solomon.” This 
does not imply, however, that King Solomon wrote the entire book. While 
he was the primary author (see 1:1; 10:1; 25:1), smaller sections of the book 
are attributed to a group known as “the wise” (see 22:17; 24:23a), a man 
named Agur (30:1), and a king known as Lemuel (31:1). These additional 
names may suggest that some proverbs came from different periods of 
Israel’s history. 

Clearly Solomon played a major role in the production of the biblical book. 
Under his leadership the wisdom movement in Israel reached new heights. 
According to 1 Kings 4:32, Solomon wrote 3,000 proverbs, most if not all 
of which are probably included in the Book of Proverbs. He likely collected 
proverbs as well, some of which were quite old even in his day. For example, 
Bible scholars date some of the “words of the wise” (22:17–23:22) to as early 
as the second millennium BC. The present form of the overall book, however, 
cannot be older than the time of King Hezekiah of Judah, who ruled from 
715 to 687 BC (see Prov. 25:1). 

  PURPOSE AND THEME OF PROVERBS 

Proverbs originally was used to educate the young men in Israelite wisdom 
schools. They were taught to fear God and to avoid evil as a basis for living. 
This purpose was reflected in Proverbs 1:1-7. Specific teachings from the 
book cover numerous facets of human life: wealth and poverty, good and 
evil, family and friends, pride and humility, justice and inequity, gluttony 
and drunkenness, and others. 

Proverbs provides a godly worldview and practical insight for life. Its 
themes remain relevant in the modern world. Its application is beneficial for 
men and women, young and old. The primary theme of the Book of Proverbs, 
as revealed in 1:7 and 9:10, is that true knowledge and wisdom begin with 
a right relationship with God—“the fear of the Lord.” That relationship is 
the key for anyone to live a full, successful, and meaningful life.
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  TITLE OF SONG OF SONGS 

The title of this Bible book comes from the first verse of the Hebrew text, 
which literally reads “Song of the songs which (are) to Solomon.” So the title 
in the Hebrew Scripture is “Solomon’s Song of Songs.” This title identifies the 
song as the very best of Solomon’s songs. The Septuagint [sep TOO uh jint], 
an ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament, listed the book’s title 
simply as “Song.” The Latin equivalent of the Greek title is “Canticles.” Most 
English versions of the Bible use either “Song of Songs” or “Song of Solomon.”

  DATE AND AUTHORSHIP OF SONG OF SONGS 

The first verse of the text associates the poem with King Solomon. However, 
the verse can mean either that Solomon is the song’s author or its subject (or 
perhaps both). We know from 1 Kings 4:32 that Solomon composed not only 
thousands of proverbs but also more than a thousand songs. Hence, there is 
no overwhelming reason to rule out Solomon’s authorship of the song, which 
would place the song’s date as some time in the tenth century BC. 

  INTERPRETING SONG OF SONGS 

Song of Songs has been interpreted in various ways. One ancient tradition 
viewed the book as an allegory of the love between the Lord and His people, 
Israel. A more recent form of this interpretation applies the allegory to 
Christ’s love for the church. While the apostle Paul also used the husband-
wife analogy to describe Christ’s relationship to the church (see Eph. 5:22-33), 
the allegorical interpretation of Song of Songs in this way does not seem likely.

A more likely interpretation is the view that Song of Songs is a love 
song about a groom (Solomon) and his bride. Thus, it provides a wonderful 
description of God’s design for the marriage relationship and thereby 
a model for better understanding the New Testament’s analogy of the church 
as the bride of Christ.

  CHRIST IN PROVERBS AND SONG OF SONGS 

Neither Proverbs nor Song of Songs contain deep theological expositions 
found in other parts of the Hebrew Scriptures. Both books are guidelines 
for daily life. Still, the apostle Paul declared that Old Testament wisdom 
pointed ahead to Jesus, “who became wisdom from God for us” (1 Cor. 1:30). 
Thus, the conduct set forth in Proverbs outlines appropriate Christlike 
behavior for all believers. Song of Song’s emphasis on love in the marriage 
relationship makes it a model for the relationship between Christ and His 
bride, the church.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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OUTLINES OF PROVERBS;  
SONG OF SONGS

PROVERBS

I.  Solomon’s Exhortations and Warnings (1:1–9:18) 
  A. Contrast between wisdom and riches (1:1–3:20) 
  B. Praise of wisdom, love, and worthy conduct (3:21–4:27) 
  C. Warnings against lust, idleness, and deceit (5:1–7:27) 
  D. A portrayal of wisdom (8:1–9:18) 
II.  Solomon’s Proverbs (10:1–29:27) 
  A. Collected proverbs (10:1–22:16) 
  B. Thirty sayings of the wise (22:17–24:22) 
  C. More sayings of the wise (24:23-34) 
  D. Hezekiah’s collection (25:1–29:27) 
III.  Other Proverbs (30:1–31:31) 
  A. Words of Agur (30:1-33) 
  B. Words of Lemuel (31:1-9) 
  C. Praise of a capable wife (31:10-31) 

SONG OF SONGS

I.  Their Story Begins (1:2–2:7) 
II.  Invitation to Enjoy a Spring Day (2:6-17) 
III.  Night of Separation Preceding Wedding (3:1-5) 
IV.  Wedding Day and Night (3:6–5:1) 
V.  Night of separation following wedding night (5:2–7:9) 
VI.  Invitation to Enjoy a Spring Day (7:10–8:4) 
VII. Their Story Complete (8:3-14) 
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C W
God’s Word warns us of the consequences of foolish choices. 

Immediately after graduating from high school, I enrolled in a two-year 
community college. My high school teachers cautioned me to expect more 
rigorous academic demands at the collegiate level, but I paid little attention 
to their warnings. To make matters worse, I discovered a multitude of 
distractions on the college campus. My greater sense of personal freedom 
didn’t work well with the higher expectations and responsibilities. There 
were lots of new potential friends to meet, and learning about them seemed 
a much more appealing use of my time than reading thick textbooks. Then 
there were all the possibilities of playing intramural sports. Listening to a 
lecture in English literature class couldn’t hold a candle to helping my softball 
team win a game. Nearly every day held some distraction from my studies. 
But my foolish behavior would soon prove disastrous.

At the end of my first year of college, the school had no choice but to 
place me on academic probation. More significantly, I lacked sufficient credit 
hours to be recognized as a second-year student. As a result, I lost my student 
deferment and was suddenly ruled eligible to be drafted into the army.

This was the time that the Vietnam War was at its zenith. Sure enough, 
a couple of months later I received a draft notice in the mail. Instead of 
spending the next year skipping classes and seeking fun, I would be trudging 
through the jungles of Southeast Asia as a combat infantryman. I was 
about to receive an education I had not bargained for. Life was about to get 
deadly serious. 

Thankfully, I survived my time of military service in Vietnam. Too many of 
my comrades did not survive. So when I returned home to civilian life and had 
an opportunity to attend the Georgia Institute of Technology, my attitudes 
about school and priorities changed drastically. I eventually graduated with 
two degrees from Georgia Tech and a doctorate in theology from seminary.

All of us are confronted by situations in life that require making choices. 
Proverbs 1:7-19 maps out the consequences of choosing either the wise or 
foolish path in life. For the believer, making the wise choice starts with 
having a right relationship with God.

Session 1 > Proverbs 1:7-19
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 1:1-33

Proverbs is an important example of ancient Israel’s wisdom literature. 
Wisdom can be broadly defined as the appropriate use of knowledge. 
Hence, the term can refer to something as basic and detailed as the step-
by-step instructions for building a sailing vessel. At the other end of the 
spectrum, wisdom can refer to great exploratory essays on matters such as 
justice, suffering, and the purpose of life. In the Bible, the Books of Job and 
Ecclesiastes are good examples of this latter type of wisdom. 

The Book of Proverbs can be said to fall somewhere in between an 
instruction manual and an exploration of life’s meaning. It provides practical 
instructions for living life successfully and avoiding the pitfalls of foolish 
actions. It connects wise, successful living to a right relationship with God 
and warns of the dangers of living foolishly and wickedly. Teachings in the 
Book of Proverbs touch on nearly every facet of human existence: wealth and 
poverty, good and evil, family and friends, pride and humility, justice and 
inequity, gluttony and drunkenness, and others. Its themes remain relevant 
in the modern world. Its application is beneficial for men and women, 
young and old.

Proverbs 1:1-7 serves as an introduction to the entire book. Verse 1 
attributes the entire work to King Solomon, although sections within the 
book give credit to additional contributors. To be sure, Solomon was a prolific 
creator of proverbial sayings in his own right (1 Kings 4:32). However, 
Proverbs 25:1 shows that the final form of the biblical book occurred at 
some point during the reign of King Hezekiah, two centuries after the time 
of Solomon. The small sections attributed to others may have been added 
after the time Solomon wrote the vast majority of the book. 

The initial seven verses in chapter 1 also state the purpose of the Book of 
Proverbs: to instill knowledge and develop wisdom to apply one’s knowledge 
appropriately. Such a purpose begins with having a right relationship with 
God, described concisely in 1:7 as “the fear of the Lord.” In Scripture, this 
phrase refers to a deep and thorough recognition that Israel’s God is the 
Creator of all and therefore is the only appropriate and reliable source of 
wisdom, understanding, and instruction. Only a fool would look elsewhere 
for life’s meaning and how to be truly successful in life.

Proverbs 1:8-19 entreats young men to avoid criminal behavior. The 
criminal element might appeal to a young man’s desire for financial gain 
and peer approval. Solomon warned young men that the criminal lifestyle 
ultimately ends not in success but in a forfeited life.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces
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Proverbs 1:20-33 uses personification to depict wisdom as a woman 
pleading for people to make the right choices in life. She moved around in 
public spaces amidst the commotion of daily life. She directed her entreaty 
at three groups. First, she appealed to the inexperienced (1:22). The Hebrew 
term frequently designates immature young people who have not yet 
determined the path they will take in life. Second, she addressed mockers. 
These people demonstrate a spirit of proud self-sufficiency; thus, they 
disregard both God and humanity. Finally, Lady Wisdom spoke to fools. 
Fools were not mentally deficient but rather made consistently bad choices. 
She concluded her discourse with a warning that continued neglect ended in 
death but a promise of a secure life for those who heeded her counsel. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

STARTING POINT (Prov. 1:7)

Solomon declared that fearing God is the starting point for acquiring 
knowledge, wisdom, and discipline. 

VERSE 7

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise 

wisdom and discipline. 

The expression fear of the Lord represents a statement of faith, a worldview. 
In the expression, fear represents far more than a fleeting emotion. It is rather 
a deep sense of awe, worship, and humble submission to the one, true God. 
In practical terms, the phrase describes a foundational understanding about 
life’s purpose and the manner in which we are to conduct ourselves in life. In 
other words, it is a sober and humble acknowledgment of our accountability 
to Him for the ways we think, speak, and act each day. 

Further, the phrase fear of the Lord describes an awareness of God’s 
absolute holiness (separateness) yet immanent presence (nearness) as well as 
our own sinfulness. That is, we are unworthy to be in His presence, much less 
to seek His favor and blessing. Our only hope is to humbly bow before Him, 
seek His forgiveness (in Christ), trust in His mercy, and commit to live by His 
revealed Word going forward. 

Although Solomon lived long before the time of Jesus Christ, his 
message to the Old Testament people of God pointed to the gospel. Having 
a right relationship with God is the beginning of knowledge. This right 
relationship can only be described as humbly, truthfully affirming the Lord 
as God and submitting oneself to Him in repentance and obedience. 
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The Hebrew term rendered beginning can designate not only the first in order 
but also the first in importance. The word translated knowledge is a general 
term that describes facts and information learned by personal experience 
through the different human senses. It can include basic discoveries reached 
through observation, memory, and analysis. Solomon insisted that having 
a right relationship with God is of first importance in rightly understanding 
and using the knowledge we gain in life.

In contrast, individuals who have no fear of the Lord—that is, no right 
understanding of God or relationship with Him—are fools (see Ps. 14:1). The 
Hebrew term rendered fools refers to more than mental silliness; it describes 
willful moral perversion. The apostle Paul described such people in Romans 
1:21-23 when he wrote, “For though they knew God, they did not glorify 
him as God or show gratitude. Instead, their thinking became worthless, and 
their senseless hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools 
and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal 
man, birds, four-footed animals, and reptiles.” Because their thinking and 
reasoning capacity has become so morally twisted, fools despise wisdom—
the proper use of knowledge. Further, they abhor discipline (“instruction,” 
KJV; ESV; NIV) because they are stubbornly unwilling to admit any 
wrongdoing. The last ones to admit their foolishness are the fools themselves!

Solomon’s use of God’s covenant name in the expression fear of the Lord 
should be noted. The name, written as the Lord in most English Bible 
translations, represents the sacred Hebrew name God revealed to Moses 
in the burning bush encounter (see Ex. 3). During that encounter, God 
commissioned Moses to return to Egypt and lead the Israelites out of slavery 
and into the promised land. Moses asked about what name he was to use 
in calling the Israelites to freedom. God told him to use the name Yahweh, 
meaning “I AM WHO I AM” (Ex. 3:14). From that encounter, the Israelites 
came to understand that the one true God who created the heavens and the 
earth had offered them salvation not only from slavery but also from sin. He 
called them to covenant with Him in faith to become His special, holy people 
(see Ex. 19:4-6). Later, God gave the Israelites His law on Mount Sinai to 
instruct them in the ways of living as His holy people. All of this history was 
bound up in Solomon’s use of the phrase fear of the Lord.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 1:7 and reflect on its application to you as a follower 

of Christ. What does the phrase fear of the LORD mean to you as a believer? 

In what sense does it describe the starting point for Christian living?
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PATH OF OBEDIENCE (Prov. 1:8-9)

Solomon called on young people to heed godly parental counsel, explaining 
that obedience to God’s wisdom leads to favor in life. 

VERSE 8

Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction, and don’t reject your 

mother’s teaching, 

In its opening verses, the Book of Proverbs identifies itself as an instruction 
manual for wise living as part of God’s covenant people (1:1-7). Its instructions 
were aimed particularly at “the inexperienced” (1:4), who in most cases were 
young people—boys in particular. Hence, the early chapters of Proverbs 
often repeat a refrain urging the inexperienced youngster to listen (“hear,” 
KJV; ESV) and not to reject (“forsake,” KJV; ESV; NIV) his parents’ (or 
perhaps teacher’s) guidance. 

Verse 8 reflects parallelism, a common feature of Hebrew poetry. In parallel 
phrases, the wisdom writer emphasizes a singular truth or exhortation. 
Thus, the affirmative command to listen is echoed and amplified by the 
synonymous command to not reject. Likewise, the phrase your father’s 
instruction is echoed in the words your mother’s teaching. Together these 
parallel phrases emphasize the importance of honoring one’s parents by 
obeying their guidance (see Ex. 20:12; Eph. 6:1-4). 

The focus throughout Proverbs on instructing male children (my son) 
reflects the reality that most cultures of the ancient Near East were male-
dominated cultures. There are certainly historical examples of powerful female 
leaders in ancient societies—for example, Cleopatra in Egypt; the queen of 
Sheba in Solomon’s own time (see 1 Kings 10). For the most part, however, the 
kind of training reflected in the Book of Proverbs was aimed at young males 
who were expected to become leaders in their families, villages, and even in 
the royal administration. Today, the wisdom principles set forth in Proverbs 
surely are relevant for followers of Christ of both genders and all ages.

VERSE 9

for they will be a garland of favor on your head and pendants 

around your neck. 

Verse 9 continues the thought of the previous verse, moving a step further 
by indicating the reward of heeding parental guidance. Such teachings prove 
to be a garland of favor (“ornament of grace,” KJV; “garland to grace,” NIV) 
on your head and pendants (“chains,” KJV; “a chain,” NIV) around your 
neck. The Hebrew term rendered garland literally referred to a headdress that 
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signified respect and authority in the community. Similarly, the pendant 
was literally an ornamental necklace or chain worn to signify one’s honored 
social status. Solomon used these terms to indicate that godly wisdom would 
likewise bring favor (grace), respect, health, and even prosperity to those 
young people who consistently “wore”—that is, displayed—such parental 
guidance in their actions and relationships. 

Today, the forms and opportunities of higher education are exponentially 
more available to new generations than in Solomon’s day. One fact, however, 
hasn’t changed: The first and primary school of life for the next generation 
is in the home. Parents are scripturally obligated and authorized to train up 
children in the way they should live (Prov. 22:6; Eph. 6:4). Further, when 
parents center their instruction around principles derived from a right 
relationship with God through Jesus Christ, they can be confident their 
children have a solid foundation to be truly successful in their lifework. 
Obedience to godly counsel leads to favor in life. 

RESIST SIN (Prov. 1:10-14)

In verses 8-9, Solomon emphasized the positive rewards of obeying parental 
instruction. Beginning in verse 10, he made a similar appeal but focused on 
the negative results of going the opposite way in life—the way of sin. 

VERSE 10

My son, if sinners entice you, don’t be persuaded. 

Generally speaking, young people eventually leave the more protected 
environment of the home and go out into the world to make a life of their 
own. Godly parents seek to educate, train, and prepare their children for 
that time. But they also know that even the most obedient children will 
encounter strong temptations to sin in their new environment. Some of the 
most intense temptations will come through peers. Thus, the wise father (or 
teacher) gave one more bit of wise counsel to his son—if sinners entice you, 
don’t be persuaded (“do not consent,” ESV; “do not give in to them,” NIV). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Wisdom and Wise Men” on pages 1657–1658 

in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What 

would you list as some of the wisest life instructions you received from your 

parents? What can a church do in helping parents train their children?
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The Hebrew word translated sinners is a form of the term that means “to 
fall short of a target, or norm.” In this context, the target refers to God’s 
standards of holy living. In other words, sinners are those who do not adhere 
to the principles of godly wisdom that the son learned from his parents. The 
descriptions that follow in verses 11-19 suggest that Solomon may have had 
some type of miscreant gang in mind. Gang life, whether in an organized, 
conventional gang or an informal band of peers, can be tempting to young 
people who are searching for camaraderie, easy money, or a sense of belonging. 

VERSE 11

If they say—“Come with us! Let’s set an ambush and kill someone. 

Let’s attack some innocent person just for fun! 

The devil knows how to employ subtlety in temptation. He plays on our God-
given desires, tempting us to think selfishly and then luring us slowly but 
surely into sinful actions. Sometimes, however, he boldly presents a brazen 
challenge for the believer to dive headlong into vile wickedness. Solomon 
warned that young people could face such a brazen temptation coming from 
a sinful gang of peers. It would start with an invitation: come with us—join 
with the group; show that you’re one of us now—that quickly turned evil.

Initiation into this group of sinners demanded a total rejection of godly 
wisdom. The entry fee was to set an ambush and kill someone … some 
innocent person just for fun! The Hebrew term rendered set an ambush 
means “lie in wait.” The word translated kill literally means “for blood.” The 
gang of sinners plotted to murder some random, innocent victim for no 
reason other than the sheer thrill of taking someone’s life. The added “bonus” 
that the victim might be wealthy and could also be robbed (see 1:13) only 
revealed the depths of this group’s depravity. What young person would want 
to get involved with such a group? And yet, Solomon warned that every young 
person needed to be prepared to resist such brazen temptations. Resistance 
starts by avoiding close relationships with sinful people and groups.

Sharing the gospel, of course, requires that believers befriend lost people. 
However, we must not allow such a friendship to draw us into participating 
in sinful behavior. It would be both absurd and wicked to claim, “I joined a 
conspiracy to commit murder so that I could witness to my fellow conspirators.”

VERSE 12

Let’s swallow them alive, like Sheol, whole, like those who go 

down to the Pit. 

Verse 12 continues the sinners’ invitation for the young man to join them in 
murdering innocent victims. The phrase swallow them alive is a dramatic 
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word-picture of death. It is compared to the Hebrew concept of Sheol 
[SHEE ohl], the realm of the dead. The term the Pit is synonymous with Sheol. 

People in Solomon’s day were aware that a person’s death brought an end 
to the individual’s life on earth. The dead neither breathed nor moved; their 
hearts no longer pulsed, and their bodies soon began to decay. What people 
were not as clear about was where the spirits of the dead went. The phrase 
go down to the Pit suggests that Sheol was thought to be located below the 
earth’s surface, much like a huge underworld grave. In that sense, death was 
depicted as the victim’s being swallowed alive by the grave. The body of flesh 
returned to the dirt, and the person’s spirit went down to Sheol. 

VERSE 13

We’ll find all kinds of valuable property and fill our houses 

with plunder. 

The gang of sinners continued to appeal to their new recruit. If the young man 
resisted the temptation to kill innocent victims for fun, perhaps he could be 
drawn to the prospect of easy wealth. Maybe stealing didn’t seem so wrong 
anymore—especially when compared to murder! The gang promised the 
new recruit that together they would find all kinds of valuable property 
(“precious substance,” KJV; “valuable things,” NIV). The term valuable 

property probably referred to items such as gold, silver, precious stones, and 
expensive garments. The phrase fill our houses boasted a nearly unlimited 
supply of treasure the gang of sinners planned to steal. 

VERSE 14

Throw in your lot with us, and we’ll all share the loot”— 

As a final enticement, the sinners assured their new recruit that if he joined 
them in their sinful activities, they would all share the loot (“have one 
purse,” KJV; ESV). The gang failed to mention that the new member also 
would share the risk of getting caught and punished. Nevertheless, the 
phrase throw in your lot indicates the young man had a choice to make and 
could still take the father’s wise counsel to reject the way of sin.  

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Temptation” on pages 1545–1546 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Which do you 

encounter more often, subtle or brazen temptations? What spiritual 

resources do you depend on most to help you resist temptations? 
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SIN’S RESULTS (Prov. 1:15-19)

Solomon characterized the rebellion against godly wisdom as self-destructive, 
with the participants unable to foresee the end result.

VERSES 15-16

my son, don’t travel that road with them or set foot on their path, 

because their feet run toward evil and they hurry to shed blood. 

The concerned father (or teacher) once more urged the young man (my son) 
to reject the way of sin. He needed to resist temptation from the start, to 
never travel that road no matter how intensely the gang of sinners recruited 
him. The Hebrew term translated road (“way,” KJV) is derived from a verb 
that means “to tread or trample.” Set in parallel to the phrase their path, 
Solomon warned that a single step along the way of sin could quickly evolve 
into a lifestyle. Resisting temptation is all the more difficult after one has 
yielded to it even once. 

God’s people—young, old, and in between—are frequently exhorted in 
Scripture to follow the way of the Lord. God laid out the principles of holy 
living in His Word. Moreover, believers have a clear and powerful example of 
righteousness in Jesus Christ, the Word who became flesh (John 1:14). Jesus 
said to His followers in John 14:6, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No 
one comes to the Father except through me.” 

Solomon warned that the gang of sinners had chosen a particular direction 
in life. Their feet run toward evil and they hurry to shed blood. In 
Hebrew theology, evil is the opposite of good. It is any attitude or activity that 
falls short of, rebels against, or perverts God’s revealed commands. Murder 
is not an abstract moral concept. It is an intentional, premeditated breach 
of God’s commandment “Do not murder” (Ex. 20:13). Every generation has 
their gangs of sinners who become so entrenched in an evil lifestyle that they 
ignore God’s command and hurry to shed blood. Young people who have been 
taught the way of righteousness by godly (Christian) parents must be forever 
alert to the devil’s schemes to lure them into the way of sin. Believers are to 
pursue godliness, not evil (see 1 Tim. 6:11).

VERSE 17

It is useless to spread a net where any bird can see it, 

Hunters in ancient Israel often used nets to trap wild birds. They set their nets 
before the birds came to the feeding area and often camouflaged the nets to 
impede detection. Two interpretations of Solomon’s analogy in this verse are 
possible. One is that God’s people should be at least as vigilant as wild birds 
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in avoiding the hidden traps of sin. A second possible interpretation is that 
habitual sinners become so thoroughly blinded by their lifestyle that they 
cannot see their obvious fate at the end of sin’s path. 

VERSE 18

but they set an ambush to kill themselves; they attack their 

own lives.

Solomon then removed all ambiguity from his warning. The wicked actions 
of the gang of sinners in the end will destroy the sinners themselves. In 
setting an ambush to kill innocent victims, they are in fact victimizing 
themselves—they attack their own lives. This statement was not an 
attempt to minimize the injustice experienced by innocent victims of 
violence; rather, it revealed that the unspeakable violence perpetrated by 
the gang of sinners was worse than imagined. It implied that in the end 
the judgment of God against the unredeemed wicked will be certain and 
terrifying (see Matt. 13:41-42; Luke 13:23-28). 

VERSE 19

Such are the paths of all who make profit dishonestly; it takes the 

lives of those who receive it. 

The term the paths depicts a well-trodden way—in other words, a lifestyle. 
Anyone, including the believer, can be caught unaware by the subtle 
temptations of the devil and fall into a sinful attitude or activity. When sin 
becomes a way of life, however, the end result is certain. 

Solomon reflected back not on the vile sin of killing an innocent person 
but on the sin of making profit dishonestly (“greedy of gain,” KJV; “go after 
ill-gotten gain,” NIV). Sins of any stripe are self-destructive. They steal the 
lives of those who practice them. In calling His followers to deny self and 
follow Him, Jesus declared, “For what will it benefit someone if he gains 
the whole world yet loses his life? Or what will anyone give in exchange for 
his life” (Matt. 16:26). Solomon warned God’s people to reject the poison 
enticements of a life of sin. May we heed that warning today as well!

EXPLORE FURTHER

What examples or analogies in modern life can you think of to illustrate 

the self-destructive nature of sin? How does your church seek to practically 

help young people and their families resist the lure of sinful lifestyles?
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D  
O
God provides direction to those who place their trust in Him.  

A few years ago, my wife and I made plans to visit in the home of a couple of 
church friends. They lived in an adjacent county, and we had not previously 
driven to their house. I wasn’t worried, though. We had a GPS (global 
positioning system) device in the car, so I didn’t think to ask the couple 
beforehand for driving directions. When the time came I simply plugged 
their address into the GPS and started following its instructions. 

Everything was going fine until we turned onto an unfamiliar county road 
that we had never traveled. However, the rural scenery was delightful, so we 
kept going, assuming the GPS would not lead us astray. In fact, the calm GPS 
voice soon broke in to say, “In one-half mile, turn left.” By that time, daylight 
was giving way to evening shadows, so I began to pay closer attention to the 
directions. We turned left onto a new road and noticed immediately that 
it was narrower and less maintained. Open farmland became dense, dark 
woods on both sides. In the space of a few miles the road’s bumpy asphalt 
surface transitioned into an even bumpier gravel surface. Later the road 
became little more than a single-lane dirt path in a forest. I stopped and 
looked over at my wife, whose expression matched mine. We were lost even 
though we had followed the spoken directions of our GPS. 

I managed to get the car turned around on the path, and we retraced 
our route back to a road with which we were familiar. Then we called our 
friends and quickly received the correct directions to their house. The whole 
experience taught me that even the most sophisticated guidance devices 
made by human beings can give faulty directions. The best guidance came 
from those who actually lived at our intended destination. 

In Proverbs 3, Solomon continued to urge his son to keep on the right path 
in life. Take the wrong path, and you will be lost in a situation far worse than 
a lonely dirt road in a forest. The only perfect, trustworthy source of guidance 
for believers is the Lord Himself. He will guide us safely to His eternal home.

Session 2 > Proverbs 3:1-12
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 2:1–3:12

In Proverbs 1:20-33, Solomon likened wisdom to a woman calling out in public 
places such as the marketplace of a city. The point of this personification of 
wisdom was to emphasize that it is available if people are willing and attuned 
to listen for it. In chapters 2–3, Solomon returned to the form of a father (or 
teacher) instructing his son (or student). He underscored that the young and 
inexperienced must intentionally pursue wisdom. The quest will not be too 
difficult if the searcher for wisdom will treasure the instructions received 
from the teacher. 

In 2:1-22, Solomon used an extensive “if-then” construction to make his 
case for the active pursuit of wisdom. The Hebrew word for “if” appears three 
times in 2:1-4 to set the conditions for the student’s attainment of wisdom. 
First, the inexperienced must heed their teacher’s instruction (2:1). Second, 
the students must “call out to insight”—that is, acknowledge their need of 
wisdom (2:3). And third, those who desire wisdom must “seek it” and “search 
for it” like the precious treasure that it is (2:4). 

The remainder of chapter 2 lays out the results that can generally be 
expected from a sincere, diligent quest for wisdom. The first and foremost 
result is that the searcher for wisdom grasps its true source: a right 
relationship with God (2:5). Further, the path of wisdom then leads on to 
a deeper understanding of God’s ways (2:9). Finally, a right relationship with 
God and a deeper understanding of His ways then serves to protect (“rescue”) 
the believer from “the way of evil” (2:12) and “a forbidden woman” (2:16), the 
wisdom teacher’s figurative symbol of temptation. 

Chapter 2 concludes with an exhortation to choose wisdom, described in 
2:20 as “the way of the good” and “the paths of the righteous.” For those who 
make the wise choice, God promises they will “inhabit the land” and “remain 
in it” (2:21). These promises first emphasize that Israel would not have 
possessed the land in the first place outside of their covenant relationship 
with the Lord. Only God’s providential guidance and help had brought them 
successfully through the wilderness. Only His supreme power had overcome 
the fortified cities and entrenched people groups of Canaan. Second, only by 
displaying loyalty and obedience to their God could the Israelites expect to 
remain in the promised land. Faithfulness was the pathway to longevity. 

Proverbs 3:1-12 develops the theme of the book set forth in Proverbs 1:7. 
These verses are composed of six quatrains, each of which is divided into 
a directive (odd verses) followed by the result promised if the directive is 
obeyed (even verses).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

REMEMBER (Prov. 3:1-4)

The wisdom writer called on his son to remember his teachings. He pointed 
to the promise of a full life for those who stay on wisdom’s path. 

VERSE 1

My son, don’t forget my teaching, but let your heart keep 

my commands; 

Chapter 3 opens with the familiar parental appeal: My son. Verse 1, the first 
half of the opening quatrain, contains two exhortations: don’t forget my 
teaching and let your heart keep my commands. The parallel exhortations 
make the same emphasis while using different vocabulary. The Hebrew word 
rendered teaching (“law,” KJV) is torah; it carries a broader range of meaning 
than merely statements of law. It encompasses a wide breadth of instruction 
about life, both for the individual and the covenant community as a whole. 
The Hebrew word translated commands points specifically to the divine 
commandments included in the law. 

On one hand, the young person was urged not to forget the parent’s 
instruction. On the other hand, lest the young person interpret the first 
exhortation as only a mental exercise—that is, to be able to recite words 
from memory—the second exhortation clarifies the first. The young person 
needed to keep—obey, carry out, adhere to—the parent’s wise instruction.

Thus, the appeal to the son reminded him that his parents had invested 
their time and concern to teach him important truths about God, the world 
in which he lived, and the best way to live. If the child received more formal 
education, godly wisdom teachers then built on the parents’ instruction. 

VERSE 2

for they will bring you many days, a full life, and well-being. 

This verse states the results that could generally be expected by a young 
person who remembered and adhered to wise parental training into the years 
of maturity. First, such obedient young people could expect to live many 
days. Psalm 90:10 identifies a full lifespan in the ancient world as seventy 
to eighty years. The average lifespan in Solomon’s day likely was considerably 
less. Solomon’s father, King David, lived to age seventy (see 2 Sam. 5:4) and 
was reported to have died “at a good old age, full of days” (1 Chron. 29:28). 
Thus, the phrase many days is a general promise that living according to God’s 
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wisdom helps the mature child of God avoid many of the pitfalls that tended 
to shorten one’s lifespan.

Alongside the result of many days was the promise of a full life (“long life,” 
KJV). The Hebrew text literally reads “years of living.” This expression may 
have been simply a parallel way of saying many days. However, an alternate 
suggestion is that the wisdom writer was emphasizing a life full of meaning 
and purpose—however many years the life lasted. We are reminded that 
Jesus Christ lived less than forty years on earth; nevertheless, every day and 
every year of His life on earth meant the difference between eternal life and 
eternal death for all who believe in Him as Savior and Lord. Long life is truly 
a blessing from the Lord; a full life is an even greater blessing!

Solomon identified well-being (“peace,” KJV; ESV; “peace and prosperity,” 
NIV) as a third result of living in obedience to wise parental instruction. The 
Hebrew word rendered well-being is shalom, a term that can also be translated 
as “peace.” In Hebrew thinking, however, shalom referred to much more than 
simply an absence of strife or discord. The word’s root meaning is “wholeness” 
or “completeness.” God created human beings with a fundamental need, the 
need for Him in our lives. When we attempt to fill that need with lesser 
things—idols, worldly pleasures, material possessions, and the like—we 
find that it brings only emptiness, inner conflict, and broken relationships. 
The New Testament declares that Jesus Christ provided us the only hope to 
be restored to the wholeness God created us to enjoy (see Phil. 4:7). 

We need to keep in mind that the promises given in Proverbs 3:1-12 
do not guarantee that believers will experience danger-free, sickness-free, 
difficulty-free lives. Rather, the verses promise that, in general, practicing 
godliness by living according to the Lord’s guidelines results in our being 
sounder mentally, morally, and physically, along with our spiritual well-being. 
These positive qualities better enable us to handle negative circumstances 
when they occur.

VERSE 3

Never let loyalty and faithfulness leave you. Tie them around your 

neck; write them on the tablet of your heart. 

The second quatrain opens with a focus on two crucial characteristics of 
God and, by extension, His people: loyalty and faithfulness (“mercy 
and truth,” KJV; “steadfast love and faithfulness,” ESV). The Hebrew term 
rendered loyalty (chesed; [KEE sid]) is difficult to translate into English. No 
single English word fully captures the Hebrew term’s breadth of meaning. 
It combines aspects of selfless love, kindness, mercy, and grace with the 
qualities of steadfastness, endurance, and loyalty. It is the glue of the 
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covenant relationship God established with Israel at Mount Sinai and with 
all believers through the new covenant in Jesus Christ.

The Hebrew term translated faithfulness emphasizes certainty, truth, and 
dependability. The term describes a central characteristic of God’s nature. 
God never changes. He is consistent in his actions toward humanity. Jesus 
referred to Himself as “the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6) because 
to observe Him was to see the absolutely true nature of the Father. By 
extension, then, God’s covenant people are enabled by His Spirit to express 
the truth about God in and through their lives. 

To tie these two qualities around one’s neck and write them on the 
tablet of one’s heart may emphasize the need for loyalty and faithfulness 
to be evident in the believer’s life both externally (lifestyle) and internally 
(beliefs and commitment). In Hebrew thought, the neck related to life in that 
it was the passageway for breath. The heart was the seat of the human will, 
or decision-making. The Hebrew word for write literally means “to cut or 
inscribe.” Thus, Solomon urged young Israelites to inscribe these two crucial 
qualities permanently into their very beings and to live out those qualities. 

VERSE 4

Then you will find favor and high regard with God and people. 

The result of embracing and demonstrating loyalty and faithfulness in one’s life 
would be to find favor and high regard (“good understanding,” KJV; “good 
success,” ESV; “a good name,” NIV) with God and people. A fundamental 
goal of Hebrew wisdom was to ensure right relationships among participants 
in the covenant. For Israel (and for the New Testament church), this meant 
first a right relationship with God and, by extension, a right relationship 
with others in the covenant community. Finding such harmony meant (and 
means) worshiping the Lord alone as God (think of the first four of the Ten 
Commandments) and treating other human beings with honesty and respect 
(think of the last six of the Ten Commandments). A person cannot fully live 
in harmony with others if that person does not live in harmony with God. 
The young Jesus of Nazareth exemplified such wisdom and thus experienced 
being “in favor with God and with people” (Luke 2:52).

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Life” on pages 1015–1016 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you explain to a 

young person the difference between a long life and a full life?
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TRUST (Prov. 3:5-8)

Solomon challenged young Israelites to trust and acknowledge God. He 
contrasted those who depend on their own understanding and wisdom.

VERSE 5

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your 

own understanding; 

Proverbs 3:5-6, the third quatrain, describes a right relationship with God 
by faith. The statement’s emphasis is essentially the same as Genesis 15:6 
(“Abraham believed the Lord”) and Habakkuk 2:4b (“the righteous one will 
live by his faith”). Further, the principle is repeatedly quoted in the New 
Testament (see Rom. 1:17; 4:3; Gal. 3:6,11; Heb. 10:38; Jas. 2:23). The one 
divinely mandated requirement for a right relationship with God is to trust 
in the Lord with all your heart. People who have been made right with God 
through faith in Jesus Christ go on to live by their faith, acting in ways that 
demonstrate their wholehearted trust in God (Hab. 2:4b; Eph. 2:10). 

In biblical thinking, the heart represents the seat of human will, or 
decision-making. Thus, faith in God is not a mental wish or a half-hearted 
hope. It goes to the core of one’s being. It is an all-in commitment—
being lovingly devoted to the Lord with all of one’s heart, soul, mind, and 
strength (see Luke 10:25-28). Likewise, it is refusing to rely on one’s own 
understanding. The Hebrew word rendered understanding encompasses 
more than just the gathering of data. It is knowledge of how that data can 
be used and the ability to apply it correctly. In this context, it represents any 
and all human ideology and activity. Thus, faith in God involves a sincere 
confession that one’s own human understanding has been corrupted by sin. 
Only by trusting in the Lord to give us His wisdom can we be confident that 
we are believing and acting in the ways that honor Him. 

VERSE 6

in all your ways know him, and he will make your paths straight. 

The word ways as an analogy for people’s lifestyles appears more than 
fifty times in the Old Testament, more than forty of which appear in three 
wisdom books (Job, Psalms, and Proverbs). The Book of Proverbs contains 
almost twenty uses of the term. The term rendered paths is used as a parallel 
analogy. It derives from a root word that literally means “to tread or trample.” 
Together the two terms emphasize that human life is neither static nor 
cyclical. It moves. It travels in one of two directions: toward fulfillment of our 
God-given reason for existence (life) or eternal separation from God (death). 
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The phrase know him (“acknowledge him,” KJV; ESV; “submit to him,” 
NIV) includes the component of experience—being aware of God’s presence 
and seeking His guidance in every aspect of one’s daily life. The Lord rewards 
such faithful devotion by making the believer’s paths straight (“direct 
thy paths,” KJV). The pathway of life often seems difficult; it is filled with 
problems and diversions. Proverbs 3:5-6 declares that trusting fully in the 
Lord in all aspects of one’s life turns problems into victories and would-be 
diversions into guardrails. 

VERSE 7

Don’t be wise in your own eyes; fear the Lord and turn away 

from evil. 

Verses 7-8 contain the fourth quatrain of the series that details what the 
phrase “fear of the Lord” (Prov. 1:7) means in real life. The words don’t be 
wise in your own eyes describe an inflated, self-centered view of oneself. 
This is the attitude Paul counseled against in Romans 12:3 when he told 
believers, “I tell everyone among you not to think of himself more highly 
than he should think.” 

What God’s people are to do instead is to fear the Lord and turn 
away from evil. The phrase fear the Lord denotes a profound awareness of 
God’s presence and holiness. The more we stand in awe of His presence and 
holiness, the more empowered we become to say no to sin and temptation. 
To turn away from evil is essentially the biblical definition of repentance.

VERSE 8

This will be healing for your body and strengthening for your 

bones.  

The Hebrew word rendered body (“navel,” KJV; “flesh,” ESV) literally refers to 
the navel or umbilical cord. It is parallel to the word translated bones. Thus, 
together the two terms point to the basic structural makeup of the physical 
body—flesh and bones. The writer of Proverbs declared that living in right 
relationship with God produces genuine health benefits. 

This statement should not be misapplied as a blanket promise or 
guarantee. Many unbelievers live generally healthy lives, and many believers 
experience serious diseases and physical problems. However, common 
sense tells us that a Christian lifestyle based on biblical wisdom generally 
encourages good health, including the avoidance of harmful products, 
sinful situations, and destructive behavior. Most importantly, living in 
right relationship with God gives us the peace and hope that whatever 
health issues we face in this life—even physical death—will be perfectly 
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healed in the life to come. We can and should seek the best medical help 
available. In the final analysis, though, our lives rest securely in the hands 
of the Great Physician. 

HONOR (Prov. 3:9-10)

In the fifth quatrain of the series, Solomon directed God’s people to honor 
the Lord with their possessions. Doing so would bring the Lord’s favor. 

VERSE 9

Honor the Lord with your possessions and with the first produce 

of your entire harvest; 

Stewardship is an important commitment of the individual who fears God. 
The Hebrew root word for honor literally means “to be heavy, weighty.” The 
figurative use of the term in verse 9 involves the concept of being weighty in 
the community, one who is both influential and respected. The grammatical 
form of the verb carries the idea of declaring someone to be worthy of respect. 
The Lord is the object of the declaration. Hence, the emphasis in the verse is 
to show the Lord the honor He deserves.

Some Bible commentators have pointed out that this verse represents 
the only reference to formal worship in the Book of Proverbs. One way the 
Israelites had to openly show their honor to God was through worship at the 
temple, in particular through the practice of giving sacrifices and offerings. 
The Hebrew word rendered possessions (“substance,” KJV; “wealth,” ESV; 
NIV) carries a poetic sense of having enough to live a generally comfortable 
life—that is, the wherewithal to obtain whatever one’s family needed. 

The phrase first produce (“firstfruits,” KJV; ESV; NIV) refers to the 
initial harvest of the season, the “cream of the crop.” The Israelites celebrated 
an annual festival that included offering the firstfruits to the Lord at His 
sanctuary (Lev. 23:9-14). Giving the firstfruits to God not only demonstrated 
faith in Him to provide a bountiful harvest but also expressed the worshipers’ 
honor to the Lord. God came first in every aspect of their lives. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 3:5-6. What are some examples of when you trusted 

in the Lord during uncertain or difficult situations? How did He help you 

navigate these situations? How has your Christian faith informed your 

views about and practice of a healthy lifestyle? 
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VERSE 10

then your barns will be completely filled, and your vats will 

overflow with new wine. 

The command in verse 9 is followed by a promise in verse 10. Barns are 
storage buildings for the produce gathered in the harvest. The term rendered 
completely filled means “filled to capacity.” A full barn gave confidence that 
the household would have enough to eat until the next season’s crops were 
mature and ready for harvest. 

The verb rendered overflow literally means “to break forth.” The idea 
goes beyond just the overflowing of a stone vat. It also implies that the vat 
would be well sealed, containing no cracks that would allow the stored liquid 
to seep into the soil. Wine made from grapes was a common drink in the 
ancient Near East. It was often more hygienic that stored water. New wine 
came from the first drippings of juice before workers walked on the grapes 
in the winepress. 

Again, we must be careful not to misapply the promise given in verse 10. 
Solomon was not declaring a guarantee of unlimited prosperity. Rather, he 
was promising that God can be counted on to bless the lives of those who 
honor Him sincerely and faithfully. God not only can supply what is essential 
to survival but also can bless us far beyond our needs The promise directs 
attention to God’s capability, not our wants. Other factors, such as God’s 
purposes or our assignment in life, can also impact what He provides for 
a believer at any given time. 

ACCEPT (Prov. 3:11-12)

Solomon urged the acceptance of God’s discipline as an act of His love. 
Solomon compared God to a loving father who gives direction to his child.

VERSE 11

Do not despise the Lord’s instruction, my son, and do not loathe 

his discipline; 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Malachi 3:8-12; 1 Corinthians 16:1-4; and 2 Corinthians 8:1–9:15. 

Make a list from these passages of principles concerning giving an offering 

to God. What additional insights into the meaning of Proverbs 3:9-10 do 

you gain from these passages?
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In the sixth and final quatrain of the series, Solomon urged the inexperienced 
believer to view the Lord’s instruction and discipline not as a sign of anger 
or impatience but as an act of love. God hates sin because it destroys what 
He created as good. Consequently, He consistently and constantly acts to 
exterminate it from the lives of His covenant people. 

The Hebrew term rendered instruction (“chastening,” KJV; “discipline,” 
ESV; NIV) refers to corrective action that triggers education. The word 
translated discipline (“correction,” KJV; “reproof,” ESV; “rebuke,” NIV) is 
similar in meaning but also can refer to a legal action taken against someone 
who breaches a covenant. In the context of Proverbs 3:11-12, the two words 
describe divine activity designed to confront and change sinful behavior.

Solomon urged his son not to despise or loathe God’s corrective actions. 
These two verbs are more than emotional terminology. They imply that 
something positive can come from God’s discipline if the faltering believer is 
willing to learn from it and respond appropriately.

VERSE 12

for the Lord disciplines the one he loves, just as a father 

disciplines the son in whom he delights. 

The Hebrew verb translated loves in verse 12 consistently signifies the idea 
of deciding. That is, love is not merely an emotion but a commitment to 
action. The verb rendered disciplines means “to decide, judge, prove, rebuke, 
reprove, correct.” The judicial sense of arguing a case against someone is the 
primary meaning of the verb. Thus confrontation, censure, and correction 
are to be considered as integral features of God’s love. The verb signifies 
God’s correcting and educating of a believer as a result of His judicial activity. 
This comprises all aspects of learning, from the conviction of the sinner to 
reprimand and punishment and from the instruction of the righteous by 
stern testing to his teaching and admonition.

The verb rendered delights means “to be pleased with.” A parent’s loving 
discipline does not demonstrate a lack of caring. To the contrary, it serves 
as evidence that the parent loves his or her child. Likewise, God’s discipline 
shows that He wants the best for His children.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Discipline” on pages 425–426 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How have you 

experienced God’s discipline? Do you see it as a sign of His love for you? 
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C  
D
Following God’s wisdom is demonstrated in how a person 
treats others.

My wife, Pamela, and I stood in line at the grocery store checkout counter. 
We could see and hear that our cashier was chatting across the aisle with 
another worker while checking out the customers in front of us. It was near 
the end of a long, difficult day for us; nevertheless, we waited quietly and 
patiently for our turn to check out and head for home. 

As we placed our groceries on the counter and waited to see the amount 
owed, the cashier neither acknowledged nor spoke to us. Instead, she 
continued her conversation with the coworker even as her fingers tapped 
across the register’s keys. I could see my wife wince as the cashier bagged our 
grocery items with no apparent consideration that a can of peaches did not 
need to be in the same bag with a loaf of bread. Then taking a momentary 
pause in her conversation with the coworker, the cashier turned to us and 
announced curtly, “$79.25!” Surprised by the worker’s poor attitude, we 
quietly paid the cashier and walked out the door, pushing our grocery cart. 

As we neared our car, my wife suddenly turned to me and exclaimed, 
“How rude!” I nodded as she continued: “That cashier had an opportunity to 
make a positive difference in a customer’s day. All it would have cost her was 
a hello, a smile, or just a few kind words.” 

In my wife’s judgment—and mine too—the cashier had missed a prime 
opportunity to show kindness to others. Kindness or rudeness? Which 
response best describes your usual encounters with other people? We might 
not know what kind of day another person has been experiencing when we 
encounter the individual. What we can know and control, however, is the 
manner in which we treat others. Our treatment of others can make a big 
difference in their lives. Rudeness usually makes matters worse, whereas 
kindness can reveal God’s love. This session’s focus is on learning to treat 
others compassionately according to God’s wisdom.

Session 3 > Proverbs 3:21-35
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 3:13-35

Proverbs 3:13-18 is a poem written in praise of wisdom. Its first and last word 
is rendered in some English Bible translations as “happy.” Other translations 
use the word “blessed.” The ancient Hebrew language contained two distinct 
terms that could be translated into English as “blessed.” One of these two 
terms was used consistently to refer to God’s activity toward His creation, 
including human beings. This term appears, for example, in Proverbs 3:33 to 
convey that God “blesses the home of the righteous.” The other Hebrew word 
for “blessed” points more to the result in people’s lives—that is, people are 
blessed, or happy. This is the Hebrew term found in Proverbs 3:13 and 3:18. 

Proverbs 3:19-20 asserts that wisdom played a role in creation. The cosmic 
magnitude of wisdom serves as an addendum to the poem in verses 13-18. 
This theme finds an even greater expression in Proverbs 8:22-31. Here, 
however, the theme sets up the need for wisdom in daily life. Since the world 
exists through wisdom, wisdom is essential for daily survival.

Proverbs 3:21-26 is a parental appeal for a son’s personal security and lack 
of anxiety. Acquiring wisdom is the key to life. Wisdom provides security 
and serenity and ultimately comes through a right relationship with God.

Proverbs 3:27-35 presents a number of prohibitions against malevolent 
behavior. The enticement of acquiring material riches can overwhelm 
human decency.  Personal relationships are more valuable than illegitimate 
acquisition of material possessions or individual desires. Essentially, the 
prohibitions can be summed up in the command to treat people well and not 
selfishly. The abuse of other people can move from boorishness into felonious 
conduct. Cruel, aggressive individuals are ultimately hostile toward God. 
They are foolish in thinking they can survive as His enemies. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 

CONFIDENCE GAINED (Prov. 3:21-26)

Solomon explained that the person who trusts in God will find rest from fear. 

VERSE 21

Maintain sound wisdom and discretion. My son, don’t lose sight 

of them. 
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The passage opens with an affectionate appeal of a parent to a child. The Book 
of Proverbs originally may have served as a textbook for teaching adolescent 
boys—especially those being groomed for future leadership—proper 
conduct in daily life. Therefore, Solomon again addressed the learner as my 
son. The Hebrew verb rendered maintain (“keep,” KJV; ESV; “preserve,” 
NIV) was used to refer to the faithful, alert guarding of agricultural or 
military installations. In the context of Proverb 3:21, the term emphasized 
the faithful remembrance and practice of sound wisdom (“sound judgment,” 
NIV) and discretion. 

The Hebrew word rendered sound wisdom is a technical term that describes 
good judgment leading to practical success in life. The term translated 
discretion describes competence to formulate and execute a wise course of 
action in any given situation. The phrase don’t lose sight of them can be 
literally translated as “never let [these qualities] depart from your eyes.” (The 
grammatical form of the verb indicates continuous action—in this case 
never ceasing the action.) Just as the first responsibility of a soldier on guard 
duty is to continuously keep his eyes open for potential danger, even so the 
believer is to be constantly alert to the need to use sound judgment in every 
life situation.

VERSE 22

They will be life for you and adornment for your neck.  

Sound judgment and discretion are keys to successful living. They result 
from acquiring wisdom. The words they will be life for you can also be 
rendered “they will be life to your soul.” The Hebrew word rendered life (or 
soul) literally refers to the act of breathing. A living person is one who can 
be seen to be inhaling and exhaling. The noun form of the word could thus 
designate the throat, the breathing passage. In a broader, more figurative 
sense, the term was used to refer to the totality of the human experience—
life as a whole physically, spiritually, and emotionally. The Hebrew wisdom 
teacher would not refer to one’s having a soul but rather to one’s being a soul.

The phrase adornment for your neck (“grace to thy neck,” KJV; “an 
ornament to grace your neck,” NIV) is parallel to the phrase life for you and 
thus carries a similar meaning yet a distinctive emphasis. The distinctive 
emphasis is that while the first phrase describes an internal reality, the 
second phrase underscores an external reality. Sound wisdom and discretion 
enhance the believer’s outward reputation even as they preserve one’s life.

VERSE 23

Then you will go safely on your way; your foot will not stumble. 
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Here Solomon compared the acquiring of wisdom to the imagery of walking 
with God. This is a common metaphor for living under God’s guidance. 
Walking is an activity that moves a person from one location to another. 
Thus the verb rendered will go frequently is used in Scripture to denote the 
progression of a human lifetime. It often is accompanied by terms that have 
some moral or religious connotation, thus describing what we sometimes 
refer to as a lifestyle. One’s lifestyle is comprised of the choices and actions 
one makes in life.

As indicated in a previous session, the Hebrew noun translated way is 
derived from a verb that means “to tread, trample.” Consistent, frequent foot 
traffic along a particular route soon creates an observable path or way that 
others can follow to a desired destination. In time, the word was logically 
extended to refer to major roads on which caravans of people might travel. 
Figuratively, it was used to denote the journey of life. More occurrences of 
the word in the Old Testament have this figurative sense than the literal 
sense. In such cases, the term also denotes the attitudes and actions that are 
characteristic of those traveling the journey of life. 

Consequently, the person who acquires wisdom will seek and enjoy God’s 
guidance. God will ensure that the wise will walk safely (“securely,” ESV) 
on their way and will not stumble. This verse should not be understood to 
mean that believers will never face danger or falter in their faith. Rather, it 
means that believers will be forever secure in their relationship with God. 
Further, believers who travel the path of God’s wisdom will generally find 
that such a lifestyle keeps them away from much danger and safe (secure) 
amid the dangers they cannot avoid. 

VERSE 24

When you lie down, you will not be afraid; you will lie down, 

and your sleep will be pleasant. 

People instinctively understand they are more vulnerable to danger when 
they are asleep. Somniphobia (also called sleep anxiety) is an inordinate 
fear of going to sleep that can debilitate those who suffer from it. People in 
Solomon’s time may not have known the precise medical terms we use today, 
but they likely understood the problem of vulnerability. Houses of that day 
were nowhere near as secure as the gated communities and dead-bolted, 
camera-protected homes of today. 

In addition to human intruders, wild creatures also might sneak into the 
unsecured structure. Snakes were especially troublesome (see Amos 5:19). At 
least thirty species of snakes are indigenous to Israel, including venomous 
adders, cobras, and vipers. In addition, deadly diseases were widespread. 
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With the limited medical knowledge that was available in ancient Israel, the 
mortality rate was extremely high. No doubt these dangers weighed on the 
minds of those with a fear of dying in their sleep. 

Believers who trust in the Lord and live daily in His wisdom and grace can 
face the vulnerability of sleep with confidence. They can overcome their fears 
and enjoy pleasant (“sweet,” KJV; ESV; NIV) sleep. God is watching over 
them, and they are eternally secure in His care.

VERSES 25-26

Don’t fear sudden danger or the ruin of the wicked when it comes, 

for the Lord will be your confidence and will keep your foot 

from a snare. 

Solomon knew that God’s people also do not need to fear sudden danger 
(“fear,” KJV; “terror,” ESV; “disaster,” NIV) or the ruin (“desolation,” KJV) of 
the wicked (“or of the ruin that overtakes the wicked,” NIV). Here he could 
be referring either to the dangers of trusting only in human wisdom—as the 

wicked do—or to the possibility of suffering collateral damage when the wicked 
receive the consequences of their wickedness. Families, communities, and 
even nations may collectively have to endure certain temporal consequences 
even though the perpetrators of wickedness may represent only a segment 
of the population. 

Wicked people are a threat to the tranquility of a community. They 
routinely practice dishonest business procedures and unashamedly perjure 
themselves in courts of law to avoid personal loss. Such behavior generates 
dread and anxiety in other people. The fear of being mistreated by wicked 
people can lead believers to fail to act and minister to the needs of others. 

The phrase for the Lord will be your confidence is the climax of this 
passage. Confidence is the outcome of faith in the Lord. The person who clings 
to sound wisdom and discernment will put trust in God alone. Wise believers 
depend ultimately on God to guide and protect them. Anyone seeking to 
harm a faithful follower of God stands in opposition to God. God will keep 
His faithful followers from stepping into a snare hidden by the wicked. 
Moreover, God offers His peace to those who trust Him.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Fear” on pages 559–561 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How do you distinguish between 

healthy fears and disabling fears? Why is “fear of the LORD” a healthy fear?
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KINDNESS EXPRESSED (Prov. 3:27-30)

Solomon directed God’s people to act quickly to help their neighbors. 
Believers should never abuse neighbors’ trust or plan harm against them.  

VERSE 27

When it is in your power, don’t withhold good from the one to 

whom it belongs.  

Proverbs 3:27-30 introduces four negative injunctions. These prohibitions 
differ in form from those found in previous and subsequent passages. 
The subject matter of these teachings can also be found in non-Israelite 
wisdom writings. No immediate theological basis for the exhortations is 
given; neither are any spiritual consequences outlined. These facts caution 
us to avoid over-compartmentalizing life into separate realms of spiritual 
and secular. True wisdom asserts that God cares about every aspect of 
human existence. He is as concerned with respectable comportment as with 
religious zeal. Moreover, certain human traits are universal, because God 
created humanity and cares about all people. God’s people should exhibit 
well-mannered and ethical behavior in every arena of their lives, not just 
when they are in church.

The phrase when it is in your power recognizes there are limits to human 
power. Unlike the sovereign God, we human beings do not always have 
the power to carry out our wishes. The Hebrew word rendered power is el, 
a general term that means “God.” It often appears in Scripture in compound 
names such as Bethel (“house of God”) and Israel (“prince of God”). The term 
elohim (plural of el) appears in Genesis 1:1 as the designation of the Creator. 
However, it could also be used in reference to pagan false gods (Ex. 15:11) 
and also of mighty (human) warriors (Ezek. 32:21). The sense of the word in 
Proverbs 3:27 is clearly that of human power or ability.

The phrase the one to whom it belongs points to the legitimacy for 
receiving good. It cannot be limited in application. It can refer to a vast 
range of needs, from an employee receiving his or her full wages promptly 
to the plea of the impoverished for help. The sense of the verse is clear: If 
you encounter someone who needs help, do everything you can to meet that 
need quickly and compassionately. God’s people should not only exhibit 
ethical behavior but also demonstrate kindness to the extent of their power.

VERSE 28

Don’t say to your neighbor, “Go away! Come back later. I’ll give it 

tomorrow”—when it is there with you. 
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The second negative injunction emphasizes paying what is owed to others 
promptly. For example, Leviticus 19:13 and Deuteronomy 24:14-15 mandate 
paying wages promptly. In a society that lived from one day to the next, 
receiving payment for labor on a daily basis was critical to survival. Both 
passages specify that compensation must be paid at the end of the work day. 

Proverbs 3:28 (as well as Lev. 19:13) refers to the one who is owed 
compensation as a neighbor. The term implies an understanding of 
community connections between the parties. The one who hires and owes 
compensation for work should not look on the worker as subhuman or 
without needs but rather as a fellow human being worthy of respect and 
prompt payment. It would be an even worse injustice for the hirer to have 
the money on hand (when it is there with you) yet refuse to pay the wages.

VERSE 29

Don’t plan any harm against your neighbor, for he trusts you and 

lives near you.  

The third negative injunction prohibits the planning of harm against 
unsuspecting neighbors. Two familiar biblical examples of large-scale 
malevolence include the plot against Naboth by Ahaz and Jezebel (see 
1 Kings 21:1-16) and Haman’s scheme to exterminate the Jews in the time 
of Esther (see Esth. 3:1-15).  

The Hebrew word rendered neighbor has a broad range of meaning, from 
that of someone who lives near you to a fellow member of one’s community 
to simply just another person—even a stranger—whom you encounter (or 
learn about) in your daily life. The plan to harm such a person is cast in an 
even more wicked light in that the victim trusts the person plotting harm.

This proverb has a close connection with Jesus’ parable of the good 
Samaritan in the New Testament. The stage was set for the parable when 
a Jewish expert in the law responded to Jesus’ affirmation that the second-
most important command in the law was to love one’s neighbor as oneself. 
The expert in the law then wanted to know the definition of neighbor, and 
Jesus answered by telling the parable. The more important question, Jesus 
explained, was not who is one’s neighbor but rather, what does it mean to act 
as a neighbor, showing mercy to anyone in need? (see Luke 10:25-37). 

VERSE 30

Don’t accuse anyone without cause, when he has done 

you no harm. 

The fourth negative injunction can apply to anything from falsely accusing  
someone to filing frivolous lawsuits. The injunction employs legal terminology 
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and therefore relates to the judicial system of ancient Israel. It does not 
prohibit the seeking of justice for legitimate causes. Instead, it focuses upon 
the individual who quarrels for no particular reason with everyone he or she 
encounters. This person will seek legal action over the flimsiest pretext and 
sometimes for no reason other than malice. 

The ninth commandment prohibits false testimony against one’s neighbor 
(Ex. 20:16; Deut. 5:20). Flippant accusations that are not rooted in genuine 
violations of the law are clearly “false testimony” against a neighbor. God 
expects His people to treat others with kindness. In the Sermon on the 
Mount, Jesus admonished His followers to go the second mile and find ways 
to demonstrate kindness even to one’s enemies (see Matt. 5:38-48).

BLESSING SECURED (Prov. 3:31-35)

Solomon warned about desiring the possessions of the wealthy who secured 
it through violence and wickedness. He emphasized that God blesses the 
righteous, offering them His grace and honor. 

VERSE 31

Don’t envy a violent man or choose any of his ways; 

After the brief interlude instructing God’s people to demonstrate kindness 
by acting quickly to help their neighbors, Solomon returned to the attitudes 
and actions they needed to avoid. He drew attention to individuals who 
resort to violence as a means to gain selfish desires. Such a person often seeks 
to intimidate others with threats and stockpile material wealth without 
consideration for anyone else’s needs. Because of their wealth and brutish 
attitudes, some violent (“oppressor,” KJV) people acquire a type of prestige 
and clout in the community—albeit a reputation based on terror. 

The wise believer should bravely resist the temptation to envy such 
a person or choose to emulate that violent person’s ways of attaining power.  
Herein may lie the reason for the previous negative injunctions in 3:27-30. 
That is, a lack of kindness toward other people is rooted in an utterly selfish 
view of life. An employer who has the means on hand to pay a worker’s wages 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 3:27. Of the four injunctions given in 3:27-30, which 

if any has a special relevance in your life right now, and why? How would 

you express the negative injunctions in positive terms? 
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yet chooses to withhold those wages displays not only selfishness but also 
a callous disregard for the worker’s genuine needs—in other words, a violent 
show of power. 

VERSE 32

for the devious are detestable to the Lord, but he is a friend 

to the upright. 

More importantly, to align oneself with the violent and devious (“the 
froward,” KJV; “the perverse,” NIV) is to become detestable to the Lord. 
The Hebrew word rendered devious means “deceitful, crooked, perverse.” The 
Lord detests individuals who habitually treat others in such ways; they are 
an abomination to Him. The term detestable is extremely strong language, 
indicating something that is repugnant to God, behavior that He loathes 
and will not allow to go unpunished. In contrast, the Lord is a friend to 
(“his secret is with,” KJV; “are in his confidence,” ESV) the upright. Those 
who are right with the Lord and live by His revealed wisdom will always find 
themselves in His favor and empowered by His grace (see 2 Cor. 12:8-9).

VERSE 33

The Lord’s curse is on the household of the wicked, but he blesses 

the home of the righteous; 

Two distinctly opposite fates await the wicked and the righteous. Having 
warned young Israelites not to pick up any of the habits exhibited by violent 
and devious people, Solomon laid out the ultimate fate of the wicked. His 
repeated use of God’s covenant name Yahweh (the Lord’s) secures this 
proverbial pronouncement squarely on the foundation of God’s covenant 
relationship with His people (see Ex. 19:3-6). The ultimate destiny of each 
lifestyle is fixed by the terms of the covenant.

In a second presentation of the covenant in the Book of Deuteronomy (to 
the new generation of Israelites about to enter the promised land), Moses 
stipulated in chapter 28 the curses that would attend disobedience and the 
blessings that would accompany faithful obedience. Solomon did not specify 
the curses and blessings in Proverbs 3:33 as Moses did in Deuteronomy 28, 
yet Solomon clearly was consistent with Moses’ proclamation. He insisted 
in a general way that the Lord will bring His curse on the household of the 

wicked and will bless the home of the righteous (“the habitation of the just,” 
KJV; “the dwelling of the righteous,” ESV). The Hebrew verb rendered blesses 
in Proverbs 3:33 emphasizes the intentional actions of God to endow His 
people with power for success. In God’s eternal plan for humanity, ultimate 
success comes through faith in Him that leads to obeying His ways. 
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VERSE 34

He mocks those who mock, but gives grace to the humble. 

People who mock (“the scorners,” KJV; ESV) others show themselves to 
be obstinate in their refusal to live by the ways of God. They treat God’s 
instructions and His followers with contempt and ridicule. The Hebrew term 
rendered the humble usually refers to people who are poor because they 
have been exploited by the wicked. 

The New Testament writers James and Peter quoted this proverb in 
their letters to scattered believers facing persecution for their faith. The 
principle revealed in the verse remains clear: God helps those who cannot 
help themselves and who turn to Him for that help. This principle is vastly 
different from the popular but misleading saying, “God helps those who help 
themselves.” The humble admit they cannot help themselves.

VERSE 35

The wise will inherit honor, but he holds up fools to dishonor. 

Solomon summarized his appeal for young Israelites to “maintain sound 
wisdom and discretion” (3:21) with a statement about the opposite destinies 
of the wise and fools. Both groups bear accountability for their choices to 
obey or to reject godly wisdom. Those who seek and embrace wisdom will 
inherit honor (“glory,” KJV). An inheritance is a permanent acquisition. The 
Hebrew word rendered honor literally means “weightiness.” Hence, the wise 
receive an enduring good reputation and a prize of eternal value. 

In contrast, those who choose to scorn and reject God’s wisdom are utterly 
foolish. The Hebrew word rendered fools does not refer to a lack of mental 
capacity but rather to a stubborn rejection of God and His ways. Fools might 
be quite intelligent but are completely void of spiritual foundations. They 
make decisions based not on what is godly and right but rather on what 
satisfies their selfish desires. Therefore, their ultimate inheritance is dishonor 
(“shame,” KJV). The apostle Paul put life’s two opposing destinies in equally 
stark terms: “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 6:23). Which destiny have you chosen?

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Blessing and Cursing” on pages 225–226 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. As a believer, 

what are some blessings you have received from God that help you avoid 

dishonor in this life? 
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T C
All people have a choice to make: follow God or reject Him.

We all make choices every day. Life is filled with choices. Many choices are of 
little lasting significance: What clothes do I wear today? What will I eat for 
breakfast? Where am I going for lunch? Will I order chicken or beef? Other 
decisions, however, can have a major impact on people’s lives: Should I marry? 
If so, whom should I marry? What career do I want to pursue? Interestingly, 
sometimes the most consequential choices we make can be set up by decisions 
we thought to be of lesser significance at the time we made them.

Let me give a personal illustration of this fact. As mentioned in a previous 
session, after graduating high school I enrolled in a nearby community 
college. There I was quickly confronted by the same options I had in high 
school: Would I buckle down and take my studies seriously, or would I spend 
the majority of my time playing around? Too often I chose to play around. 
Consequently, I failed to pass one of my classes, and as a consequence I lost my 
student deferment and received a draft notice to report for military service. 

Like many other young men at the time in similar situations, I was 
suddenly confronted by a new set of options. The first option was to report as 
ordered for induction into the armed forces. I was all but certain this option 
would lead to my deployment to Vietnam. A second option was to ignore the 
draft notice and look for a job, but I knew for sure that choice would not end 
well for me. I would be arrested, convicted, and sentenced to serve time in a 
federal prison. A third option was to flee to another country and seek asylum. 
But this choice would not come without terrible consequences either. I would 
be labeled a traitor and permanently severed from my family, friends, and 
home. My previous decisions about the importance of school seemed trivial 
when compared to these options, yet it was those earlier decisions that laid 
the predicate for having to make a potential life-and-death choice. (I chose 
the first option, and it made a lasting change in my attitude about school!)

In the Bible passage for this session, Solomon addressed the most 
important choice people have to make in life. We all are confronted with the 
choice of whether to follow God in faith or to reject Him.

Session 4 > Proverbs 4:11-27
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 4:1-27

Proverbs 4:1-27 is divided into three segments. Each is introduced with an 
appeal by Solomon for his sons to listen to what their father says (4:1,10,20). 
The plea assumes the primary responsibility for instructing children rests 
with the child’s parents.

In Proverbs 4:1-9, Solomon exhorted his sons to acquire wisdom. His 
exhortation proclaims the value of understanding and wisdom. Wisdom and 
understanding rooted in the fear of the Lord (see 1:7; 9:10; 15:33) leads to life 
(see 10:27; 14:27; 19:23; 22:4). Solomon was not the first Israelite to discover 
these virtues. His parents had taught him how to acquire them (4:3-4). The 
reference to three generations of God’s people underscores that godly parental 
discipline arises from a tested and true reality, not from untried theoretical 
opinions. Such guidance and discipline were passed down from generation 
to generation because they were successful. This linking of generations also 
demonstrates how the best in life can be transmitted by personal influence 
and by demonstrative love to one’s children. Solomon’s exhortations remind 
all generations of the temporal nature of this influence. The phrases “when 
I was a son with my father” and “tender and precious to my mother” (4:3) 
describe warm memories that continued to influence Solomon’s instruction 
of his sons. Solomon recognized the urgency of transmitting this truth to 
them. His own lifespan grew shorter each passing day.

Acquiring wisdom through listening to one’s parents was only half of the 
process. Children needed to maintain the values they learned early on in 
life (4:5-9). Salvation is a one-time-for-all-time decision someone makes in 
trusting in Jesus Christ as Savior. However, doing right and being Christlike in 
one’s daily life is an ongoing decision—or more precisely, a series of decisions. 

In Proverbs 4:10-19, Solomon contrasted two distinctly opposite ways of 
life, the way of wisdom (4:10-13,18) and the way of the wicked (4:14-17,19). He 
employed the metaphor of two roads to describe the two different lifestyles. 
The path of the righteous is straight and leads to life. The path of the wicked 
terminates in unexpected suffering. Therefore, Solomon exhorted his sons 
to constantly choose the way of wisdom and avoid treading on the way of 
the wicked.

In Proverbs 4:20-27, Solomon pressed his sons to stay on the path fixed 
by wisdom. If they would adhere consistently to his instructions, they could 
escape all sorts of terrible consequences. He utilized a catalog of various 
body parts to express the comprehensive nature of compliance with his 
exhortation.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE PATH TO TAKE (Prov. 4:11-13)

Solomon declared that his aim was to guide people on the path to life.  

VERSE 11

I am teaching you the way of wisdom; I am guiding you on 

straight paths. 

Staying on the right path demands listening to Solomon’s words carefully 
and following his instructions precisely. In the first segment of chapter 4, 
Solomon addressed his instruction to his “sons” (4:1). Beginning in 4:10, he 
reverted to the singular form “my son,” perhaps to emphasize that he cared 
about each and every son. As a parent, he wanted God’s best for each child. 
If they all appropriated Solomon’s guidance, they would enjoy their optimum 
lives. Solomon did not guarantee his sons a lifespan comprised of a precise 
number of years. Rather he knew that by eliminating the pitfalls caused by 
poor choices, the likelihood of a full and longer life increased dramatically.

The Hebrew verb rendered I am teaching literally means “to throw” or “to 
cast.” The word contains the idea that the one doing the casting has effective 
control over the direction of the throw. The noun form of this verb is the 
familiar term torah, meaning “law” or “instruction.” The verb form typically 
occurs with a double object—a direct and indirect object—meaning “to teach 
someone something.” Here the “someone” is the ambiguous pronoun you. This 
points to Solomon’s son as the initial person being taught the “something” 
but allows for others to embrace the teaching also. The “something” Solomon 
taught was (and is) the way of wisdom, the appropriate application of 
knowledge. The king’s sons had received an excellent education. Now the 
king wanted to be sure they used their knowledge as God intended.

The analogy of life as a journey dominates this passage. Here the word way 
denotes a path created by the constant trampling of feet. The verb rendered 
am guiding (“have led,” KJV; ESV) can be translated literally as “I have 
caused you to trample.” It implies that the teacher has a genuine impact on 
the learner’s progress in life. Godly wisdom can be gained by following well-
established paths. 

The proverb is written in poetry. Consequently the second line parallels 
the first line. Hence guiding conveys the same idea as teaching. Likewise, the 

way of wisdom and straight paths have similar connotations. A straight path 
is one that is easy to follow. Wisdom is neither deceptive nor obscure. One 
need only to follow godly guidance to gain it.
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The verb teaching contains another component as well. It presupposes 
a relationship between the instructor and the learner. The instructor has 
authority over the learner, and the learner holds an expectation to receive 
correct guidance from the instructor. In the father-son relationship, a father 
teaches his son about the proper conduct for a successful and prosperous 
life. In the teacher-student relationship, the teacher instructs the student 
in understanding the topic correctly. These both serve as analogies for the 
relationship between God and His people. God has both the authority and 
the desire to teach His people how to live full, holy lives in His service.

VERSE 12

When you walk, your steps will not be hindered; when you run, 

you will not stumble. 

Walking and running represent two variant speeds of movement on foot. 
The phrase when you walk may emphasize the distance to be covered, while 
when you run may carry the slightly different emphasis of speed. In both 
cases, however, the quality of godly wisdom empowers the traveler on his 
or her life’s journey. The journey might be long, but the wise believer will 
not be hindered (“straitened,” KJV; “hampered,” ESV; NIV). The term 
translated hindered can denote obstacles, a constricted walkway, or even 
physical difficulties (muscle cramps, sore feet, and so forth) experienced by 
the walker. An additional danger for someone who is running on the path is 
the possibility of stumbling. Solomon assured his sons, however, that such 
hindrances would not deter the traveler who keeps on the way of wisdom. 

VERSE 13

Hold on to instruction; don’t let go. Guard it, for it is your life. 

The Hebrew verb rendered hold on (“take fast hold,” KJV; “keep hold,” ESV) 
includes the idea of grasping something and holding it securely. The root idea 
of the verb means “to be or become strong.” This specialized sense of grasping 
may have referred to the ceremonial gesture of grasping the hand of a person 
appointed to a new office. The authority of the one making the appointment 
symbolically was transferred to the new official by this gesture. In Proverbs 
4:13, the implication of the verb is to urge a new generation of Israelites to 
embrace and clutch tightly the godly parental guidance they received. 

This implication is supported further by the parallel verb rendered guard. 
This second verb can designate the role of a soldier in securing a military 
installation or organization, or it can refer to a watchman protecting an 
agricultural facility. In Solomon’s time, major cities such as Jerusalem were 
protected in part by massive walls. Guards were posted on these walls to scan 
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the horizon outside the city to observe and warn about approaching enemy 
attacks. At the same time, guards were expected to watch inside the walls as 
well to detect fires or burglaries. Guards who failed to carry out their duties 
faithfully and honestly faced serious consequences (see Ezek. 3:16-21).  

The treasure that young Israelites needed to grasp and guard was godly 
parental instruction. This Hebrew term designates correction that results 
in education. Children inevitably make mistakes as they grow. Godly parents 
lovingly correct their child’s mistakes (Eph. 6:4). The child then must adhere 
to the old adage to learn from one’s mistakes. Solomon explained that 
behavioral improvement acquired from parental correction sustains life, 
both in length (generally) and quality. Therefore, following godly instruction 
will lead to a more successful life.

THE PATH TO AVOID (Prov. 4:14-19)

Solomon warned against following the path taken by evil people whose 
appetites for wickedness led to more wickedness. 

VERSE 14

Keep off the path of the wicked; don’t proceed on the way 

of evil ones. 

In the previous verses, Solomon touted the benefits of holding on to godly 
instruction. Here he shifted to a stern warning. He warned his sons to keep 
off the path of the wicked. The rapid succession of verbs in verses 14-15 
expressing this prohibition communicates the urgency of guarding that 
instruction. If an individual does not learn from his or her mistakes and 
turn back to godly instruction, then that individual can easily find himself 
or herself developing a pattern of foolishness, of walking on the way of 
evil ones. The actions and conduct of the wicked encompass every type of 
disobedient behavior, including violence, dishonesty, and cruelty. The evil 

ones hate God and despise His expectations of holy behavior. Therefore, they 
threaten the well-being of the entire community. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Family” on pages 555–557 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Who contributed most 

to your spiritual instruction during your formative years? In what ways did 

church or school instructors contribute to your spiritual formation?
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VERSE 15

Avoid it; don’t travel on it. Turn away from it, and pass it by. 

Solomon continued to pile on synonymous verbs designed to express the 
urgency of rejecting the way of the wicked. In addition, the two sections of 
the verse are parallel. The verbs rendered avoid and turn away from (“pass 
not by,” KJV; “do not go on,” ESV) urge people never to give the way of evil 
a single try. Similarly, the verbs rendered don’t travel on and pass … by (“go 
on your way,” NIV) are parallel and may add the nuance of continuation: “But 
when you do sometimes yield to temptation, by all means get off the path of 
evil immediately; do not keep on walking that path!” 

Yielding to temptation even once makes one a sinner and in need of 
salvation. This fact underscores the amazing truth that Jesus Christ was 
“tempted in every way as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15). Only Jesus 
never sinned. Only He completely obeyed the godly wisdom Solomon taught. 
Thus, only Jesus was spiritually qualified to be our Savior from sin. 

VERSE 16

For they can’t sleep unless they have done what is evil; they are 

robbed of sleep unless they make someone stumble. 

The wicked become addicted to doing wrong. They suffer from insomnia 
(they can’t sleep) when they don’t commit some type of evil. Their greatest 
satisfaction is derived from making others stumble. 

Herein lies a major distinction between the two ways of life Solomon 
described. The way of wisdom is smooth and straight. Those who follow it 
will not be tripped up by hidden obstacles. On the other hand, the way of 
the wicked is treacherous, filled with many unseen pitfalls. These snares are 
clandestine traps set by the evil one. 

The language of movement and travel continues to fill out the analogy. 
A person walking on a dirt path might trip and fall over a fallen tree limb. 
In the same way, people can be lured into sin by circumstances. These traps 
are not really the result of circumstance but have been set deliberately by 
others. They have hidden tripwires that are not easily avoided. Hence those 
who travel the evil path not only must watch out for the intrinsic dangers of 
the path itself but also must fear others who are traveling the same evil path.  

VERSE 17

They eat the bread of wickedness and drink the wine of violence. 

Bread was the staple food in an ancient Israelite’s diet. Wine was a common 
beverage at a typical meal. Eating bread was so ordinary and normal that the 
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expression came to imply eating a meal. The wicked do not commit crimes in 
order to eat a meal; they eat a meal so that they are able to commit crimes. 
Wickedness and violence are their food and drink.

VERSE 18

The path of the righteous is like the light of dawn, shining 

brighter and brighter until midday. 

Solomon interrupted his portrayal of the hazards on the way of the wicked 
to insert a vivid description of the path of the righteous. The righteous are 
those individuals who have a right standing with God and live in accordance 
with that relationship. The description reminds the learner of the gains 
achieved by fidelity to godly parental instruction. 

The progress of the righteous person is compared to the rising sun. At dawn 
the sun peeps over the horizon. Later, as the sun makes its steady arc through 
the heavens, the light grows brighter and brighter. The light’s peak comes 
at midday (“perfect day,” KJV; “full day,” ESV; “full light of day,” NIV) as the 
sun stands directly overhead. The path of the righteous is a similarly progressive 
path. The believer comes to know God (through Christ) and embrace Him by 
faith. Daily growth and spiritual enlightenment get increasingly stronger as 
the believer walks with God each day on the way of the righteous.

VERSE 19

But the way of the wicked is like the darkest gloom; they don’t 

know what makes them stumble. 

In stark contrast to the brightness of the way of righteousness, the way of 
the wicked is like the darkest gloom. The Hebrew word rendered darkest 

gloom (“deep darkness,” ESV; NIV) refers figuratively to utter calamity or 
distress. The calamity, however, is not incidental. The darkness symbolized 
the complete moral blindness of the wicked. They chose to travel the dark 
path even though they could not see its hidden perils and traps. Therefore, 
when they trip over an obstacle or fall into a moral trap, they cannot even 
identify what makes them stumble. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Transportation and Travel” on pages 1595–1599 

in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How 

do the analogies of paths, roads, and ways help you better understand or 

describe the Christian life? 
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THE CHOICE TO MAKE (Prov. 4:20-27)

Solomon challenged God’s people to continually consider his counsel, 
diligently watching over their hearts. He encouraged them to remain focused 
on the righteous path, refusing to veer off that path in any way.

VERSES 20-21

My son, pay attention to my words; listen closely to my sayings. 

Don’t lose sight of them; keep them within your heart.

Verse 20 contains Solomon’s third direct appeal to his son or sons in this 
chapter. The repetition was deliberate. A major component of godliness is 
tenacious adherence to long-held truths. Under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, Solomon compiled these truths into a textbook that eventually 
became the biblical Book of Proverbs. Thus, his instructions are applicable 
as godly wisdom for all of God’s people—young and old, male and female, of 
any and all backgrounds. Because God loves us all, He wants us to experience 
life to the full. Such life begins with salvation from sin through faith in Jesus 
Christ and continues in ongoing sanctification as we learn and live out His 
holy ways every day. 

Living on the righteous path requires commitment and obedience. 
Solomon underscored this truth in verses 20-21 by pointing to two physical 
senses: hearing and seeing. First, he urged young Israelites to pay attention 
to his words and to listen closely to his sayings. It is through the sense 
of hearing that an individual receives the spoken truths of life that can 
transform their lives and guide them daily along the way of godly living. 
Both of these Hebrew verbs express urgency and care. The verb rendered 
listen closely to literally means “to incline the ear”—a word picture of leaning 
closer to someone so as not to miss a word of what is being spoken.

In verse 21, Solomon drew attention to the sense of sight. Having heard 
and believed the spoken truths of godly parental instruction, young Israelites 
needed to not lose sight of them. That Solomon was using this word picture 
figuratively is made clear by the parallel description keep them within your 
heart. In ancient Hebrew thought, the heart was the seat of human volition, 
or moral decision-making. The apostle Paul used the phrase “the eyes of 
your heart” in Ephesians 1:18 to pray that believers might be spiritually 
enlightened about the hope and eternal inheritance they have in Christ.

VERSE 22

For they are life to those who find them, and health to one’s 

whole body. 
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The word they points back to the parent’s (or teacher’s) wise “words” and 
“sayings” (4:20). Then, as now, God’s people should expect to hear a plethora 
of voices calling for their attention and consideration. Believers can best 
recognize and reject the voices of falsehood, selfishness, and sinfulness—
in other words, voices from the way of evil—by clinging tightly to godly 
instruction and never losing sight of it. 

Solomon reminded his son once more that godly parental teachings are 
life to those who find them. The way of wickedness leads not to life but 
rather to darkness and death. Moreover, the way of godly wisdom makes 
a difference not only in one’s final destination but also in the ongoing 
journey. Solomon added that godly parental teachings give health to one’s 
whole body (“all their flesh,” KJV). 

VERSE 23

Guard your heart above all else, for it is the source of life. 

As indicated in the comments on verse 21, in Hebrew thought the heart 
represented the seat of human volition, or decision-making. Consequently, 
Solomon exhorted his son to guard (“keep,” KJV; ESV) his heart above all 
else (“with all diligence,” KJV; “with all vigilance,” ESV). If the many decisions 
we make each day impact and shape our lives in significant ways, one can see 
the reason Solomon (and parents, teachers, pastors, and friends throughout 
history) would want future generations to give top priority to guarding their 
hearts. The heart is the source of life; therefore, its condition is a life-and-
death matter. Physically, the heart pumps life-giving, oxygen-rich blood to 
all parts of the body. Spiritually speaking, the believer’s heart, as the source of 

life, pumps godly wisdom into every situation faced and every decision made. 

VERSE 24

Don’t let your mouth speak dishonestly, and don’t let your lips 

talk deviously. 

Words have power. God spoke, and the universe came into being (see Gen. 1). 
God then gave the first man, Adam, the authority and opportunity to name 
the wild animals and birds He created (see Gen. 2:19-20). The power of 
human speech can be used for good or evil, as the Scripture attests in many 
proverbs as well as in James 3:1-12. 

Solomon therefore instructed God’s people to keep tight reins on their 
speech. They were to diligently avoid letting their mouths speak dishonestly 
or talk deviously. Both phrases appear rarely in Scripture but have essentially 
the same meaning. God’s people must be honest in their words and actions.  
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VERSE 25

Let your eyes look forward; fix your gaze straight ahead. 

Our eyes guide us visually to a destination and help us avoid obstacles along 
the way. Since the way of wisdom is a straight path, the believer traveling 
on this path in life should look forward, keeping his or her gaze straight 
ahead. The New Testament picks up this analogy in Hebrews 12:1-2, where 
the writer stated, “Let us run with endurance the race that lies before us, 
keeping our eyes on Jesus, the source and perfecter of our faith.”

VERSE 26

Carefully consider the path for your feet, and all your ways will 

be established. 

The words carefully consider the path for your feet call attention to 
movement on a chosen path. As stated previously, there are ultimately only 
two paths—the way of the righteous leading to life and the way of the wicked 
leading to death. The Hebrew verb rendered carefully consider literally means 
“to weigh on the scales.” The decision of which path to walk in life is too 
important to treat flippantly or try to ignore. The stakes are too high!

If people make the wise and right decision about which direction they 
will go in life—a decision we know from the New Testament involves 
believing in Jesus Christ—then Scripture promises that all our ways will be 
established. We will reach the right destination (see Matt. 7:13-14). Only by 
the careful consideration demanded by Solomon (and later Jesus) can people 
avoid destruction and enter the narrow gate that leads to life eternal.

VERSE 27

Don’t turn to the right or to the left; keep your feet away from evil.

The passage ends with a conventional Old Testament admonition: don’t 
turn to the right or to the left (see also Deut. 5:32-33; 28:14; Josh. 1:7; Isa. 
30:21). The way of wisdom is straight and narrow. Any change in direction 
potentially takes one off of this path and onto the path of the wicked. The 
only way to keep one’s feet away from evil is disciplined, wise living. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 4:26. What are some important decisions you 

anticipate having to make in the near future? How has this study helped 

prepare you to make good decisions that please God?
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F G’  
D
God expects His people to show His wisdom 
through sexual purity.  

A young pastor walked slowly to his car in the hospital’s dimly lit parking 
lot. He and his wife had arrived at the medical center long before dawn that 
day. She was about to give birth to their fourth child and had gone into 
labor in the middle of the previous night. Complications arose during labor, 
however, and the birth process dragged on until late afternoon of the next 
day. Finally, on the doctor’s recommendation, the new baby was delivered by 
Cesarean section. Everyone was OK—exhausted, yes, but OK. Mother and 
child would need to remain in the hospital a while longer to recuperate from 
the procedure, so the pastor decided to go home for the evening and check 
on their other children. 

As the pastor approached his car, he noticed a young woman standing 
in the shadows nearby. When she stepped into the light he recognized her 
as someone he knew quite well from the church community. In fact, the 
woman had visited with the pastor and his wife earlier that afternoon as 
they awaited the birth of their child. She complained that her car had broken 
down and wondered if he might give her a ride home.

The young pastor was faced with a dilemma. How could he say no to 
a person’s request for help when it was within his ability to do so? What kind 
of ministry example would that set? Would she spread word in the church 
community that the pastor was callous and unconcerned about the needs 
of others? On the other hand, what gossip might arise in the community if 
people saw the pastor alone with the young woman in his car pulling up to 
her house late in the evening? 

As these competing thoughts raced through the young pastor’s mind, 
the Lord suddenly solved the dilemma for him. One of the church’s deacons 
and his wife (who also had been visiting in the hospital) approached. They 
graciously offered to give the young woman a ride home. 

Session 5 > Proverbs 5:3-11,15-18
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Today, as in Solomon’s time, no one is immune from the pervasive presence 
of sexual temptation. Not even pastors or church members. It isn’t an easy 
topic to discuss in church Bible study groups, yet the Bible addresses the need 
for sexual purity in both Old and New Testaments. One of those places in 
the Old Testament is Proverbs 5. Because God created us as sexual beings, 
He also provided His wisdom to guide us in the proper expression of our 
sexuality. He expects believers to show His wisdom through sexual purity. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 5:1–7:27

Marriage in the technical sense is a contractual agreement that formalizes 
the social relationships comprising a family. Thus, it includes the basic 
understanding of acceptable and unacceptable behaviors of the husband and 
wife toward each other as well as the couple’s interactions with others outside 
their marriage bond. Biblical teaching affirms that the Lord God designed the 
marriage relationship with its attendant norms in the garden of Eden (Gen. 
2:18,21-25). Thus, we should not be surprised to find numerous places in 
Scripture where God’s original design for the marriage relationship comes to 
the fore. For example, Exodus 20:14,17 places the exclusive nature of marriage 
squarely into the seventh and tenth commandments. The historical narrative 
in 2 Samuel 11–12 reveals that sexual temptation and sin invaded the life and 
legacy of Israel’s most beloved king. Old Testament prophets railed against 
Israel’s spiritual disloyalty to God by employing the language and imagery 
of a broken marriage relationship (Isa. 1:21; Hos. 1:2; Ezek. 16:35-43). Old 
Testament wisdom echoes God’s design for marriage not only in the Book of 
Proverbs but also in the poetic jewel called Song of Songs. 

The young people raised in Israelite families and trained in wisdom 
schools were not left to guess about appropriate sexual conduct. They were 
instructed in God’s wisdom from the Scriptures. Proverbs 5:1–7:27 contains 
three major sections concerning this topic (5:3-23; 6:20-35; 7:6-27). Solomon 
emphasized the harm that sexual immorality causes to the offender. 
In Proverbs 5:1-14, he warned against having sexual relations with “the 
forbidden woman.” Instead of destructive promiscuity, Solomon advocated 
for maintaining a healthy intimate relationship with one’s wife (5:15-19). In 
the final verses of the chapter, he returned to emphasize how foolish and 
damaging it is to engage in sexual relations outside of marriage (5:20-23).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

SEE THE REALITY (Prov. 5:3-6)

Solomon declared that whatever appeal is presented, adultery eventually 
leads to bitterness and death.

VERSES 3-4

Though the lips of the forbidden woman drip honey and her 

words are smoother than oil, in the end she’s as bitter as 

wormwood and as sharp as a double-edged sword.

God’s design for human sexual intimacy confines it to the marriage 
relationship of a husband and wife. Keep in mind that in the original context 
of this Scripture, Solomon was primarily addressing young Israelite men 
being trained for leadership in the kingdom. However, godly wisdom related 
to sexual purity was (and is) relevant for all of God’s people, male and female. 

The basic idea of the Hebrew term rendered forbidden woman (“strange 
woman,” KJV; “adulterous woman,” NIV) points to a female who is not the 
wife of a man she is intimate with. Clearly the man likewise has no legitimate 
sexual privileges with such a forbidden woman. Thus, the willingness of both 
the man and woman to engage in prohibited sexual behavior unmasks an 
underlying immoral character in both of them.  

In this context, Solomon warned inexperienced young men to beware of 
being lured into immorality by the forbidden woman’s invitation. The two 
phrases that explain her lips … drip honey and words are smoother than 
oil describe enticing speech. The temptress would use flattery and smooth 
talk to try to overcome the young man’s conscience and spiritual training. 
The word honey connotes sweetness and pleasure. The phrase smoother than 

oil also depicts pleasure in terms of ease of acceptance and persuasiveness. 
The forbidden woman would cloak her invitation in destructive, immoral 
behavior through the use of sweet, smooth words.  

Today both men and women equally face temptations to engage in illicit 
sexual behavior. God created human beings as male and female (Gen. 1:27). 
Hence, sex is part of God’s design for us. However, His design also included 
the marriage relationship of a husband and wife as the right and proper 
context for sexual intimacy (1 Cor. 7:2-5). 

The forbidden woman’s charming logic shrouded a dark reality. When 
accepted as truth, the sweet taste of her words soon turned as bitter as 
wormwood. Wormwood refers to a nonpoisonous but bitter-tasting shrub 
that was common in ancient Israel. It may have been desirable for medicinal 
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effects, but like many such herbal remedies it was difficult to stomach. The 
plant often appears in Scripture as an analogy for sorrow and trouble. 

The double-edged sword was a versatile and deadly weapon. It could be 
used for stabbing or slashing. Because the sword’s blade was honed on both 
sides, it could gash an enemy from all angles. Likewise, the forbidden woman’s 
tempting words, if embraced, would slice and sever a young Israelite’s life in 
all directions. Now, as then, sexual impurity can destroy one’s innocence, 
reputation, health, freedom, and even one’s life. 

Sometimes in Scripture, the double-edged sword was used figuratively to 
represent divine judgment. Hebrews 4:12 speaks of God’s Word as “sharper 
than any double-edged sword, penetrating as far as the separation of soul 
and spirit, joints and marrow. It is able to judge the thoughts and intentions 
of the heart.” Similarly, in Revelation 1:16 the apostle John saw in his 
opening vision of the risen Christ that “a sharp double-edged sword came 
from his mouth.” 

VERSE 5

Her feet go down to death; her steps head straight for Sheol. 

The imagery of sexual seduction in Proverbs 5:1–7:27 is striking. The forbidden 
woman lurks about the community in search of potential paramours (7:11-12). 
She wears enticing clothing (7:10). She flatters (5:3; 6:24; 7:21) and kisses 
(7:13) her intended lovers. She flutters her eyelashes (6:25) and beckons men 
into her bedchamber (7:16-18). In the end, however, the veneer of seduction 
leads to a very different, horrific reality: her feet go down to death; her 
steps head straight for Sheol (“hell,” KJV; “the grave,” NIV). 

In Hebrew poetry, parallel phrases serve to emphasize a singular truth. 
The truth being emphasized in Proverbs 5:5 could not be clearer or more 
sobering. Sexual immorality does not lead to a more pleasure-filled, liberated 
life; instead, it leads to death. The Hebrew term transliterated in many English-
language Bibles as Sheol [SHEE ohl] generally referred in Solomon’s time to 
the place of the dead. It did not refer to any single grave per se but rather 
to the place where all graves led. The words rendered head straight for (“take 
hold on,” KJV; “follow the path to,” ESV) emphasize the certainty of where 
all sexual immorality ends. It is the exact opposite of the alluring scenario 
presented by the tempter. Sexual immorality might promise momentary 
pleasure, but the aftermath is torment and disaster.

VERSE 6

She doesn’t consider the path of life; she doesn’t know that her 

ways are unstable. 
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The Hebrew text of this verse is difficult to translate. Ambiguity in certain 
verb forms presents translators with two possible ways to render the verse. 
One translation proposes that the person pondering the path of life is the 
forbidden woman’s target—that is, a young Israelite man. Thus, the King 
James Version reads “Lest thou shouldest ponder the path of life” in the first 
part of verse 6. The sense of the verse as a whole would then be a warning 
that the young man must not pity the forbidden woman. Instead, she must 
be recognized as the deceiver she is, deliberately trying to destroy the young 
man by tempting him to engage in sexually immoral behavior. 

In an alternate translation (see the CSB; ESV; NIV), the forbidden woman 
is presented as the subject of all the verbs in the verse. The sense of the verse 
in this view presents the forbidden woman as not only immoral but also 
foolish. She has no comprehension or concern that her lifestyle is destructive 
not only for her but also for her suitors. Again, the overall principle ultimately 
applies to both genders. Godly individuals—whether male or female—
diligently resist the temptation to engage in immoral sexual behavior.

Sexual immorality in all its forms leads only to emptiness, bitterness, and 
disaster. Sexually transmitted diseases, jealousy, violence, murder, and public 
scandal are only a few of the possible consequences of illicit sexual behavior.

THINK LONG TERM (Prov. 5:7-11)

Solomon challenged God’s people to resist sexual temptations. He 
encouraged them to think about the long-term social, economic, and physical 
consequences of sexual sins.

VERSE 7

So now, sons, listen to me, and don’t turn away from the words 

from my mouth. 

The plural form sons indicates that the summons was meant for all young 
Israelites, not just one. The content of the parental cry beckons the young 
men to conform to parental teachings about sexual purity. The implication 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Sex, Biblical Teaching on” on pages 1438–1439 in 

the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are 

some things Christian parents can do today to help their children resist the 

temptations of a sexually permissive culture?
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here is profound and must not be overlooked. Each generation is responsible 
for teaching the next generation about God’s design for sexual intimacy in 
the context of marriage. Cultural attitudes about sexuality can and do change 
dramatically over time; God’s standards do not change. If the oncoming 
generations are to have a healthy and godly perspective about sex, Christian 
parents need to teach what the Bible says about the topic.

The word so represents a Hebrew conjunction connecting the theme of 
5:1-6 to what follows. The term now carries the emphasis of “at the present 
moment.” Together these two terms stress the urgency of immediate 
compliance with godly parental instruction on avoiding sexual immorality. 
People must not think they are missing out on something exciting or fulfilling 
by remaining sexually pure. They are preserving their lives and happiness!

VERSE 8

Keep your way far from her. Don’t go near the door of her house. 

The initial instruction for maintaining sexual purity and a righteous lifestyle 
is simple and pragmatic. Avoid closely associating with sexually immoral 
people. Stay as far away from them as possible. As we have observed in 
previous sessions, the Hebrew term rendered way often appears in Scripture 
as a metaphor for life’s journey or one’s lifestyle. Thus, the term can also 
carry the sense of habitual behavior, actions, or practices. The Hebrew verb 
rendered keep … far (“remove … far” KJV) has the basic meaning of “cause 
to have a permanent separation between.” Such a separation therefore 
required spiritual alertness, vigilance, and discipline. God’s people are 
wise to recognize times or situations in which they might be vulnerable to 
temptation and, if possible, avoid putting themselves in those situations. 

The second line in the verse expresses the same warning in a slightly 
different way: Don’t go near the door of her house. In this scenario the 
young man might have unknowingly or unintentionally wandered into the 
forbidden woman’s proximity. He must not allow himself to approach the 
entryway of her house. Both lines of the verse yield the same emphasis: 
Sexual immorality is best prevented by staying as far away as possible from 
situations in which the temptation might be present. 

VERSES 9-10

Otherwise, you will give up your vitality to others and your years 

to someone cruel; strangers will drain your resources, and your 

hard-earned pay will end up in a foreigner’s house. 

Verses 9-10 introduce new, albeit unidentified, characters into the scenario. 
The Hebrew terms rendered others, someone cruel (“the merciless,” ESV), 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



56 E        B  

strangers, and a foreigner’s are all masculine nouns and thus do not refer 
to the forbidden woman. Further, the nouns cannot refer to Solomon’s sons 
since they are the ones being warned that their vitality (“honor,” ESV; 
NIV), years (“dignity,” NIV), resources (“wealth,” KJV; NIV; “strength,” 
ESV), hard-earned pay (“labours,” KJV; “toil,” NIV) will be taken by these 
unidentified men. 

Who, then, were these other men? One view suggests that the forbidden 
woman was a prostitute and the men were various agents who profited from 
her illicit activities. A second view theorizes that the forbidden woman might 
be a son’s potential concubine who would spend his money carelessly and 
extravagantly, thus draining the son’s resources and enriching the pockets 
of other men. A third view is that the forbidden woman was a cult prostitute 
serving at a pagan temple. 

Perhaps the simplest view is the best solution. Solomon was simply 
warning his sons that sexual immorality is a voracious and cruel master. 
Like any addiction, sex addiction mercilessly drains its victims of all self-
respect, time, money, and health. Eventually nothing remains but the empty 
shell of a person who once had great potential in life. 

VERSE 11

At the end of your life, you will lament when your physical body 

has been consumed, 

In verses 11-14, Solomon described the consequences of a lifetime of sexually 
immoral conduct. The phrase at the end of your life (“at the last,” KJV) does 
not specify a particular number of years. Rather, it simply views the lifespan 
from its endpoint. Verse 11 highlights physical consequences: you will 
lament when your physical body has been consumed. The Hebrew verb 
translated lament (“mourn” KJV; “groan,” ESV; NIV) refers to the guttural 
groaning of someone who is suffering physical distress. The term rendered 
consumed essentially means “bring to an end or completion.” 

While the general sense of verse 11 might be simply that the person 
realizes he has wasted his life, more likely the emphasis includes physical 
maladies resulting from a destructive lifestyle. Sexually transmitted diseases 
existed long before the modern era. It is important to note that God can and 
does forgive our sins—including sexual sins—in Christ when we sincerely 
repent and turn to Him in faith. Nevertheless, we still may have to live with 
the temporal consequences of some sins that ravage our overall health. 

Verses 12-14 identify some additional temporal consequences of sexual  
immorality. One consequence is deep regret that you were not willing to 
heed correction earlier, either from physical signs (5:12) or concerned people 
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who tried to warn you (5:13). Another consequence is a sense of great shame, 
a sober realization that in many ways you ruined your life in such a public 
manner (5:14). 

Debauchery still causes disease, addiction, violence, and suffering. 
Marriages still are irrevocably ripped apart. Promising careers still end in 
scandal. Health still crumbles. All of these maladies can occur because people 
fail to adhere to God’s design for sexual purity. Honestly looking ahead to the 
consequences of unwise choices can help a person make a wise choice today. 

ENJOY GOD’S PROVISION (Prov. 5:15-18)

Solomon directed married couples to enjoy sexual intimacy within the 
confines of a faithful, exclusive marriage relationship. He affirmed 
monogamous relationships as God’s design. 

VERSE 15

Drink water from your own cistern, water flowing from 

your own well. 

Proverbs 5:15-23 applauds the enjoyment of sexual intimacy within God’s 
design for marriage. These verses indeed provide a stark contrast to verses 
1-14. The antithesis of the consequences of sexual immorality is the physical 
and emotional fulfillment that comes from fidelity in the marriage union of 
one man and one woman. In verses 15-18, Solomon used the metaphor of a 
family-owned water well to emphasize the proper context for sexual intimacy. 

The Bible makes no effort to hide the fact that human sexual desire is 
intense. Indeed, the saying drink water from your own cistern compares 
sexual desire to one’s thirst for hydration. The physical body has a natural 
need for water; further, it has a way of signaling this need to the brain, which 
then prompts the body to seek liquid refreshment. Moreover, it can also send 
warning signals to avoid drinking contaminated water or other harmful 
liquids. Solomon used this analogy to emphasize the vital importance of 
finding sexual fulfillment only in the context God designed. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 6:20. Why do you think some Christian parents have 

difficulty teaching their children about biblical principles and practices 

related to sexual purity? What are the dangers of failing to teach one’s 

children about God’s design for sex? 
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The words cistern and well describe two possible sources of potable water—
the first being a rock-hewn receptacle for catching and storing rain water and 
the second likely describing a spring-fed well. The emphasis in both cases, 
however, was that the husband and wife find sexual fulfillment only in the 
context of their own marriage relationship. All sexual intimacy outside that 
relationship is impure and poisonous to their future life together.

VERSE 16

Should your springs flow in the streets, streams in the 

public squares? 

Bible scholars differ in their understanding of Solomon’s emphasis in this 
verse. The basic analogy remains the same: water as a representation of 
sexual intimacy and fulfillment. In this verse, however, the water appears 
not in cisterns but in the form of flowing springs or streams. Solomon 
may have had in mind the wadis that would appear suddenly during 
thunderstorms, sometimes sending their overflow waters down city streets 
and public squares. 

Given the context of Solomon’s warnings about sexual immorality in 
5:1-14, the most logical interpretation of verse 16 is to understand it as a 
continued warning about infidelity. The verse, in fact, is best understood as 
a rhetorical question that is answered directly in the subsequent verse. In 
other words, Solomon was asking whether it was right, good, and wise for 
a husband or wife to let their sexual intimacy—God’s exclusive wedding 
gift to them as a married couple—flow out of control and out of bounds 
anywhere it wanted like floodwaters down a city street. 

VERSE 17

They should be for you alone and not for you to share with 

strangers. 

The implied answer to the rhetorical question in the previous verse is a 
resounding “No!” Solomon expressed the negative answer, however, in 
a positive way. The pronoun they refers immediately to the “springs” and 
“streams” in verse 16. As indicated in the comments on the previous verse, 
the “springs” and “streams” are analogies representing sexual intimacy and 
fulfillment. Thus, Solomon taught that sexual intimacy and fulfillment was 
not designed to be shared with strangers. In this context, strangers refers 
to anyone outside the marriage relationship, not just to people you have 
never met. 

The idea that sexual intimacy and fulfillment should be for you alone 
should not be taken to mean that only the husband in a marriage needs or 
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experiences sexual fulfillment. It needs to be remembered that originally 
the Book of Proverbs served as a training manual in wisdom for young, male 
Israelites. In that vein, the phrase you alone referred to the young man’s own 
marriage relationship—the only proper context for his experiencing sexual 
intimacy and fulfillment.

VERSE 18

Let your fountain be blessed, and take pleasure in the wife of 

your youth. 

The term fountain is yet another familiar image of a water source. The Hebrew 
noun is derived from a verbal root that describes the action of digging for 
water. Thus, the term emphasizes the personal effort and commitment that 
goes into having a reliable source of fresh water. By implication, I believe 
the term’s background also emphasizes the commitment and faithfulness 
needed for a healthy marriage, including the expression of physical intimacy. 

Godly marriages don’t just happen. They are the result of both husband 
and wife building the relationship together. Moreover, the godly couple 
can rest assured they have God’s approval and empowerment. The Hebrew 
term rendered be blessed is a passive participle, meaning the blessing is not 
self-generated but comes from another source. That source, of course, is the 
Lord. The verb implies that God will give the faithful, godly couple power 
for success. 

God gave the gift of sexual intimacy to be enjoyed exclusively within the 
marriage relationship. Thus, Solomon counseled his son to take pleasure 
in (“rejoice with” KJV; “rejoice in,” ESV; NIV) the wife of his youth. It is 
in that relationship alone—the marriage relationship—where the husband 
and wife can experience the fullness of sexual intimacy that God intended. 

On the wall just above my home computer hangs a picture of my wife. The 
photograph was taken in 1969, when she was a young woman. Whenever 
I pause to look at that picture, I am reminded of when we fell in love and were 
married. I think also of the wonderful life we’ve shared as a Christian couple, 
and I understand better the wisdom of God’s design for marriage and sexual 
purity. May all who study this session find fulfillment in His wisdom too!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Water” on page 1641 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the imagery of water 

help you appreciate the themes Solomon addressed in this session?
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P W
God promises to provide His wisdom to those who 
search for Him. 

Recently all of my adult children and their families came home for a visit. My 
wife and I always enjoy times when the extended family gets together. One 
of my favorite activities is playing games with the grandchildren. On this 
particular occasion, the youngsters decided they wanted to play hide-and-
seek inside the house. Some of the younger kids hid themselves behind a door 
or under a bed. One older grandson crammed himself into the space beneath 
my desk and pulled the chair back into place to further conceal his presence. 
However, the prize for best concealment that day went to a granddaughter. 
She hid in a walk-in closet in our master bedroom. There was just enough 
space behind the hanging clothing for her to stand without disturbing the 
orderly appearance of the garments. Moreover, she quietly stood inside a pair 
of my shoes that were arrayed in a neat line on the floor. The illusion was 
amazing! Soon all the children joined me in looking for her, but we were 
unsuccessful until she finally decided to reveal her location. Some of them 
had even opened the closet door but failed to see her. 

Life can sometimes resemble a game of hide-and-seek. We constantly 
are searching for something. Have you ever asked questions such as, “What 
is right thing for me to do?,” “Should I take this new job offer in another 
state?,” “How do I answer my child’s request to participate in a popular fad?” 
Sometimes the answers to life’s questions are in plain sight. Often they 
appear to be hiding from us. The search for God’s will in any situation is a 
search for wisdom.

Wisdom may be defined as the appropriate application of knowledge. In 
any given situation, we sort through what we know and seek to select the 
information that is relevant to our circumstances. According to the Book of 
Proverbs, true knowledge comes from an understanding of God’s nature and 
our human frailty (Prov. 1:7). Wisdom rests upon these same truths (Prov. 
9:10). Hence, the acquisition of both knowledge and wisdom begins with 
seeking God. As Solomon emphasized in the Bible passage for this session, 
God promises to provide His wisdom to those who search for Him.

Session 6 > Proverbs 8:6-21

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



61Se ssion 6:   Pursuing Wisdom

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 8:1–9:18

Proverbs 1–9 forms a literary unit in which Solomon addressed his sons. 
He admonished them as young adults to continue behaving in the way of 
wisdom their parents had taught them. Some of Solomon’s instructions were 
general in nature—for example, the counsel to avoid wicked companions 
(1:8-19). Some instructions were more specific, such as the warning to shun 
adultery (6:20–7:5). Still other teachings were graphic and well-defined, such 
as the danger of seducing a married woman (7:6-27), while other sections 
are more poetic and figurative (see 5:15-19). Within this last category are 
passages in which abstract ideas such as wisdom are described through the 
literary device of personification (see 1:20-33). In Hebrew thought, however, 
personification was not meant to make a pagan idol out of an attribute. 
Rather, it was meant to explain the one true God’s infinite and perfect 
nature in understandable (human) terms. In other words, true wisdom was 
from God and yet was practical. It was (and is) worth searching for!

Solomon again used personification in discussing godly wisdom in 
Proverbs 8:1–9:18. In 8:1-5,  he described wisdom as a vendor hawking her 
wares in the marketplace. In 8:6-21, he recounted her sales pitch for acquiring 
wisdom. The passage clearly reveals the advantage of acquiring wisdom.

Proverbs 8:22-31 establishes the antiquity of wisdom. The passage opens 
with an assertion that the Lord already possessed wisdom at the beginning 
of creation (8:22). Indeed, wisdom preceded the creation (8:23-29). It was, in 
fact, the fundamental principle and pattern for the design for creation (9:30). 

Proverbs 8:32-36 lays out wisdom’s plea for God’s people to choose wisdom 
as their way of life. Wisdom states that listening to her appeal makes one 
“happy” (8:33-34). Listening implies more than hearing the sounds of her 
entreaty. One must live as she instructs. Living in accordance with wisdom’s 
teaching generates the best life possible for each individual within the 
constraints of God’s will for his or her life (8:35). In the Hebrew language, the 
words for love and hate have the sense of choosing and rejecting, respectively. 
Hence, to reject wisdom is to choose death (8:36).

In Proverbs 9:1-18, Solomon set up a contrast between wisdom’s entreaty 
that leads to life (9:1-12) and the call of folly (foolishness) that leads to death 
(9:13-18). Wisdom is described as inviting people to a banquet in her house. 
The house is strong and spacious. The table is set with life-giving food and 
drink. Folly, on the other hand, is like a boisterous woman preying on naïve 
individuals passing by her house. Those who agree to her solicitation end up 
in Sheol, the place of the dead. The point is clear: Choose wisdom!
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EXPLORE THE TEXT 

VALUABLE (Prov. 8:6-11)

Solomon portrayed God’s wisdom as perfect and righteous in every way. 
God’s wisdom is more valuable than any precious metal or gemstone.

VERSE 6

Listen, for I speak of noble things, and what my lips say is right. 

Proverbs 8:1-4 personifies wisdom as a female vendor peddling her wares in 
the marketplace. The marketplace is crowded with shoppers haggling with 
other vendors over the price of their merchandise. Still other merchants 
screech loudly to attract customers in their direction. Wisdom, however, has 
no permanent stall. Instead, she roams around the community marketing 
her product wherever people congregate. Her target audience is “the children 
of Adam” (Prov. 8:4)—in other words, all human beings. Her cry is for people 
to heed her instruction. 

The Hebrew term rendered listen involves not only hearing words of 
wisdom but also heeding them. The call to listen functions to draw attention 
to what Lady Wisdom is about to say. People must intentionally tune out the 
other voices clamoring for attention in the busy marketplace of life and pay 
attention to the wisdom that comes from God. It is godly wisdom alone that 
can meet their deepest needs. 

Wisdom promises that she speaks of noble things (“excellent things,” 
KJV; “trustworthy things,” NIV). The Hebrew word rendered noble has the 
root meaning of “placing a matter conspicuously before a person.” The noun 
form can designate a king or high priest. Such persons are conspicuous 
because of their leadership roles in society. Here the word is plural and 
functions as an adjective. 

Further, wisdom claims that her words deserve attention because they are 
right. The Hebrew term refers to being ethically and morally straight as well 
as approved by God. The point is clear: Godly wisdom offers people practical 
instruction about life that is of the highest value and purest nature. It comes 
from the mind of God and guarantees that those who obey it will experience 
life to the full as God intended when He created human beings.

VERSE 7

For my mouth tells the truth, and wickedness is detestable 

to my lips. 
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Wisdom goes on to assure people that her mouth tells the truth. The human 
lungs act as a bellows that pushes air through the mouth. The shape and 
movement of the lips and tongue control the air flow out of the mouth. This 
variation in the air flow produces a variety of sounds. The different sounds 
are combined to form languages that enable humans to communicate with 
one another. The wide variety of sounds possible facilitates complex and 
abstract ideas to be shared with other people. 

Human experience shows that people can use their speech helpfully or 
hurtfully. As James 3:10 acknowledges, “Blessing and cursing [can] come 
out of the same mouth,” but then goes on to say “these things should not 
be this way.” Lady Wisdom affirms that things are definitely not that way 
with her speech. Wickedness is detestable to (“an abomination to,” KJV; 
ESV) her lips. Godly wisdom can be trusted to be true, right, helpful, and 
fulfilling. Wickedness is behavior that is contrary to God’s character. It is the 
opposite of truth. Wisdom finds such conduct to be repugnant, and therefore 
wisdom’s guidance can never be wicked. Whatever wisdom communicates 
will harmonize with God’s own perfect character.

VERSE 8

All the words from my mouth are righteous; none of them are 

deceptive or perverse. 

This verse employs the same form of parallelism as the previous verse. The first 
line sets forth a positive statement. Everything wisdom says is righteous. 
Righteous denotes that which God determines to be right. Every authentic 
word of wisdom produces attitudes and actions that are acceptable to God. 

Whereas the first line expresses the godly nature of wisdom’s speech, the 
second line identifies qualities wisdom does not possess. Wisdom’s words are 
never deceptive (“froward,” KJV; “twisted,” ESV; “crooked,” NIV). Neither 
are her instructions perverse (“crooked,” ESV). Deceptive speech leads the 
hearer along false and destructive ways. Similarly, perverse words distort the 
truth of God into misleading instruction. The twisting of God’s truth into 
wickedness reveals the foolish speaker’s sinful character. 

VERSE 9

All of them are clear to the perceptive, and right to those who 

discover knowledge.  

This verse expands the message of the previous verse. Throughout these 
initial chapters in Proverbs, the reader is challenged with a choice between 
wisdom and folly. Folly, or foolishness, has more to do with character 
than intelligence; it is the propensity to make self-destructive choices. 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



64 E        B  

These hurtful choices arise from the fact that foolish people are self-centered 
and obstinate. Their reliance on their own insight makes them gullible and 
greedy. Therefore, they reject the guidance of true wisdom. 

The correctness of wisdom’s guidance is best understood by those who 
have made progress along her path. The message of wisdom is forthright and 
desirable to those who are seeking to know and honor God. The Hebrew word 
rendered clear literally means “to be in front of.” Hence, it has the sense of 
straightness as opposed to being twisted or crooked. 

Godly wisdom is easily grasped once a person accepts it as truth. Knowledge 
refers to a relational understanding of people or objects. In the first nine 
chapters of Proverbs, the term primarily focuses on comprehension gained 
through theological contemplation. As an individual accepts God’s wisdom 
as true, it makes more and more sense. As that person meditates on what 
God says, wisdom’s accuracy and application become even more apparent.

VERSE 10

Accept my instruction instead of silver, and knowledge rather 

than pure gold. 

The Bible mentions gold more than any other metal. It was (and is) valued for 
its beauty, rarity, and workability. Gold can be molded without difficulty into 
objects or art or functionality. Thus, it has long been fabricated into jewelry, 
idols, utensils, and coinage. Silver is another valuable metal. Like gold, it has 
long been used in both jewelry and coinage. Solomon used these two precious 
metals to emphasize wisdom’s far greater value for successful living. 

Instruction refers to correction that leads to education. In the present 
life, we will make mistakes; we will sometimes falter in our faith and commit 
sins. Trying to ignore or self-justify our mistakes and sins only makes matters 
worse for us. Knowledge refers to insight gained by theological reflection. 
After his conversion to faith in Christ, the apostle Paul spent three years of 
such reflection in his hometown of Tarsus before launching his missionary 
ministry (see Gal. 1:17-19). One area of new knowledge for Paul concerned 
the Scriptures. His understanding of the Scriptures as revealed in his epistles 
shows that his faith in Christ gave new meaning to Old Testament wisdom. 
Wisdom reproves bad behavior and instills godly behavior. Learning new 
truths concerning God’s expectations is far more valuable to life than 
increasing one’s hoard of silver or gold.

VERSE 11

For wisdom is better than jewels, and nothing desirable 

can equal it. 
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God’s wisdom can be trusted as true. Material possessions easily can be 
wickedly exploited or even squandered. The more valuable that assets 
might be, the greater the opportunity for wrongful use. However, the real 
superiority of wisdom is its ability to do what monetary wealth cannot do. 
Wisdom delivers true happiness and can protect life far better than gold, 
silver, or jewels. The lesson here is an Old Testament warning similar to 
Jesus’ admonition in the Sermon on the Mount: “Don’t store up for yourselves 
treasures on earth,” because the material possessions people desire will 
eventually decay or corrode and can be stolen by other people who also desire 
them (Matt. 6:19). Genuine wisdom involves storing up spiritual treasure 
just as Jesus instructed when He said, “Store up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven” (Matt. 6:20).

POWERFUL (Prov. 8:12-16)

Solomon declared God’s wisdom as residing in those who fear God. Wisdom 
empowers kings and provides for justice.

VERSE 12

I, wisdom, share a home with shrewdness and have knowledge 

and discretion. 

Godly wisdom is astute and resourceful. The Hebrew word rendered 
shrewdness (“prudence,” KJV; ESV; NIV) can also refer to craftiness, as 
in the conduct of the Gibeonites in Joshua’s day (see Josh. 9:4). During 
the Israelites’ conquest of Canaan, the citizens of Gibeon recognized 
their destruction was inevitable if they opposed the Israelite army. 
Therefore, Gibeonite representatives described themselves as members of 
a distant people willing to enter into a covenant with the Israelites. Their 
misrepresentation later resulted in the Gibeonites’ becoming slaves to the 
Israelites, yet their behavior was seen as shrewd at the time because it saved 
them from annihilation. In the Book of Proverbs, the term typically exhibits 
a positive sense of sensible behavior. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Commerce” on pages 320–324 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What attitudes and 

activities would you identify as possible evidence that a person truly values 

godly wisdom over material possessions?
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The Hebrew term rendered discretion (“witty inventions,” KJV) has the 
sense of judicious behavior that results from clear thinking. Wisdom teaches 
a person how to live a prudent, intelligent, and harmonious life.

VERSE 13

To fear the Lord is to hate evil. I hate arrogant pride, evil 

conduct, and perverse speech.

The positive qualities listed in the previous verse arise out of what is stated 
in this verse. That is, those qualities arise out of a right relationship with 
God. Solomon previously stated that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7). In 9:10 he reiterated this truth by saying that “the 
fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy 
One is understanding.” Thus, to be in a right relationship with God is to love 
Him and to hate evil.

The Hebrew verb translated hate appears twice in Proverbs 8:13. In 
Scripture, both love and hate are more than strong feelings. They are 
accompanied by choices and actions. To fear the Lord involves loving Him 
and choosing to reject any and all actions that are diametrically opposed to 
His character. The believer guided by godly wisdom thus rejects behaviors 
such as arrogant pride, evil conduct, and perverse speech. 

VERSE 14

I possess good advice and sound wisdom; I have understanding 

and strength. 

In Proverbs 8:14-21, first-person pronouns emphatically stress wisdom’s role 
in benefiting those who seek God. The benefits are both material and spiritual. 
Life is filled with unexpected events and circumstances that can trigger 
imprudent and even dangerous behavior if wisdom is forsaken. Wisdom 
provides good advice and sound wisdom for godly living. The purpose of 
wisdom sharing her home with other virtues relates to this provision. If a 
person finds wisdom they likewise will discover the other virtues with whom 
she lives. These include understanding and strength. The term rendered 
strength denotes royal power and thus often is ascribed as an attribute of God. 
The noun is a derivative of a verb that means “to prevail.” Hence, the quality 
describes the capacity to be victorious in adverse circumstances.

VERSES 15-16

It is by me that kings reign and rulers enact just law; by me, 

princes lead, as do nobles and all righteous judges.
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Wisdom is essential for making sound decisions. Governing officials need 
wisdom—not for gaining personal advantage but to lead their people with 
discernment and justice. Kings, rulers, princes, nobles, and judges are 
generic terms for government leaders, not titles for specific offices. The 
comprehensive list indicates every level of government requires wisdom to 
function properly. Therefore, government officials, from the head of state to 
the lowest administrators, govern better by seeking God’s guidance in every 
decision they make. 

Government organization in the ancient Near East differed in significant 
ways from that in today’s western democracies. In biblical times, monarchs 
typically held executive, legislative, and judicial roles. At the beginning of 
his reign, Solomon prayed, “Give your servant a receptive heart to judge your 
people and to discern between good and evil. For who is able to judge this 
great people of yours?” (1 Kings 3:9). Herein the wisdom literature of Israel 
separated itself from Egyptian and Mesopotamian wisdom texts. Whereas 
some wisdom was universal, in Hebrew thought the Lord God was the source 
of all wisdom. 

Solomon’s example also reveals that the pursuit of wisdom is a continuous 
undertaking, not just a one-time request. In fact, in his later years Solomon 
failed to continue to seek God’s wisdom and became disobedient to the 
Lord (see 1 Kings 11:1-13). Consequently, a serious schism developed in the 
kingdom. At his death, this rift erupted into civil war and the kingdom’s 
being divided into two separate nations (see 1 Kings 11:31-33; 12:1-19).

God’s wisdom comes through fearing Him. His wisdom enables leaders to 
govern nations. Therefore, it is more than sufficient for the problems of any 
individual believer.

OBTAINABLE (Prov. 8:17-21)

Solomon promised that the person seeking God’s wisdom would find it. The 
person who lives by God’s wisdom will experience God’s blessings, including 
the avoidance of self-destructive patterns.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 8:13 and 9:10. Besides the attitudes and activities 

mentioned in 8:13, what are some other things that believers who love 

God will learn to hate? What are some godly qualities in leaders that 

believers are wise to emulate? 
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VERSE 17

I love those who love me, and those who search for me find me. 

Much of the language and ritual of the Old Testament stressed the vast 
difference between a holy God and sinful humanity. God was said to be 
enthroned between the cherubim (see Pss. 80:1; 99:1), a reference to the 
mercy seat on the ark of the covenant. In Old Testament times, only the high 
priest could enter the holy of holies where the ark was kept; he could enter 
on one day only—the Day of Atonement—and then only after carefully 
purifying himself through sacrifices and offerings. Consequently, one might 
conclude that the average believer had little hope of relating personally to the 
Lord. In this verse, wisdom insists that those who seek God will find Him. 

As mentioned previously, the Hebrew idea of love was more than a feeling; 
it also contained elements of choice and action. Thus, those who choose to 
search for godly wisdom will not be disappointed. The second line promises 
that those who actively search for wisdom will surely find it. The two lines 
of this verse are an example of synonymous parallelism in which the second 
line repeats the first line using alternative words. In other words, both lines 
have the same meaning. Wisdom is available to those who desire it. Since 
wisdom is an attribute of God, those who love and search for wisdom also 
love and search for God.

James 1:5-8 further develops this idea about the search for wisdom. 
Wisdom can be obtained simply by asking God for it. However, the request 
must be made in faith that God can and will give the petitioner wisdom. 
Unlike petitions that may not conform to God’s plans, the petition for 
wisdom harmonizes with the very nature of God. It is a desire for God 
Himself and a wish to know Him better. God will not fail to give that believer 
the wisdom he or she seeks.

VERSE 18

With me are riches and honor, lasting wealth and righteousness. 

This verse is another example of synonymous parallelism. Riches and 
lasting wealth refer to the same concept. Riches is commonplace Hebrew 
terminology for describing all of one’s assets and wealth. The Hebrew word 
rendered wealth refers to physical items that can be considered as wealth. The 
term rendered lasting (“durable,” KJV; “enduring,” ESV; NIV) is an adjective 
that denotes items that are inherited from one generation to the next. 

Wisdom can enable an individual to attain material goods, but not 
all of wisdom’s benefits are material. The verse also names honor and 
righteousness as benefits of wisdom. The term honor refers to the respect 
and appreciation given to someone who is worthy. Righteousness refers 
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to being in a right relationship with God and displaying qualities that are 
consistent with that relationship. The essence of this verse is that wisdom’s 
benefits can be both material and spiritual

VERSE 19

My fruit is better than solid gold, and my harvest than pure silver. 

Gold and silver were common mediums for commerce. The terms solid and 
pure describe these two metals in their purest and most desirable condition. 
Their universal value enabled the purchase of virtually any commodity in any 
location. Whereas in a barter situation a buyer might not need what the seller 
had to offer in trade, such a problem would disappear if one of the traders 
had gold or silver to offer. Yet the fruit and harvest of wisdom outclassed 
even the possession of the purest of precious metals. When material wealth 
becomes the sole objective of one’s life, it corrupts that individual and causes 
him or her to miss out on what truly is valuable.

VERSES 20-21

I walk in the ways of righteousness, along the paths of justice, 

giving wealth as an inheritance to those who love me, and filling 

their treasuries.  

Adhering to the principles of wisdom is preferable to schemes for gaining 
wealth fraudulently. The pursuit of wisdom always adheres to God’s 
established principles and values. These principles and values are spelled 
out clearly in the Bible. The persistent study of Scripture will disclose them 
reliably. Like a path created by generations walking along on the same route, 
the ways of righteousness never vacillate. Wisdom produces a way of life 
that holds to ethical behavior and impartiality. 

The noun translated as wealth only occurs here in the Old Testament. 
It is derived from a verb that means “to exist.” In the context of the entire 
passage, this verse should not be understood as a guaranteed means for 
gaining material wealth. Instead, it is a lifestyle that leads to a wholesome 
existence in every way.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “God” on pages 651–653 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What is the relationship of 

holiness and love to God’s character?
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L W
Following God’s wisdom leads to joy, while failing to do so 
leads to grief.

Two young high school teammates dreamed of playing professional ball. One 
woke up early each morning to run and build his stamina. He consistently 
worked out in the gym to strengthen his body. He spent hours each day 
practicing the skills needed to play at the next level of his sport. Meanwhile, 
he also kept his academic studies at a high level so as not to jeopardize his 
chance to get into a top university. It was hard work, but it was worth it. 
The young man earned an athletic scholarship and played on his chosen 
university’s varsity team. There he cultivated an even greater aptitude to 
listen and learn from instruction. By his senior year, he had caught the 
attention of pro scouts and signed a contract to play ball with a professional 
team. He realized his dream and enjoyed a career playing the sport he loved. 

The second teammate possessed loads of raw talent but was not as 
committed to putting in the daily hard work. Although he too received a 
scholarship to play for a top university, at some point the second teammate 
increased his search for shortcuts to athletic success. He and several other 
players on the university’s team tested positive for steroid use. He lost his 
scholarship and had to drop out of school. For a while he continued to pursue 
the dream of playing at the professional level, but no team was willing to 
hire him on their roster. His dream and potential career ended, he was left to 
imagine what might have happened had he chosen a different path to success.

The above scenarios are not limited to sports. They play out in every 
field of human effort. The Bible teaches that following God’s wisdom leads 
to true joy. Sadly, temptation entices many people to try other pathways. 
Since the garden of Eden, people’s physical appetites, lust, and pride have 
ensnared them to travel paths other than the way of God’s wisdom. These 
paths ultimately end in destruction. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
warned His followers, “Enter through the narrow gate. For the gate is wide 
and the road broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who go 
through it. How narrow is the gate and difficult the road that leads to life, 
and few find it” (Matt. 7:13-14).

Session 7 > Proverbs 14:8-15
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 10:1–14:35

The Book of Proverbs is composed of several sections. Except for the final 
section, 30:1–31:3, all of them are associated in some manner with Solomon. 
Proverbs 1:1-7 serves as a general introduction to the entire book. Proverbs 
1:8–9:18 is a series of lengthy, well-constructed discourses. They are crafted 
as parental instructions to young Israelite males, crucial training for the next 
generation of Israel’s leaders. The virtues of wisdom and dangers of sexual 
immorality dominate these discourses. 

Proverbs 10:1 introduces a second large section, 10:1–29:27, which is for 
the most part a collection of short pithy sayings. These sayings are what most 
people think of as ancient proverbs. They do not seem to be organized in any 
particular thematic arrangement, although a number of specific life issues 
are addressed multiple times. 

Proverbs 10:1–14:35 is a subsection of the larger section; it is a collection 
of proverbs and short wisdom poems attributed to Solomon. Whereas each 
proverb can stand alone, within the collection many are arranged in small 
groupings. In such cases, these groupings provide at least some context 
for understanding the individual proverbs. For example, Proverbs 10:4 
encourages the benefits of hard work as an avenue to prosperity. However, in 
the context of parents’ admonitions to their son (10:1-5), a strong work ethic 
merges with other attributes to develop strong character in the child.

The repetition of content in Proverbs 10:6 and 10:11 indicates that 10:6-11 
forms a short context. These verses contrast the fates of righteous and 
wicked people. Proverbs 10:12 and 10:18 frame another group of proverbs. 
Catchwords indicate verses 13 and 14 are meant to be understood as a pair of 
sayings. Verses 15 and 16 likewise form a pair. The seven sayings cover topics 
such as wealth and poverty, wisdom and folly, and contentiousness. Verse 12 
is cited twice in the New Testament, in James 5:20 and 1 Peter 4:8. These 
two examples of subsections demonstrate the literary analysis of Proverbs is 
extensive and complex. Nevertheless, the proverb form is well-designed for 
teaching and learning. Proverbs are clear and easy to remember.

The core passage (14:8-15) in this session’s study is another example of 
a subsection within the larger collection of Solomon. This selected passage 
follows a carefully balanced poetic pattern called chiasmus. To recognize the 
chiastic pattern, compare verse 8 to verse 15, verse 9 to verse 14, verse 10 to 
verse 13, and verse 11 to verse 12. This literary device will be explained in 
more depth in the comments on each verse. Overall, these verses combine to 
contrast the wise to the foolish in their pursuit of joy.

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



72 E        B  

EXPLORE THE TEXT

PRUDENT (Prov. 14:8,15)

Solomon contrasts the wise and the foolish, characterizing the wise as 
prudent and the foolish as gullible.

VERSE 8

The sensible person’s wisdom is to consider his way, but the 

stupidity of fools deceives them. 

The Hebrew word rendered sensible (“prudent,” KJV; ESV; NIV) can have 
either negative or positive connotations. Basically, the term describes a 
mental capacity to formulate a plan or strategy. For some people, however, 
this capacity degenerates into selfish scheming and trickery. Consequently, 
the word sometimes takes on the negative sense of “craftiness” or “cunning.” 
On the other hand, a sensible individual takes the trouble to learn the 
circumstances and then plans a realistic course of action in each situation. 
For example, sensible people see danger and take precautions. Discretion, 
caution, circumspection, and prudence are typical characteristics of a 
sensible person. 

As noted previously, wisdom is the appropriate use of knowledge. The 
term translated way literally refers to a path worn by constant trampling 
by people or animals. The word takes on a figurative use to depict people’s 
actions and behavior—their lifestyles. The grammatical form of the Hebrew 
verb rendered consider (“understand,” KJV; “discern,” ESV; “give thought to” 
NIV) emphasizes the ability to discern or gain insight into something. Hence, 
the sensible person is one who examines his or her lifestyle and experiences, 
learns from failure, and corrects those mistakes so as not to repeat a course 
of action that produces unwise results.

Fools are people who are morally deficient and seem to be incapable of 
making rational moral choices. They refuse to select what is good and fail 
to reject what is evil. Three different Hebrew words are rendered “fool” 
in Proverbs. To some extent, the terms are interchangeable. All of them 
suggest stupidity (“folly,” KJV; ESV; NIV) and stubbornness. The particular 
term rendered fool in this verse occurs almost twenty times in the Book of 
Proverbs and has a darker connotation than the other two terms. It describes 
someone who has no restraint and cannot reach logical moral conclusions. 

The stupidity of fools reveals itself in the person’s speech, morality, 
discipline, religion, and daily life. This person constantly says the wrong 
thing or speaks at the wrong time. Unless this flippant attitude and moral 
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impertinence is rejected early in life, it tends to persist throughout one’s 
lifespan. Foolish people’s foolish ways ultimately deceive them so that they 
no longer recognize wisdom when they see it. Unlike sensible people, the 
foolish examine situations and perpetually reach the wrong conclusions. 
Therefore, when confronted with similar scenarios, they repeat the same 
behavior which failed them previously.

VERSE 15

The inexperienced one believes anything, but the sensible one 

watches his steps. 

Verses 8 and 15 are a chiastic pair; they express similar, if not the same, 
words or ideas but in reverse order. In this passage, verse 8 is paired with 
verse 15 to contrast sensible people and foolish people. Take note that in 
verse 8 the phrase “the sensible person’s” appears in the verse’s first line. In 
verse 15, however, the phrase the sensible one is in the verse’s second line. 
Chiastic structures were thus an aid to memory and also a way of reinforcing 
important truths. 

In verse 15, the inexperienced (“the simple,” KJV; ESV; NIV) are 
individuals who can be easily deceived. They will believe whatever anyone 
might say. The inexperienced are naïve, not mentally deficient. They are 
gullible and senseless because of their mental immaturity. However, their 
condition is often the result of laziness or an unwillingness to learn rather 
than a product of their young age. Unless the inexperienced get serious about 
learning better, they will degenerate into fools (see Prov. 14:8). 

The inexperienced person believes anything (“every word,” KJV; 
“everything,” ESV). Proverbs 7:6-27 illustrates this trait clearly. The seductress 
claims to be fulfilling a sacred vow (7:14), yet dresses like a prostitute (7:10). 
She employs the pretext of religious devotion in order to lure a young man 
away from any moral qualms he might hold. She suggests (falsely) that her 
husband is away on an extended excursion (7:19-20), but the husband’s 
jealous wrath will take the young man’s life (6:34-35; 7:23,26-27).

In stark contrast to the inexperienced one, the sensible one watches his 
steps. Returning to the analogy of life as a journey along a path, Solomon 
emphasized that sensible people are very careful where they step. I learned the 
crucial importance of watching one’s steps while serving as a combat infantry 
soldier. My unit was sometimes called on to traverse dense jungle areas in 
Southeast Asia. We usually walked in single file, so one of us always got the 
command to be “on point.” The point man’s role was to detect signs of danger 
along the path ahead, either from booby traps or nearby enemy fighters. The 
entire unit’s safety depended on the point man’s diligently watching his steps. 
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Life presents people with numerous opportunities to improve their 
character and their circumstances. Sometimes these opportunities arise 
from learning more about God and studying His Word. At other times we 
can improve by learning from our mistakes and correcting our direction in 
life. The wise person seeks to understand God better and apply His wisdom 
in his or her life.

CONTENT (Prov. 14:9,14)

Solomon emphasized that foolishness leads to discontentment while wise 
living leads to contentment.

VERSE 9

Fools mock at making reparation, but there is goodwill 

among the upright. 

The Hebrew word rendered making reparation (“sin,” KJV; “the guilt 
offering,” ESV; “making amends for sin,” NIV) can exhibit different nuances 
in meaning, ranging from acts of sin to a guilt offering to an effort to make 
amends for one’s sinful actions. All of these nuances assume the person 
indeed has committed sin. The primary usage of the noun form designates 
the guilt or trespass offering in the Old Testament sacrificial system (see Lev. 
5:14–6:7; 7:1-10). As one of the five major sacrifices in the Israelite sacrificial 
system, the guilt offering overlaps with the sin offering. In Leviticus 5:6-7, 
the term occurs in injunction with the sin offering. The foremost distinction 
of the guilt offering was its demand for restitution to the victim by the one 
who committed the sin. When an individual’s actions resulted in another 
person’s loss, the guilty party was required to repay the amount of the loss 
plus an additional twenty percent. The reparation payment was in addition 
to the sacrifice given as an offering to God. 

Fools (see the comments on Prov. 14:8) scorn the very idea of giving 
any of their wealth to other people. In their self-delusion, they conceive 
of themselves as above the law and accountable to no one. In other words, 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Poetry” on pages 1280–1281 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why do you think God 

used poetry as one of the means by which He communicated His wisdom 

to us? What appeals to you most about Scripture’s poetic sections?
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fools are so selfish that they cannot and will not do what God says is the 
appropriate restitution to those they have damaged.

The upright are those individuals who are in right standing with God. 
The Hebrew term translated goodwill (“favour,” KJV; “acceptance,” ESV) can 
refer to the favor of God or the acceptance of an individual. It always conveys 
a religious sense. For example, the Israelite high priest wore a special turban 
so that the citizens of Israel might be acceptable to God (see Ex. 28:38). 
Hence, the term goodwill concerns relationships. 

The fool does not care about other people. Fools scoff at making restitution 
for any damage their behavior causes. They totally ignore any thought of 
accountability to God (or to others) for their attitude and actions. On the 
other hand, those people who are right with God care about the well-being 
of other people. They recognize their covenant with God puts them in a 
covenant relationship with God’s people. Therefore, harming others violates 
their own covenant with God. Their restitution offerings please God and help 
to restore good relations with those they might have harmed. 

VERSE 14

The disloyal one will get what his conduct deserves, and a good 

one, what his deeds deserve. 

This verse is the second part of the chiastic pair in 14:9 and 14:14. The 
designation disloyal one (“backslider” KJV; ESV; “faithless,” NIV) literally 
means “one whose heart turns back.” Since the heart represents human 
volition or decision-making, this term denotes an individual who has chosen 
to abandon his or her commitment to live according to a covenant. In the 
context of ancient Israel, it was someone who lived in disobedience to the 
covenant the Lord made with His people at Mount Sinai. In the aftermath 
of the prophet Nathan’s rebuke of King David over the king’s heinous acts 
of adultery and conspiracy, a repentant David declared in his prayer of 
contrition that all people have sinned—that is, they turn away from God 
and become corrupt (see Ps. 53:3). The prophet Jeremiah also declared that 
the human heart is extremely deceitful and fatally ill (see Jer. 17:9). Hence, 
disloyal people make the same sinful choices as do those who worship false 
gods. According to Proverbs 14:9, such people assume they can sin without 
consequences to themselves. Verse 14 verifies that apart from God’s mercy 
and salvation, all sinners get what their conduct deserves.

In verse 14, the “upright” person (see 14:9) is characterized as a good one. 
In Scripture, the concept of good is usually connected to God’s valuation, as 
in the phrases “good in the Lord’s sight” or “before the Lord” (see Deut. 6:18; 
2 Cor. 8:21). This is the clear assumption in Proverbs 14:14. In Solomon’s 
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time, it was the covenant between the Lord and Israel. Today, it is the new 
covenant between Christ and those who believe in Him. 

One significant outcome of righteous conduct is contentment. Following 
God’s wisdom leads to satisfaction for obeying God’s commands because, in 
doing so, one is aligned with God’s purposes. God’s instructions for godly 
living are constant. They never vary because God does not change. The foolish 
reject them as a result of the instability of their own thinking. This uncertainty 
leads to discontentment, but the stability created by living according to God’s 
guidance brings contentment to those who are right with God.

JOYFUL (Prov. 14:10,13)

Solomon declared that the person who appears to be happy may actually be 
bitter, knowing that laughter is not necessarily the same as joy.

VERSE 10

The heart knows its own bitterness, and no outsider shares 

in its joy. 

People should not be deceived by appearances. One cannot determine the 
true condition of another person’s heart, even though the person appears 
happy. The symbol of the theatre is two masks, comedy and tragedy. The 
masks originated in ancient Greece. They represent the opposite emotions of 
joy and sorrow. Even without masks, the emotions displayed on stage in the 
modern theater remain superficial. Television, movies, and plays are not the 
sole locale for displaying fake emotion. Most of us do it almost daily. 

For example, we go into a store, and the clerk asks us a simple question: 
“Welcome. How are you?” Almost instinctively we respond, “Fine.” But in 
reality we may be troubled by an incident at work, our financial problems, 
or something else. I’m not advocating that we pour out our stories and scare 
the astonished clerk out of his or her wits. We just need to be aware that, like 
actors in a theatrical production, we frequently suppress our true feelings 
and publicly display something entirely different. God alone knows what a 
person’s heart holds (see 1 Kings 8:39; Ps. 44:21; Luke 9:47; 16:15; Acts 1:24).

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 12:22. Whereas fools are self-centered, the upright 

care about other people. How does the truth expressed in Proverbs 12:22 

manifest itself in the fool and in the upright? 
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Happiness is a product of a person’s circumstances. Generally, happiness 
is an expression of emotions that occurs when things are going well in a 
person’s life. On the other hand, joy is a choice one makes. Many things can 
make a person feel glad and thus be a cause of rejoicing: a kind word (Prov. 
12:25), a wise child (Prov. 15:20), meeting a loved one (Ex. 4:14), and so forth. 
However, in the Old Testament the Lord and His salvation are the most 
frequently cited reasons for rejoicing. Consequently, if God is one’s reason 
for rejoicing, an individual can rejoice even if the situation is indescribably 
horrendous (Hab.3:16-19). True joy arises out of absolute faith in God. 

VERSE 13

Even in laughter a heart may be sad, and joy may end in grief. 

The second verse in this chiastic pair continues to develop the distinction 
between outward appearance and inner reality. Laughter can mask sadness. 
As noted in the comments on verse 10, people frequently don’t share their 
innermost feelings and thoughts. Consequently, facial expressions and 
spoken words can be deceptive. In Proverbs, 14:13, Solomon illuminated this 
reality by pointing out that pretense cannot be sustained indefinitely. 

In most wisdom literature, laughter is the opposite of weeping. Hence, it 
is an outward expression of an emotional reaction. The feelings conveyed 
by laughter range from delight to incredulity. Since joy (“mirth,” KJV) 
normally is associated with an occasion or object, both laughter and joy 
can be momentary reactions. They can last seconds or hours, but both will 
eventually fade and vanish. If the heart is sad, the grief (“heaviness,” KJV) 
will resurface when the laughter and joy dissipate.

This reality can often be observed when family and friends gather to grieve 
over someone’s death. The loss of a relative or friend instigates and prolongs 
deep sorrow in those present. Yet, as the mourners recount amusing incidents 
from the past, the group may erupt in smiles or moments of laughter. Then 
the merriment ends, and the memory may trigger tears in some people and 
silent melancholy in others. No one can fully understand another person’s 
thoughts and emotions. Yet, God’s wisdom produces joy even when there 
is grief. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the articles titled “Grief and Mourning” (p. 681) and “Laugh” 

(p. 993) in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. 

When have you experienced divinely given joy during a time of great 

difficulty or grief?
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THRIVING (Prov. 14:11-12)

VERSE 11

The house of the wicked will be destroyed, but the tent of the 

upright will flourish. 

In a chiastic passage, the central verses, not the first and last verses, form the 
main idea of the unit. Thus, verses 11-12 express the central idea Solomon 
wanted to communicate in the larger passage of Proverbs 14:8-15. That 
central idea turns out to be that choosing the way of wickedness in life has 
only one possible destiny—destruction. The way of wickedness might display 
the enticing appearance of being right to foolish people who can no longer 
distinguish right from wrong, but the end result will only be death. 

Verse 11 contrasts the house of the wicked to the tent of the upright. 
The Hebrew term rendered house can refer either to a permanent structure  
in which a family dwells or figuratively to a household—that is, the extended 
family and others who might be connected to the family, such as servants 
or sojourners. The term translated tent (“tabernacle,” KJV) refers literally to 
a movable shelter typically made of animal skins. It is also the term used 
to refer to the transportable worship sanctuary, or tabernacle, the Israelites 
used in the wilderness. 

Solomon’s main point was that even the sturdiest looking, most permanent 
seeming lifestyle of the wicked would not withstand the judgment of time and 
God’s accounting. Ultimately, the house of the wicked would fall; it would be 
destroyed (“overthrown,” KJV). In contrast, the way of the upright—those 
who are in a right relationship with God—will flourish. Their dwellings 
might appear to be more vulnerable and less permanent than the wicked’s 
great houses; however, their lives not only survive but thrive! 

The primary meaning of the verb rendered flourish relates to horticulture. 
It describes the sprouting of plants and budding of flowers. It is used 
figuratively of the righteous person’s experiencing success in God’s eyes. Even 
when lacking the material resources the wicked person might temporarily 
garner, the godly individual possesses the most vital resource of life: the 
blessing of Almighty God.

VERSE 12

There is a way that seems right to a person, but its end is the way 

to death. 

This verse restates the central idea expressed in the previous verse. Verse 12 is 
an example of synthetic parallelism or progression. In synthetic parallelism, 
the second line does not repeat the first line. Instead, it supports the first 
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line with additional information. The first line of verse 12 paints a figurative 
image. The term way refers to a road or path. As was true in verse 8, Solomon 
used the term figuratively in this passage to refer to a lifestyle, a way, or a  
pattern of living. 

The phrase rendered that seems right to a person (“that appears to 
be right,” NIV) literally reads “is straight to the face of a man.” The word 
picture is that of a man peering down at a road. The road appears to be level 
and straight. The word right indicates that to the human being doing the 
evaluating, the road looks to be the correct route to follow. The problem, 
however, is that no consideration is given to God’s evaluation of the road. 
Thus, the individual makes a conclusion about his preferred lifestyle based 
on flawed, self-centered criteria.

The second line of the verse exposes the unseen destination of this self-
centered lifestyle. It turns out not to be the way to a full and meaningful 
(eternal) life but rather the way to death. Death is defined in Scripture as 
the consequence of sin and rebellion against God (see Gen. 3:2-3; Rom. 6:23). 
Death thus casts a dark shadow over human existence. It brings out human 
frailty and calls attention to the brevity of life. Whereas life denotes life in 
all its fullness, death represents a complete loss of that fullness. To receive 
life from God through faith in Jesus Christ is to be blessed and empowered 
by Him to live at one’s maximum potential. Death involves being separated 
from God and existing forever under the consequences of sin’s curse.

The five human senses have their proper role in our physical lives, but they 
cannot determine what is morally, ethically, and spiritually right. Human 
intellect has a key role in evaluating information, but brainpower alone 
cannot reveal what God stipulates to be right or wrong. Only by listening to 
Christ’s words and acting upon them can one inhabit a life capable of standing 
during life’s storms (see Matt. 7:24-27). Only “the path of righteousness” 
leads to life (Prov. 12:28).

God’s wisdom leads to His blessings. Human evaluations produce 
inaccurate conclusions. Acting according to our own conclusions leads to 
destruction. Let us be careful, then, to make the correct choice by embracing 
God’s wisdom.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “House” on pages 773–774 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the image of a dwelling 

place help you understand and appreciate the Christian lifestyle? What 

does it mean to have your life anchored in Christ as “your Rock”?
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P G
God’s people should seek to please Him in their 
attitudes and actions.

One of the churches I served as pastor was First Baptist Church in Mount 
Olive, Mississippi. During my ministry there, my family and I lived in a 
church-owned home that sat adjacent to the sanctuary. Our house was a nice, 
spacious residence with three bedrooms, plus a small efficiency apartment 
on one end of the house. The apartment had been used in the past as guest 
quarters for visiting evangelists during “revival weeks.” 

When the church’s personnel team realized that my wife, Pamela, 
and I had four children—all of whom were old enough to have their own 
bedrooms—they graciously consented to let us use the guest apartment as 
a fourth bedroom. My oldest daughter was particularly excited, because she 
was the one who got to claim the apartment as her bedroom. She had a door 
that opened into the living area of the main house, but she also had her own 
private door that opened to the outside. This made her feel quite special as a 
member of our family. However, she remained humble about the situation. 
She didn’t try to boast to her siblings, and she consistently obeyed our rules 
governing the extra privacy she enjoyed in her bedroom.

In a similar way, believers enjoy a special relationship with God. He 
demonstrated His great love for us in the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. He provides us with the necessities for life and guidance for living. 
Therefore, in return we should seek to please Him in our attitudes and actions. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 15:1–22:16

Proverbs 15:1–22:16 is a segment of the larger section of Proverbs 10:1–
29:27. This segment is part of Solomon’s collection of proverbs (Prov. 10:1–
22:16). Within the larger framework, Bible scholars have attempted to detect 
smaller subdivisions but with little consensus. Proverbs 16:10-15 seems to 

Session 8 > Proverbs 15:33–16:11
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be a cluster of proverbs about the king. However, whether this grouping was 
done by design remains unclear. Most of the proverbs show little evidence of 
being grouped according to a theme.

Some of the proverbs may have been older sayings passed from generation 
to generation that Solomon then collected and added to his larger work. In 
addition, a few proverbs have similar counterparts in the ancient wisdom 
writings of Egypt and Mesopotamia. This fact, however, does not diminish 
the Israelite proverbs’ value or their divinely inspired nature as part of the 
Bible. God’s wisdom is true wisdom wherever and however God chooses 
to reveal it. He used an unusual star, for example, to lead wise men from 
the east to find and worship the newborn King of Israel in Bethlehem (see 
Matt. 2:1-12). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

WISDOM DEMONSTRATED (Prov.15:33; 16:8)

Solomon declared that humbly revering God is wise and more valuable than 
great wealth.  

CHAPTER 15, VERSE 33

The fear of the Lord is what wisdom teaches, and humility comes 

before honor. 

Proverbs 15:33 is the third of a group of three proverbs on being teachable. The 
first two (see 15:31-32) point out hardships of learning. Teachable students 
humbly submit to necessary reprimands and discipline for their mistakes. 
Sinful human nature is egocentric and thus often abhors even constructive 
criticism. Consequently, the disciplinary process discourages some people. 
But those who persevere and accept discipline attain good sense and wisdom. 
The acquisition of wisdom instills the comprehension that the fear of the 
Lord is not merely an entry point to wisdom. It is the way of wisdom.

The phrase fear of the Lord occurs more than a dozen times in the Book 
of Proverbs. Twice it is equated with the gaining of knowledge (1:7,29), and 
two other times with the acquisition of wisdom (9:10; 15:33). It is described 
as the opposite of evil in 8:13 and 16:6. In Proverbs 2:5, the phrase is parallel 
to the phrase “the knowledge of God.” The noun rendered “knowledge” 
is a derivative of a root word referring to information gained through the 
senses. The fear of the Lord thus characterizes people who live with the keen 
awareness of God’s nearness and holiness. An overwhelming consciousness 
that God is holy and humanity is sinful dominates this awareness. 
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Wisdom is the appropriate use of knowledge. The main idea behind 
the term rendered teaches (“instruction,” KJV) is correction that triggers 
learning. God’s discipline seeks to transform His people and motivate them 
to live a God-centered life. Throughout life, people are confronted by God and 
are the recipients of either His approval or disapproval. God instructs people 
by both. Therefore, the appropriate application of knowledge gained through 
these experiences is the fear of the Lord. This in turn produces a lifestyle that 
pleases God in that it conforms to His nature.

The Hebrew term rendered humility incorporates the ideas of modesty 
and gentleness. Humility often develops out of suffering, not from enjoying 
worldly happiness and prosperity. Whereas sin may be the immediate cause 
of the trouble, humility is God’s goal for our affliction. Hardship can foster 
dependence on God and recognition of one’s own lack of ability. 

Honor is more than esteem. The Hebrew word comes from a root that 
means “to be heavy” and is sometimes translated “glory.” The term points 
to weightiness in influence and authority. Hence, it is that which defines an 
individual and reflects the person’s importance in the community. It has the 
dual sense of showing respect and inspiring such respect. Solomon taught 
that dependence on God in difficult times builds godly character. Godly 
character in turn yields the respect of one’s community. This kind of honor is 
far more valuable than material wealth.

CHAPTER 16, VERSE 8

Better a little with righteousness than great income with injustice. 

Proverbs repeatedly emphasizes that the only appropriate way to live is in  
the “fear of the Lord.” Numerous proverbs address the implications of such 
living as it relates to a person’s finances. Proverbs 15:33 notes that adversity 
is used by God to build His people’s dependence on Him over material 
riches. Dependence on material wealth leads to greed. In 16:8, Solomon used 
a common proverb form that can be described as “better this than that.” 
The term rendered better signals a concern about wise priorities related to 
material wealth. The verse does not condemn wealth per se; rather, it declares 
that God is fully aware of the manner in which one gains wealth. 

In God’s eyes, it is preferable for a person to be poor yet characterized 
by righteousness than to have great income (“great revenues,” KJV; ESV; 
“much gain,” NIV) gained by injustice (“without right,” KJV). The term 
rendered injustice refers to any type of gaining wealth dishonestly or illegally. 
It includes taking unfair advantage of vulnerable people. Materialistic 
individuals wrongly conclude that God must measure religious piety in 
material terms. Scripture teaches clearly, however, that the Lord desires faith 
and obedience over material offerings (see Hos. 6:6). Religious rituals cannot 
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and do not substitute for righteousness—that is, having a right relationship 
with God through faith and subsequently living in obedience to Him in 
accordance with that relationship.

ACCOUNTABILITY ESTABLISHED (Prov. 16:1,4-5,9)

Solomon explained that while humans can think and act for either good or 
evil, God is sovereign and will hold all people accountable in the end.  

VERSE 1

The reflections of the heart belong to mankind, but the answer of 

the tongue is from the Lord. 

Figuratively, the heart represents human volition or decision-making. This 
representation likely stemmed from the ancient observation that important 
decisions often were accompanied by an increase in the heart rate and 
feelings of pressure in the chest. The Hebrew word rendered reflections 
(“preparations,” KJV; “plans,” ESV; NIV; ) occurs only here in the entire 
Old Testament. It is derived from a verb that means “to set in order” or “to 
prepare.” It can describe arranging troops in battle formations or stacking 
pieces of wood for a fire. In 16:1, the context suggests the idea of processing 
multiple pieces of knowledge to make an important—and hopefully wise—
decision. The analysis is systematic and comprehensive. Its recommended 
course of action is logical. The phrase to mankind identifies human beings 
as the ones who have the God-given capacity to make such decisions.

The term the answer refers to the decision itself, and the phrase rendered 
of the tongue reveals that the response is verbal. The phrase from the Lord 
indicates that God is the One who can (and must) ensure that a decision 
is right and wise. Whenever God speaks, He achieves results. He spoke in 
the beginning and created the universe by His words (see Gen. 1). Later, His 
prophets introduced their inspired messages by saying, “This is what the 
Lord says.” God’s ultimate “Word” was spoken in the incarnation of Jesus 
Christ (see John 1:1-18; Heb. 1:1-3).

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Poor, Orphan, Widow” on pages 1282–1283 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some 

practical ways in which you have seen Proverbs 16:8 to be true? How does 

worldly culture give a different picture than Scripture of what is “better”?
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Solomon’s emphasis in Proverbs 16:1 was that while people might carefully 
plot and think through a decision or course of action, the sovereign God has 
the final say about what happens. Therefore, righteousness is an attitude of 
absolute trust in God. People can only be right with God when they trust 
Him completely. This biblical principle is stated explicitly in Habakkuk 
2:4b—“But the righteous one will live by his faith.” This tenet of faith is so 
important that the statement is quoted three times in the New Testament 
(Rom. 1:17; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38). 

VERSE 4

The Lord has prepared everything for his purpose—even the 

wicked for the day of disaster. 

The words the Lord has prepared everything for his purpose (“works 
out everything to its proper end,” NIV) are similar in emphasis to Paul’s 
powerful statement about Christ in Colossians 1:15-16. In that passage, the 
apostle credited Christ with creation and concluded with the assertion that 
“all things have been created … for him.” In the face of the unknown, people 
often ask the question “Why?” Faith moves us to trust the loving and wise 
God even when we have no clear answer to the question. We trust that He 
is in control and works all things together for good on behalf of His people 
(see Rom. 8:28).

On March 4, 1865, Abraham Lincoln took the oath of office as president 
of the United States for a second term. The nation was split asunder by a 
bloody civil war that had claimed over six hundred thousand lives. Lincoln’s 
speech that day poignantly noted that both sides in the war claimed to read 
the same Bible and pray to the same God. Each side sought to invoke God’s 
aid for their cause, the president continued, but the prayers of both could not 
be answered. He reminded his audience of the sober truth that God has His 
own purposes. In that moment, Lincoln was echoing Solomon’s declaration 
that the Lord has prepared everything for his purpose.

At the same time, divine sovereignty does not exclude human accountability. 
Solomon pointed out that even the wicked are being prepared for the day 
of disaster. The Hebrew word rendered disaster (“evil,” KJV; “trouble,” ESV) 
covers a broad spectrum of application. It can refer to physical injury, natural 
disaster, or defeat in battle. Here the term refers to a specific day of recompense 
when the wicked will receive the just consequences of their deeds. 

VERSE 5

Everyone with a proud heart is detestable to the Lord; 

be assured, he will not go unpunished. 
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The word proud refers to arrogance and heart designates the human will. 
Hence, a proud heart refers to a person who thinks he or she knows better than 
anyone else. People with prideful hearts think they never are wrong. Their 
decision-making is the standard by which they measure the appropriateness 
of everyone else’s decisions. However, such an attitude is detestable (“an 
abomination,” KJV; ESV) to the Lord. The Hebrew word rendered detestable 
is extremely harsh terminology. It signifies that God abhors a prideful heart. 

God will not allow such abhorrent attitudes and deeds to go unpunished. 
Instead, God will hold accountable everyone who clings to a proud heart. 
Such retribution may not happen instantaneously, but it will come with 
certainty if the guilty refuse to repent of their sins. The apostle Paul echoed 
Solomon’s wisdom when he wrote, “Don’t be deceived: God is not mocked. 
For whatever a person sows he will also reap” (Gal. 6:7).

VERSE 9

A person’s heart plans his way, but the Lord determines his steps. 

Proverbs 16:9 conveys the same emphasis that appears in 16:1, except that 
verse 1 focuses on attitudes while verse 9 focuses on actions. Both verses 
emphasize that God is sovereign and has the final word on whether our lives 
succeed or fail. 

As has been mentioned previously, the term way in Proverbs usually 
refers figuratively to the journey of life or the lifestyle one maintains on that 
journey. In this verse, the word steps refers to a person’s progress on life’s 
journey. Making plans for the future is wise. On the other hand, being overly 
presumptive that not even God has any say on the direction and outcome of 
life is not only foolish but also sinful. 

A godly individual maintains an awareness of God’s ultimate control over 
all things (see Jas. 4:13-17). No human being knows the future with perfect 
certainty. Only God does. He is on His throne and rules over His creation. He 
alone determines the outcome of human plans.

Every individual is accountable to God for accepting or rejecting God’s 
gift of salvation in Jesus Christ. Those who reject Christ will spend eternity 
separated from God in hell (see Rev. 20:15). Those who accept God’s grace 
through faith in Christ receive eternal life in heaven.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Judgment Day” on pages 944–945 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why is the fact of God’s 

judgment a message of hope for believers? A fearful truth for the wicked?
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MOTIVES MATTER (Prov. 16:2,10-11)

Solomon emphasized that pleasing God involves right motives as well as right 
actions. Two examples of God-pleasing, right actions are a king’s delivery of 
fair decisions and a merchant’s use of honest measurements.  

VERSE 2

All a person’s ways seem right to him, but the Lord 

weighs motives. 

This verse represents the second of three sayings in Proverbs 16 that 
emphasize the infinite superiority of God’s character and will over human 
character and decision-making (see also 16:1,9). Each of the three sayings 
contrast the shallow judgment of human beings with God’s perfect wisdom. 

In 16:2, Solomon pointed out that humans often evaluate attitudes and 
actions by what feels right to them. The plural term ways refers to people’s 
lifestyles viewed as a collection of multiple decisions and actions. The words 
seem right (“clean in his own eyes,” KJV; “seem pure,” NIV) indicate that 
people are prone to judge their actions by personal criteria rather than by 
the standard of God’s Word. Solomon declared that God looks deeper than 
a person’s outward actions: the Lord weighs motives (“the spirits,” KJV; 
“the spirit,” ESV). 

The Hebrew term rendered motives carries the basic idea of “air in motion.” 
Hence, the term denoted wind, breath, or spirit. When God breathed life into 
the first human being, that breath became humanity’s life force, or spirit (see 
Gen. 2:7). Whereas the heart represented human decision-making, the spirit 
represented the power, or motives, behind the decisions and actions. With 
humanity’s fall into sin, human beings became self-centered in their decision-
making rather than God-centered. Hence, we need the empowerment of God’s 
Spirit and the revealed standards of His Word to choose (and act) wisely.

VERSE 10

God’s verdict is on the lips of a king; his mouth should not give an 

unfair judgment. 

In ancient Israel, the office of king combined the functions of executive, 
legislative, and judicial roles in government. The people of Israel did not 
consider their kings as gods; rather, rulers represented God’s chosen agents 
and therefore were under God’s authority. This responsibility mandated that 
kings maintain a close relationship with God. Therefore, God required the 
king to maintain a copy of the law and read from it every day so that he 
would “learn to fear the Lord his God” (Deut. 17:18-20).

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



87Se ssion 8:   Pleasing God

Unfortunately the kings of Israel and Judah rarely lived up to God’s 
expectations. Most of them lived by their own self-centered standards. Only a 
few of them were judged to have done what was right in God’s sight. Proverbs 
16:10 is a reminder of a ruler’s God-given standard of practice. The Hebrew 
word rendered God’s verdict (“divine sentence,” KJV; “oracle,” ESV; NIV) 
in this context refers to the king’s seeking God’s guidance prior to issuing 
a verdict. Rulers often made momentous decisions that impacted the entire 
nation. Their decisions needed to be informed by God’s will and character. 

VERSE 11

Honest balances and scales are the Lord’s; all the weights in the 

bag are his concern. 

God was concerned not only that the governance of His people was fair but 
also the commercial practices. Commerce in Solomon’s time consisted mainly 
of trading and bartering this for that. Cattle and grain were major trade 
items. Gold and silver were valuable commodities that could purchase every 
type of merchandise. Balances and scales were used in which weights were 
placed on one side of the scales and the item to be bought or sold was placed 
on the other side. Dishonest merchants could easily replace honest (“just,” 
KJV; ESV) weights with slightly smaller or larger weights. 

Proverbs 16:11 assures God’s people that the Lord cares about His people’s 
business practices. His righteous standards for business practices are above 
all honesty and fairness. Merchants should not sell substandard products 
and services, and consumers should not cheat merchants in their payments 
for goods and services. All of these business practices are God’s concern 
(“his work,” KJV; ESV; “of his making,” NIV). 

BLESSING ASSURED (Prov. 16:3,6-7)

Solomon identified blessings that come to those who revere the Lord and 
seek to please Him. Those blessings include spiritual stability, deliverance 
from evil, and genuine peace. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Kings, Kingship” on pages 963–964 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In what ways are 

national leaders today accountable to God? How can God’s people pray 

for and encourage national leaders to model fairness and honesty?
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VERSE 3

Commit your activities to the Lord, and your plans 

will be established. 

The use of the covenant name the Lord (Yahweh) in this verse suggests the 
emphasis is not about religious rituals but rather a right relationship with 
God. In a biblical covenant relationship, the Lord is (and is acknowledged as)
the superior party. Therefore, He sets the terms of the relationship. This fact 
is established whether referring to the Old Testament covenant with Israel or 
the new covenant in Jesus Christ.

The Hebrew verb rendered commit has a literal sense of rolling something 
off of oneself and onto another. Hence, the idea in this verse emphasizes 
giving one’s life (your activities) over to God and allowing Him to be at the 
controls. The proverb promises that one who will do this can expect his or 
her plans to be established. The term plans directs attention to the mental 
process of formulating actions. The giving over of one’s thinking and acting 
to the Lord’s control assures the believer that God’s blessing will follow. 
Jesus Christ taught His followers by teaching and example to pray for God’s 
will to be done through them rather than their own plans (see Matt. 6:10-11; 
26:39). The apostle Paul wrote, “We take every thought captive to obey 
Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). 

VERSE 6

Iniquity is atoned for by loyalty and faithfulness, and one turns 

from evil by the fear of the Lord. 

Iniquity is a legal term that emphasizes the sinner’s guilt and condemnation. 
Moreover, usually the sinner is quite conscious of his or her guilt. The guilty 
person stands before Almighty God without excuse and therefore is in need 
of a way of reconciliation with God. The verb rendered atoned for is priestly 
terminology and thus refers to the sacrificial system. Ultimately, however, 
animal and grain sacrifices cannot remove human guilt (see Heb. 10:4). 

Solomon recognized that only a restored relationship with God 
characterized by loyalty and faithfulness (“mercy and truth,” KJV; 
“steadfast love and faithfulness,” ESV; “love and faithfulness,” NIV) could 
provide genuine atonement. These are very profound ideas, and the New 
Testament teaches us that only through faith in Jesus Christ can such 
atonement and a restored relationship be gained. The atonement part of the 
relationship came through Jesus’ sacrificial and substitutionary death on 
the cross. He who never sinned became sin in our place that we might be 
placed in a right relationship with God through faith in Him. Our atonement 
in Christ then calls us to a life of loyalty and faithfulness to God.
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The poetic structure of Proverbs 16:6 implies that loyalty and faithfulness 

are parallel in meaning to the fear of the Lord. Likewise, the phrase turns 
from evil is parallel to the idea of atoning for iniquity. Again, the New 
Testament teaches us as believers to pray that God would “deliver us from 
the evil one” (Matt. 6:13). As sinners, we cannot hope to deliver ourselves 
from evil. In the new covenant, however, we can proclaim with the apostle 
Paul, “But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 
Christ!” (1 Cor. 15:57). 

VERSE 7

When a person’s ways please the Lord, he makes even his 

enemies to be at peace with him. 

Both righteousness and unrighteousness produce social effects on 
communities. Godly people often gain respect (Gen. 26:28; 1 Sam. 2:26; 
Rom. 12:18). The unrighteous may become public enemies. Regardless, 
these two lifestyles are in basic conflict. The words when a person’s ways 
please the Lord define someone who is in right relationship with God and 
whose actions are consistent with that relationship. The phrase his enemies 
describe those who are hostile toward the righteous person.

The phrase be at peace with has a technical sense of being in a covenant 
of peace, what we might refer to as a peace treaty. The essential nature of the 
two parties remains the same, but they have agreed to a cessation of fighting. 
The Hebrew text is ambiguous regarding the antecedent of the pronoun he. 
It could refer either to the righteous person or the Lord. Perhaps the overall 
meaning of the proverb is best understood in the same way Paul exhorted 
the believers in Rome: “If possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace 
with everyone” (Rom. 12:18).

Submitting to God’s standards establishes stability. God never changes. 
Therefore attitudes and actions grounded in His character always yield the 
same outcome. Although no one completely adheres to God’s law, He offers 
salvation to all who put faith in Jesus. God’s blessing on those who please 
Him comes in His giving believers spiritual stability, rescue from sin, and 
peaceful relationships with others.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Atonement” on pages 144–147 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What is your response 

to the fact that God provided a way of atonement for you in Jesus Christ?
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S S
God expects believers to be good stewards of the bodies 
He has given them. 

Advertisements are everywhere! Some are subtle: a quick product appearance 
in a movie. Some are obvious and intrusive: a loud TV commercial that 
interrupts a program in the middle of a suspenseful scene. Some advertising 
tries to mimic a public service program and instead presents a thirty-minute 
infomercial. Whatever its form, all advertising seeks to persuade people to 
use the advertised brand’s product. Distilleries, breweries, and vineyards are 
no different than other retailers. Their business survival depends on people’s 
purchasing their products.

The objective of prolific alcohol-related advertising remains to sell more 
and more beverage alcohol to whomever will buy it. To that end, TV and 
magazine commercials often feature attractive young adults dressed in sexy 
or glamorous clothing and enjoying fun activities. The ads seek to portray 
an alluring lifestyle and imply that whoever drinks the brand advertised 
will enjoy the same fun and excitement. The reality of alcohol consumption, 
however, often is starkly different than what is pictured in the ads. Scenes 
of friendly fun and excitement can easily turn into brawls, arguments, and 
marital discord. Good health can be ruined by addiction and alcohol-related 
diseases. Jobs and even careers can be lost because of an inability to control 
oneself or function at the high level needed for the work. 

In the late 1980s, I was invited to serve on a statewide task force combating 
drug abuse. As part of our training, task force members attended classes at 
one of the state universities on recognizing and identifying drug abuse. One 
key insight that I gleaned from this training was to recognize that alcohol 
abuse is part and parcel of the overall phenomenon of drug abuse. Instructors 
urged us not to describe the problem as “drugs and alcohol” but rather as 
“drugs such as alcohol.” In other words, alcohol abuse was just as much a part 
of the problem as other drugs such as cocaine and methamphetamine. 

Long before I served on that task force, Solomon taught God’s people about 
the dangers of alcohol abuse and the wisdom of avoiding strong drink. This 
session emphasizes that we are to be good stewards of our physical bodies.

Session 9 > Proverbs 23:17-21,29-35
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 22:17–24:22

Proverbs 22:17–24:22 is sometimes referred to as “the words of the wise” or 
“the thirty sayings of the wise” (see 22:20). Proverbs 22:17-21 functions as an 
introduction to the thirty sayings. The identification of these sayings as “the 
words of the wise” (22:17) suggests that Solomon’s role was in collecting and 
recording these proverbs. Indeed, he may have written some of the sayings 
while also collecting and preserving others that were written by certain 
Israelite wisdom teachers in Solomon’s administration. 

The purpose behind the thirty sayings was to help young, promising 
Israelites cultivate a deeper faith in God and build a reputation of integrity. 
There are some similarities between some of the sayings in 22:17–24:22 and 
some Egyptian wisdom sayings. These resemblances demonstrate that other 
ancient peoples also recognized and promoted a few basic ethical norms. 
Probably it was the propensity of other nations to engage in idolatry (false 
understandings of God) that led them over time to twist and pervert the 
moral understanding of right and wrong. The apostle Paul contended in 
Romans 1:18-23 that getting the truth about God wrong leads inevitably 
to corrupt thinking that, in turn, leads to corrupt and immoral behavior. 
Solomon likewise contended from the start that true ethical behavior springs 
from a right relationship with the Lord (Prov. 1:7; 9:10).

Proverbs 22:22–23:11 probes the desire for wealth. The first saying 
(22:22-23) warns against acquiring wealth by exploiting the poor. The Lord 
is sometimes described as the protector of the poor, a distinctive attribute of 
Israel’s God. The second saying (22:24-25) seems to caution against criminal 
alliances for illicit gain. Saying three (22:26-27) strongly advises against 
borrowing money recklessly. Saying four (22:28) prohibits illegally moving 
property markers, especially markers of tribal boundaries. In ancient Israel’s 
thought, God owned the promised land, and He allocated its territories to 
the twelve tribes, distributing specific areas among the clans and families 
within a tribe. This allocation was so sacred that during the year of Jubilee 
all property reverted to its original assignees (see Lev. 25:23-28). In saying 
ten (Prov. 23:10-11), God announced that He personally would defend those 
wronged in this matter. Sayings five through nine delineate the legal and 
ethical relationships between the rich and powerful and the average person. 
Saying nine (23:9) indicates that any effort to teach some people was a waste 
of time because they will cling stubbornly to their preconceived views.

Proverbs 23:12-28 contains several familiar proverbs on the subject of 
parenting. The eleventh saying (23:12) admonishes students to listen to their 
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teachers and study relentlessly. The twelfth saying (23:13-14) addresses the 
use of corporal punishment. Sayings fourteen and fifteen (Prov. 23:17-21) 
are examined in the comments for this session. Saying sixteen (23:22-25) 
encourages children to make their parents proud and to care for them when 
they are old. Saying seventeen (23:26-28) forbids immoral sexual activity. 

Sayings nineteen through thirty are found in Proverbs 23:29–24:22. These 
sayings condemn drunkenness (23:29-35), violent associates (24:1,8-9), 
and worry (24:19-20). The section warns about the frailty of evil schemes 
and foretells the ultimate victory of righteousness (24:21-22). It promotes 
the advantage gained through wisdom (24:3-7,13-14), compassion toward 
vulnerable people (24:10-12), and humility (24:17-18).

EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE PROMISE (Prov. 23:17-18)

Solomon promised that those who fear God and trust in Him can count on a 
secure and hopeful future. 

VERSE 17

Don’t let your heart envy sinners; instead, always fear the Lord. 

Saying fourteen (23:17-18) begins with two lines that express a parallel 
idea—what constitutes a righteous life. In the first line, Solomon warned 
the worshiper of God not to let his heart envy sinners. Since the heart 
was recognized as the seat of human volition or decision-making, Solomon 
was insisting that complying with this prohibition would involve making a 
deliberate choice. The Hebrew verb rendered envy describes a strong emotional 
craving to possess something. It often blends a dangerous concoction of both 
admiration and resentment. In other words, the person admires something 
that sinners seem to have and feels resentful that God’s people (the envious 
person in particular) do not have it. 

Solomon insisted that the way to avoid envying sinners was to always 
fear the Lord. The name the Lord intentionally evokes the background 
of God’s covenant with Israel. The covenant mandated obedience to its 
code of conduct. For Israel, that code of conduct was centered in the Ten 
Commandments. The tenth commandment prohibited coveting what belongs 
to other people (see Ex. 20:17; Deut. 5:21). The essential distinction between 
the ideas of coveting and envying is that coveting focuses on the item desired 
(but owned by another) and envying focuses more on the person who has the 
perceived object of desire. In reality, the two ideas are two sides of one sin.
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To live in appropriate fear of the Lord is to choose to love God above all 
else. The term rendered always (“all the day long,” KJV) implies that loving 
God above all requires a deliberate and repeated decision to do so. Salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ is a once-for-all-time decision that settles 
our eternal destiny forever. However, the process of growing in faith is an 
ongoing decision to follow the Lord in obedience one step after another, one 
day after another, for the rest of one’s life.

VERSE 18

For then you will have a future, and your hope will not be dashed.

The second line of the fourteenth saying underscores its emphasis on 
parental instruction. Many parents fear that their children might fall in with 
companions who lead them astray. The previous verse counseled against 
envying sinful role models and urged young Israelites to seek a godly life 
instead. Verse 18 promises that if the previous verse’s warning is diligently 
heeded, then the young Israelite will have a future crowned by hope and 
fulfillment, not by disaster. 

The Hebrew word rendered future (“end,” KJV) is from a root word meaning 
“later, afterwards.” Thus, the noun form literally means “that which comes 
after.” The term refers here to a young person’s future. Nonetheless, the idea 
is far more comprehensive than just a number of years. It includes the idea of 
a full life not foreshortened by disaster or retribution—in other words, a life 
filled with divine blessing (see Jer. 29:11). 

The term rendered hope refers to waiting patiently on God’s promises 
with eager expectation. It commonly assumes the backdrop of a bleak or 
threatening situation. In such situations, hope incorporates confident faith 
that God will act decisively for the deliverance of His people. In light of the 
New Testament, the future and hope of those who love the Lord above all 
extends beyond death into eternity. For believers, this promise involves life 
in God’s unrestricted presence in the glory of heaven. 

Believers are to fear God alone, finding their security and hope in Him. 
They are to discard worldly desires and receive God’s full blessing. God is 
faithful and will do everything He promises for His people. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Hope” on pages 765–766 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does your hope in Christ 

empower you to resist the temptations of worldly desires? How does it 

give you confidence in what the future holds?
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THE PETITION (Prov. 23:19-21)

Solomon petitioned God’s people to avoid the heavy drinker and glutton. He 
emphasized that such lifestyles lead to poverty. 

VERSE 19

Listen, my son, and be wise; keep your mind on the right course. 

Saying fifteen (23:19-21) condemns drunkenness and gluttony. The word 
listen (“hear thou,” KJV) is an imperative verb commanding the hearer 
to pay close attention to what the speaker is saying. The phrase my son 
identifies the relationship of the listener to the speaker. The two have a family 
relationship. The speaker is the listener’s parent. Therefore the speaker holds 
the authority and responsibility to guide the behavior of the one to whom he 
is speaking. 

In its original setting, Solomon was speaking to his son. His command 
to pay attention could be paraphrased informally in this way: “Hey you! 
Listen to me and obey what I tell you! I’m your father, and I’m giving you 
some important guidance.” Yet, the inclusion of the words my son adds the 
tones of love and compassion. It was as though Solomon added the thought 
“I’m telling you this because you’re my child; I love you and care about what 
happens to you.” 

Then Solomon proceeded to instruct his son to be wise. The sense of this 
imperative verb might be paraphrased as “Listen to what I’m telling you and 
do it, because obeying will pave the way for you to succeed in life.” Today, we 
as believers can read these proverbs in a similar way. Our Heavenly Father  
commands us to listen to His wisdom and obey it. He gives His instruction 
to us because He loves and cares about us. His wisdom gives us the promise 
of living full and meaningful lives, having been created anew in Christ and 
indwelled by the Holy Spirit who guides us into all the truth. 

In difficult times, many people turn to vices such as drinking beverage 
alcohol or overeating for comfort. All such substitutes fail to give lasting 
comfort and eventually become harmful. The right course (“the way,” KJV; 
ESV; “the right path,” NIV) is to trust God. God has promised never to 
abandon His people (see Deut. 31:6; Heb. 13:5), and He has promised to use 
all of our life experiences for our ultimate good (see Rom. 8:28). God even uses 
our trials and tribulations to bring good results in our lives (see Jas. 1:2-4).

VERSE 20

Don’t associate with those who drink too much wine or with 

those who gorge themselves on meat. 
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The warning to not associate with (“be not among,” KJV; ESV; “do not join,” 
NIV) certain individuals is predicated on the danger of falling in with sinful 
people. Psalm 1:1 strikingly illustrates the progression of this danger. It 
employs the familiar metaphor of life as a journey and describes an individual 
walking along a path. The person encounters a group of wicked people and 
stops to listen to their conversation. These wicked people’s attitude and 
behavior are contrary to the character of God. After stopping and listening 
to them, the person sits down with the wicked and heeds their advice. 
Thereafter, this person behaves just as the wicked do and soon becomes one 
of the most evil persons within the wicked community.

Solomon particularly warned his son to avoid associating with drunkards 
and gluttons. Alcohol is a depressant drug, meaning that its effect is to 
depress, or slow down, brain functions. While initially the drinker might feel 
only a sense of numbness and loss of anxiety, greater quantities of alcohol 
can cause the shutdown of essential bodily functions, resulting in death. 

We sometimes vehemently denounce alcohol abuse at the same time we 
enthusiastically practice gluttony. Solomon made clear, however, that both 
practices are unwise and are to be diligently avoided by God’s people. The 
exact meaning of the phrase rendered those who gorge themselves on 
meat (“riotous eaters of flesh,” KJV) is debated. The term rendered gorge 
can refer either to the quantity eaten or the manner in which something is 
eaten. Ultimately, there is little difference in the two understandings. The 
main idea is a warning against excessive consumption of food. Gluttony, like 
drunkenness, eventually can cause serious, even fatal, consequences to the 
physical body God has given to each human being.

VERSE 21

For the drunkard and the glutton will become poor, and 

grogginess will clothe them in rags. 

The term grogginess (“drowsiness,” KJV; “slumber,” ESV) points to the lack 
of concentration on important matters that characterizes the drunkard 
and the glutton. The financial costs related to alcoholism and obesity 
today are staggering. Alcohol abuse leads to numerous health issues. Heavy 
drinking damages the heart, resulting in strokes and high blood pressure. It 
takes a major toll on the liver, which can lead to a variety of other problems. 
Overall, the purely financial cost of alcohol-related problems in the United 
States reaches millions and millions of dollars. A majority of the economic 
cost is in lost workplace productivity. Similarly, the treatment of medical 
issues related to obesity in the United States alone costs millions of dollars 
annually. Solomon warned that gluttony and drunkenness lead to poverty. 
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Believers should not misunderstand Solomon’s counsel about not 
associating with those who suffer from addictions. Scripture assumes that 
God’s people must have contact with others in order to share the gospel with 
them and offer them compassionate help in their situations of distress. The 
warning, however, is not to become so closely associated that we are drawn 
into their self-destructive lifestyles. In other words, we are not to envy 
sinners (Prov. 23:17)—after all, we are sinners too—but we are to choose 
the Lord’s ways above all. Wisdom dictates that our closest friendships and 
relationships be built on a common foundation of faith in God.

THE PORTRAIT (Prov. 23:29-32)

Solomon portrayed the abuse of strong drink as seducing the user who later 
finds out that he or she has been poisoned by it. The thought of escaping 
from the troubles of life adds to the initial allure. 

VERSE 29

Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has conflicts? Who has 

complaints? Who has wounds for no reason? Who has red eyes? 

The eighteenth saying employs a vivid metaphor to prove its hypothesis. 
The saying is longer and more complex than most sayings in this section 
of Proverbs. First, Solomon presented a series of rhetorical questions. Each 
question offers a new clue to solve the riddle. In order to find the correct 
solution, one must discover a single answer that meets every criterion for 
each individual question and is the same for all of the questions. With the 
addition of each new question the suspense mounts as a resolution to the 
riddle is sought. 

Who has woe? The term woe refers to a cry of despair or grief. In truth, 
the hearer might have a preliminary answer to this question: Everyone! 
Every person feels woe at some time in life. So the hearer waits for the next 
question to be asked. Who has sorrow? Sorrow describes an exclamation of 
pain caused by loss or uneasiness. Again, the answer seems obvious. We all 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 23:19. What are some temptations that most threaten 

to take you off the right course in your Christian life? Who are some 

Christian friends and associates who can help you stay accountable to 

choose God’s way and avoid the world’s way?
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experience sorrow at some point in life. Yet, the first two questions established 
a pattern such that the answer to the riddle surely involves people who are in 
trouble. Something is going wrong in their lives.

The third question adds a related but new dimension: Who has conflicts? 
The word rendered conflict (“contentions,” KJV, “strife,” ESV; NIV) denotes 
arguing or fighting. It could refer to anything from angry physical fights 
among neighbors to domestic disputes between spouses. Similarly, the 
fourth question asks, Who has complaints? The Hebrew term rendered 
complaints (“babbling,” KJV) implies meditation on subjects that erupts in 
constant complaining and arguing. 

The final two questions narrow the riddle’s potential solution considerably. 
The question Who has wounds for no reason? suggests that the wounded 
person cannot recall how the wounds were received. A person would have to 
be unconscious or at least numb to physical pain to sustain serious wounds 
without being aware of how and when they occurred. Then the final question 
clinches the riddle: Who has red eyes? Taken alone, this question might 
have several possible answers. However, as the capstone of the series of 
questions, the solution is obvious. These are the bleary, bloodshot eyes of a 
drunkard—an alcoholic. 

VERSE 30

Those who linger over wine; those who go looking for mixed wine. 

Solomon left no doubt as to the answer to his series of questions. Those who 
have woe and sorrow, those who constantly complain and get into arguments 
and fights, those who can’t remember how they became injured, and those 
who constantly display bloodshot eyes are those who linger (“tarry long,” 
KJV; ESV) over wine. The emphasis is that these drinkers keep on drinking 
alcohol until they become intoxicated. They are drinking simply for the 
purpose of getting drunk. To go looking for mixed wine suggests these are 
people on a quest to drink more and more. The phrase mixed wine refers to 
adding other ingredients—spices, for example—to the wine for added flavor 
or strength.

VERSES 31-32

Don’t gaze at wine because it is red, because it gleams in the cup 

and goes down smoothly. In the end it bites like a snake and 

stings like a viper. 

Solomon already had painted a picture of some of alcohol’s bad consequences 
in the series of questions in verse 29. In verse 31-32, he gave a more direct 
warning about the deceptive danger of strong drink. It has an initial attraction 
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but eventually turns deadly! The best grapes grown in ancient Israel produced 
a wine that had a rich, deep red color. The phrase gleams (“giveth its color,” 
KJV; “sparkles,” ESV; NIV) in the cup emphasizes the wine’s visual appeal; 
it looks inviting and tasty. Further, the rich color and inviting sparkle gives 
the distinct impression that the liquid goes down smoothly (“moveth itself 
aright,” KJV). That is, the drink promises to slide easily down the throat, 
leaving no bitterness and causing no gag reflex. 

Solomon warned, however, that people must not be fooled by strong 
drink’s appearance. The words don’t gaze at (“do not look at,” ESV) suggest 
a lingering look of desire. The reason for this warning not to get drawn in by 
the external appearance of strong drink was because its internal effects could 
be deadly: it bites like a snake and stings like a viper. The wise believer 
seeks to avoid all self-destructive behavior, particularly behavior that may 
have an initial appeal but in the end is harmful to oneself and others. 

THE PROBLEM (Prov. 23:33-35)

Solomon described the problem of addiction, pointing to senseless and 
harmful actions taken by the drunkard. Even after the senseless and harmful 
actions are realized, the addicted person seeks another drink. 

VERSE 33

Your eyes will see strange things, and you will say absurd things. 

Even low levels of alcohol in the human bloodstream can cause functional 
impairment and slow response times. Higher levels result in slurred speech 
and hallucinations. Judgment about what is appropriate or inappropriate to 
do and say quits working. Without this filter, inebriated people see strange 
things (“behold strange women,” KJV) and say absurd things (“utter 
perverse things,” KJV; ESV; “imagine confusing things,” NIV). As the blood 
alcohol level continues to increase, more functions shut down and more 
tasks become impossible to perform. Memory function ceases to operate. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Drunkenness” on page 443 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Also read Ephesians 

5:18. What case can you make from the Scriptures that the wisest way to 

avoid the consequences of alcohol abuse is to never start drinking alcohol 

or to stop now?
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VERSE 34

You’ll be like someone sleeping out at sea or lying down on the top 

of a ship’s mast. 

The imagery Solomon used here is that of a small ship at sea. Solomon’s ships 
were constructed of wood and were small by modern standards, some only 
fifty feet in length. A single mast stood in the center of the boat. Solomon 
compared the drunken person’s stupor to someone attempting to sleep in 
one of these small vessels as it was being tossed to and fro by the waves 
of the sea. 

An even more pitiable comparison was a person trying to lie down on the 
top of a ship’s mast. With its base fixed at the center of the vessel, movement 
at the top of a ship’s mast was multiplied exponentially when rough seas were 
experienced. Solomon’s point was that inebriation results in a complete loss 
of control. The apostle Paul insisted that believers need to be under the Spirit’s 
control, not under the destructive control of strong drink (Eph. 5:18).

VERSE 35

“They struck me, but I feel no pain! They beat me, but I didn’t 

know it! When will I wake up? I’ll look for another drink.” 

In Proverbs 23:29, Solomon asked, “Who has wounds for no reason?” Here 
Solomon made the same point by mimicking the kind of foolish talk that 
comes from the drunkard’s mouth. Drunkenness may temporarily mask 
emotional or physical pain (“sick,” KJV; “hurt,” ESV; NIV), but it does not solve 
the actual problems. The pronoun they in verse 35 may refer to criminals who 
abuse and take advantage of the drunkard while he (or she) is passed out. 

The most tragic feature of drug addiction, including addiction to alcohol, 
is the addict’s emotional and physical bondage to the drug. Life becomes so 
centered on the desire for dulled senses that nothing and no one else matters. 
Often the first thought of the alcoholic after waking up from a drunken stupor 
is to look for another drink. This is far from the kind of life God intended 
us to have when He created human beings and when He sent His Son Jesus 
Christ to save us from our sins. Indeed, Christ came that we might be set free 
(Gal. 5:1) and “may have life and have it in abundance” (John 10:10). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

What are some things in today’s world that contribute to the widespread 

problem of drug addiction? How can churches and individual believers be 

involved in providing help to those who suffer from drug addiction?
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A  
D
God uses discipline from society, family, and others 
to shape His people.

Another college football season kicks off soon. Even before the opening 
kickoff of the first game, sports pundits and others will be forecasting which 
team they think will be crowned this season’s national champion. Of course, 
none of these forecasters knows for certain that their pick will participate in 
the championship game, much less win it. On what basis, then, do they make 
their predictions? There are a host of factors that are considered, including a 
team’s history, the strength of a recruiting class, the coaching staff’s proven 
abilities, and the like. 

I am not in the habit of trying to predict championship football teams 
ahead of the season. However, I believe I am on safe ground to make one 
prediction about the two teams that will compete for the title. They will be 
disciplined teams. Their coaches will be disciplined, and they will instill a 
championship level of discipline in their players. Their places in the final 
game of the season will not come by chance but by hard work, concerted 
practice, enduring trust, and disciplined play. 

Our spiritual journeys as believers take a similar path. Faith in Jesus Christ 
gives us new life (2 Cor. 5:17). But it does not automatically make us mature 
Christians. We will inevitably make mistakes in our spiritual training. When 
we do, God uses discipline to correct us and get us back on track. Proverbs 
29 contains words of wisdom that encourage believers to understand and 
appreciate the value of discipline. 

Solomon’s words were echoed by the writer of Hebrews when he said, 
“Endure suffering as discipline: God is dealing with you as sons … No 
discipline seems enjoyable at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it 
yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by 
it” (Heb. 12:7,11). In this session, we will discover that God uses discipline 
from society, family, and others to shape His people.

Session 10 > Proverbs 29:1-3,12-20
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 24:23–29:27

Proverbs 24:23–29:27 contains the final section of proverbs attributed to 
Solomon. The final two chapters of the Book of Proverbs are attributed to 
others. Proverbs 24:23-34 is a collection of sayings that Solomon may have 
adapted from the teachings of other sages (24:23a). The brief collection 
includes proverbs on the law courts, economic priorities, and the slacker. 

Proverbs 25:1–29:27 may still be attributed to Solomon but were not 
collected and added to the Book of Proverbs until the reign of King Hezekiah 
in Judah (715–687 BC). The title of this section is stated in Proverbs 25:1. The 
section is comprised of a series of instructional proverbs arranged according 
to no overall structure. Random topics include the behavior of kings, legal 
trials, domestic life, slackers, and troublemakers. A few proverbs are grouped 
together by subject (see 25:2-7 for example), while others stand alone. 

Proverbs 26:4-5 is a paradox. The two imperatives seem to contradict each 
other. Their proximity is likely intentional, however, and together the two 
proverbs underscore that a single action might be wise and merited in one 
situation but foolish and to be avoided in a different situation. 

Some proverbs in this section have parallels in other places in Scripture. 
For example, Proverbs 27:1 and James 4:13-15 both condemn the act of 
arrogantly planning the future as though human beings are sovereign. 
Scripture instructs us to make our plans contingent on God’s will. In other 
words, we are to maintain humility before the Lord, recognizing that our 
beginnings and endings—and all our days in between—are ultimately in 
His hands.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE GOAL (Prov. 29:1-3)

Solomon explained that ignoring discipline leads to destruction. He 
explained that those who learn from their mistakes and from others are 
revered by family and others.  

VERSE 1

One who becomes stiff-necked, after many reprimands will be 

shattered instantly—beyond recovery.
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The Hebrew term rendered stiff-necked is a common biblical figure of speech 
for antagonistic and stubborn people. The term originated in an agricultural 
context in reference to intractable domestic animals. Donkeys, oxen, and 
other working animals performed numerous tasks on a farm. Typically, the 
farmer used a bridle with bits to guide the creature in whatever direction it 
needed to go. But sometimes an animal balked. It locked its neck so that its 
head would not turn. The bits caused discomfort in the animal’s mouth, but 
the obstinate beast refused to bend. Hence, the comparison aptly describes 
people who stubbornly refuse to respond to divine instruction, whether it 
comes through a religious leader, a parent, or some direct act of God. 

God revealed His character to the Israelites as patient and forgiving (see 
Ex. 34:6-7). However, God’s people must not misunderstand these aspects of 
His nature as a license to disobey or rebel against Him. The term reprimands 
(“reproves,” KJV; ESV; “rebukes” NIV) points to God’s loving efforts to correct 
unacceptable activities. Solomon warned, however, that continuous rejection 
of God’s disciplinary actions would ultimately bring about shattering 
consequences. The phrase beyond recovery (“without remedy,” KJV; NIV; 
“beyond healing,” ESV) may refer to temporal consequences that cannot be 
undone even if the person later repents and seeks forgiveness. Solomon no 
doubt was aware of the story of his older brother’s death in infancy even 
though his father, King David, had repented and received forgiveness for 
adultery with Bathsheba and other grievous sins (see 2 Sam. 12:11-14).

VERSE 2

When the righteous flourish, the people rejoice, but when the 

wicked rule, people groan. 

Proverbs 29:2 employs antithetical parallelism. In this type of Hebrew poetry, 
the second line in the verse restates the first in a negative or contrasting 
form. An understanding of one line helps interpret the other line. The 
terms righteous and wicked signify opposite and conflicting standards of 
conduct. The righteous are those individuals who are right with God. The 
wicked are people whose attitudes and actions are in opposition to God’s 
character. Within the Old Testament, the word wicked is a synonym for sin. 

The actions of the righteous generally cause people to rejoice, but the 
actions of the wicked usually cause people to groan (“mourn,” KJV). The 
actions of the righteous are denoted by the verb rendered flourish (“in 
authority,” KJV; “increase,” ESV; “thrive,” NIV). But what is the relationship 
between the terms flourish and rule? The word flourish has a wide range of 
meanings, usually implying some type of increase or multiplication. Hence, 
the sense here could extend from an increase in the number of righteous 
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people to their gaining influence within the community. Moreover, a right 
relationship with God entails godly treatment of other people. Together, 
these create a peaceful, happy society. On the other hand, the term rule can 
imply coercion and authoritarianism. The wicked ruler imposes his selfish 
aims on the population. In a society in which leaders govern only by selfish 
coercion, rejoicing among the people soon turns into groaning. 

VERSE 3

A man who loves wisdom brings joy to his father, but one who 

consorts with prostitutes destroys his wealth. 

The Hebrew concepts of love and hate entail far more than emotions. Both 
imply a personal choice. To hate someone or something underscores the 
rejection of that person or thing. Likewise, to love someone or something 
involves the choice of (commitment to) that person or thing. 

In this verse, Solomon spoke of a man who loves wisdom—wisdom 
being the appropriate use of knowledge. The grammatical form of the term 
loves suggests an ongoing commitment to wisdom. Hence, this person 
constantly chooses wisdom over other options, and this reality brings joy 
to the man’s parents. 

The implication goes beyond just being proud of a son. The Book of Proverbs 
repeatedly emphasizes that a primary responsibility of parents is teaching 
their children how to live a righteous life. This requires both instruction 
and discipline. Therefore, the son’s (or daughter’s) obvious commitment to 
wisdom serves as vindication for the hard work and time spent in rearing 
the child. 

Solomon described the opposite of bringing joy to a parent as squandering 
the family’s financial means. Further, the foolish son chose to destroy 
his father’s wealth by spending it on prostitutes. In the Hebrew wisdom 
tradition, nothing could be more foolish or destructive than wasting one’s 
hard-earned resources on momentary, immoral self-gratification. It was an 
offense to God, who placed the gift of sexual intimacy within the marriage 
covenant for good reason. It was not designed to be an act of selfish lust but 
rather a demonstration of exclusive commitment between a husband and wife. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Prostitution” on pages 1306–1307 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why does Scripture 

sometimes compare idolatry to prostitution? 
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THE AVAILABILITY (Prov. 29:12-14)

Solomon pointed out that wisdom (God’s light) is available to all people. The 
leader impacts the lives of those he or she leads. The wicked leader produces 
wicked followers, while the righteous ruler provides stability in society. 

VERSE 12

If a ruler listens to lies, all his officials will be wicked. 

Godly government rests on commitment to truth. A single ruler cannot 
govern alone. Even despots must recruit advisors and administrators to 
implement their will. Nonetheless, because such rulers govern on the 
false notion that they hold power in themselves, they often listen to lies 
perpetuated by their own arrogance. In any government, when leaders 
govern based on falsehood and deceit, the results are the same—corrupt, 
oppressive government. 

The policies and ethics at the top soon filter down to those in the 
administration. Since the top official governs based on falsehood, all his 
officials who are responsible for the execution of his policies also substitute 
falsehood for truth. This in turn makes the officials wicked. 

The essence of this proverb is an exhortation to the top executive in 
government to be adamant that truth dictate every decision on every 
level of government. Otherwise, corruption will always plague his or her 
administration. 

VERSE 13

The poor and the oppressor have this in common: the Lord gives 

light to the eyes of both. 

In biblical thought, the poor often represented those who have been 
impoverished wrongfully by the rich and powerful. Consequently, they are 
now helpless and in need of legal protection. The term oppressor (“deceitful 
man,” KJV) first points to a deceitful ruler and that ruler’s corrupt officials 
(see 29:12). The greedy practices sanctioned by this type of grasping 
government soon produces an entire social class of corrupt people. These 
individuals support government corruption in order to profit personally.

The phrase this in common implies the two groups, the oppressor and 
the poor, share a universal trait. In Proverbs 22:2, the phrase introduced 
their common origin. All humanity is God’s creation. God gives life to each 
individual, regardless of social class or economic privilege. Here the common 
feature is that the Lord gives light to the eyes of both. The eyes are the 
human organ with which people see. However, the ability to see is greatly 
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reduced in darkness. Light illuminates what the eyes are looking at so that 
objects and living creatures can be distinguished and identified. 

But the significance of the eyes does not end with eyesight. Vision enables 
people to interpret written language and the ideas it expresses. Psalm 
119:105 describes God’s written Word as a source of insight for how to live 
a righteous life. Such perception of right and wrong is available to all people.

This common capacity to discern good and evil underscores a warning for 
oppressors. Proverbs 29:13 implies that all people have the ability to know 
when they are mistreated and the potential to act against such ill treatment. 
Solomon’s own son, Rehoboam, should have heeded his father’s admonition. 
Instead, Rehoboam sought to oppress the ten northern tribes of Israel and 
subsequently lost his authority over them (see 1 Kings 12:14-19). 

VERSE 14

A king who judges the poor with fairness—his throne will be 

established forever.

On the other hand, a ruler who governs righteously is more likely to enjoy 
the support of citizens. In the New Testament, Romans 13:1-7 identifies 
the authority and power of governments as ultimately being entrusted 
to them by God. Hence, a government’s fundamental responsibility is to 
employ its delegated authority in accordance with God’s will. In contrast 
to an oppressive ruler, the king described here governs the poor with 
fairness (“faithfully,” KJV; ESV). The monarchy of ancient Israel combined 
the roles of the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government 
into a single office. Hence, the verb judges has a far wider application than 
overseeing judicial proceedings. Not only must a king treat the poor equally 
in the courtroom, he likewise must not make laws that show partiality to 
any group or class. According to Solomon, governing fairly has two vital 
outcomes. First, it develops loyalty in the majority of the king’s subjects. 
Second, God in turn secures the king’s role and authority.

God’s wisdom is available to all people. Some discipline may be avoided by 
seeking wisdom. James 1:5-6 states categorically that believers may obtain 
wisdom by asking God for it and trusting Him to give it to them.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Government” on pages 666–669 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What can believers 

today do to help ensure their government is committed to truth and 

promotes justice for all citizens?
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THE RESPONSIBILITY (Prov. 29:15-17)

Solomon reminded parents of their responsibility to discipline their children. 
Failing to do so can result in a selfish and wicked generation that will be 
outlived by the righteous.  

VERSE 15

A rod of correction imparts wisdom, but a youth left to himself is 

a disgrace to his mother.

Parents have a responsibility to discipline their children. The Hebrew word 
for a youth can refer to a child of any age from infancy to young adulthood. 
Thus, the injunction in this verse is applicable to a wide range of ages. The 
Hebrew word rendered rod also has wide range of meanings, from a slender 
limb to a club or staff. In the Book of Proverbs, a small flexible branch 
symbolized parental discipline. 

In the Bible, corporal punishment, properly applied, can have positive 
effects. Proverbs 22:15 touts it as an appropriate means for removing foolish 
tendencies from a child. Proverbs 23:13-14 states that it can teach young 
people to avoid dangerous situations and thereby escape death. Proverbs 
13:24 equates appropriate corporal punishment with love and concern for 
a child’s welfare.

Corporal discipline should always be administered in love, not anger or 
domination. In Ephesians 6:4, the apostle Paul warned parents not to “stir 
up anger” in their children. Instead they are to “bring them up in the training 
and instruction of the Lord.” Paul’s admonition homes in on the essence of 
Solomon’s instructions in the first line of Proverbs 29:15. Unreasonable 
expectations and punishment that is disproportionate to the offense produce 
resentment and exasperation in the child. Subsequently, the child may lose 
heart or become rebellious.

The phrase imparts wisdom can be seen as similar to Paul’s idea of being 
brought up in the training and instruction of the Lord. Both define the goal 
of parental discipline. In Solomon’s proverb, the child has misbehaved. The 
purpose for disciplining the child is to correct his or her unsuitable behavior. 
Thus, wisdom implies knowing what acceptable behavior is and conducting 
oneself accordingly. Paul took the approach of focusing on the education of a 
child who is behaving properly. In New Testament times, the idea of training a 
child included teaching, instruction, and chastisement. However, in both Old 
and New Testaments, the aim of discipline and training was godly behavior.

In contrast to the disciplined child, the undisciplined child (left to 
himself) soon acts selfishly and foolishly. The actions of undisciplined 
children bring shame on their parents, who are accountable for their training.
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VERSE 16

When the wicked increase, rebellion increases, but the righteous 

will see their downfall. 

The location of Proverbs 29:16 between two proverbs on the discipline of 
children is significant. Unless children are taught godliness, they often grow 
into self-centered adults. The wicked incorporates anyone who does not 
conform to God’s character and will. Hence, the failure of parents to train 
their children in godliness negatively impacts society as a whole. 

The increase (“multiplied,” KJV; “thrive,” NIV) of the wicked may 
refer either to numerical increase or an increase in influence. In either 
case, Solomon foresaw that such an increase would be accompanied by an 
increase in rebellion (“transgression,” KJV; ESV; “sin,” NIV). The Hebrew 
word rendered rebellion is a strong term for human sin. It can be described as 
shaking one’s fist at God and defiantly declaring, “I know what You say, but I 
am going to do what I want anyway!” It is an act of deliberately violating God’s 
laws and norms. When those who ignore God gain influence, society adopts 
standards of behavior that deny God’s revelation and law. This insurgence in 
opposing godly standards of behavior fosters an increasingly ungodly culture 
where evil is considered virtuous and righteousness is considered offensive. 

Whereas such evil cultures may flourish temporarily, they cannot endure. 
The words the righteous will see their downfall point to the wicked’s 
ultimate fate. In due course, God will judge the wicked and punish their sin. 

VERSE 17

Discipline your child, and it will bring you peace of mind and give 

you delight. 

Corporal punishment is but one tool that is available to discipline (“correct,” 
KJV) children. Developing a well-rounded godly adult requires numerous 
forms of teaching. Praise is appropriate whenever the child masters a lesson. 
Verbal explanations are always essential to correction. When parents put in 
the work and impart godly attitudes and actions to their children, they gain 
peace of mind and the delight of seeing their children succeed in God’s eyes. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 13:1. This verse was written from the child’s 

perspective. Proverbs 29:15-17 was written from a parent’s perspective. 

How would you paraphrase Proverbs 13:1 from a parent’s perspective? 
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THE SOURCE (Prov. 29:18-20)

Solomon pointed to God’s revelation as the standard for discipline. He 
reminded God’s people that words alone do not constitute wisdom; actions 
based on the words are required. The person who heeds instruction avoids 
the folly of acting with haste.  

VERSE 18

Without revelation people run wild, but one who follows divine 

instruction will be happy. 

Many church leaders have used this verse as a motivation for building 
programs or in launching a new ministry. The Hebrew word rendered 
revelation (“vision,” KJV; “prophetic vision,” ESV) generally refers to a 
prophetic message from God to be delivered to His people. While this 
message may come to the prophet in a visionary experience, its emphasis is 
on the disclosure of the divine word. 

The verb rendered run wild (“perish,” KJV) literally means “to cast off 
restraint” (see ESV; NIV). Without the revelation of God’s guidance and 
commands, people resort to their own desires. Such a chaotic, undisciplined 
society fairly describes the time of the judges in Israel’s history. Judges 21:25 
characterizes the period as a time when “everyone did whatever seemed 
right to him.” 

In contrast, those individuals who follow divine instruction (“law,” KJV; 
ESV) receive a different fate. The Hebrew word torah [TOH rah] denotes more 
than a series of legal rules and regulations. The term stresses guidance for 
God’s covenant people concerning His design for their lives. The torah is more 
of an owner’s manual than merely a law book. Following divine instruction 
results in being happy (“blessed,” ESV; NIV). The term denotes the optimum 
result possible.

VERSE 19

A servant cannot be disciplined by words; though he understands, 

he doesn’t respond. 

This verse further develops the previous verse. Verse 18 contends that God’s 
instruction is essential to the preservation of a godly society. Nonetheless, 
compliance with God’s instructions is an individual choice. In verse 19, the 
example of a servant illustrates the need for action after hearing God’s 
instructions. The Hebrew word rendered servant could refer either to a slave or 
an indentured servant—that is, someone who was working to pay off a debt 
and expected to be released when the debt was paid. In either case, however, 
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the servant was considered part of the household—a relationship that 
included both benefits and responsibilities. Thus, similar to the children in a 
household, servants sometimes needed discipline to correct their mistakes 
or to motivate good behavior. Proverbs 29:19 instructs that servants’ 
discipline often had to be more than simply words. The proverb was in no 
way intended to promote harsh beatings or other forms of mistreatment of 
one’s servants. Its emphasis, rather, was on appropriate discipline that would 
help an individual not only hear but also go on to obey good instruction.

VERSE 20

Do you see someone who speaks too soon? There is more hope for 

a fool than for him. 

The phrase someone who speaks too soon refers to one who makes rash, 
imprudent utterances under pressure. The three proverbs in Proverbs 29:18-20 
share a common theme of responding to verbal communication. The prophets 
were the preachers of the Old Testament. Without their God-given messages, 
the social and spiritual order would soon collapse. The person who heard and 
obeyed the prophets’ messages was happy. People who heard but did not obey 
faced the prospect of divine discipline. With appropriate discipline, however, 
even this second group would comply with good instruction. 

In verse 20, Solomon described a person who fit neither of the two previous 
categories. This person refuses to even listen to instruction but instead 
interrupts while the teacher (or parent) is talking. Their unwillingness to 
listen prevents any comprehension of the true issue. Consequently, they 
never address their problems and are unwilling to find wisdom. Solomon 
concluded that there was more hope for a fool than for such a person.

God’s Word provides the proper basis for determining wise action. It 
illuminates what is acceptable to God and what is not. It also points out the 
appropriate steps to take in certain situations. It is not theory but deals in real 
life circumstances. As believers, we can trust God’s Word as our instruction 
manual for life now and in the life to come.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Prophecy, Prophets” on pages 1303–1305 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. To what extent 

do you think of the Scriptures as an instruction manual for life? What are 

ways that God disciplines His people today to guide them into a full and 

meaningful life?
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F H
God recognizes those who faithfully demonstrate 
His wisdom in their lives.

A few years ago I was invited to participate in an event to honor Vietnam War 
veterans. The event was hosted by a nearby high school’s history department, 
and the keynote speaker was Joe Galloway, a journalist and veteran whose 
harrowing experiences in combat were dramatized in the 2002 movie We 

Were Soldiers. My part in the event was to offer a prayer during the ceremonies.
Before the event, those of us who were scheduled to participate in the 

program shared an informal dinner together. I had an opportunity to meet 
and speak with all of the invited participants, including Mr. Galloway. 
However, two veterans whom I had never met before our dinner had the 
greatest impact on me at that moment. I stood in awe as they shook my hand 
and introduced themselves. Each gentleman wore an unmistakable badge of 
courage—the Medal of Honor.

The Medal of Honor is awarded to members of the United States Armed 
Services for uncommon valor in combat against a hostile force. It is the 
highest and most prestigious military decoration that is given in recognition 
of personal bravery. Since it was first authorized in 1863, only a few thousand 
individuals have received the Medal of Honor. 

In Proverbs 31, a king named Lemuel penned a magnificent poem in 
honor of a wise and noble wife. Wives are too often the unsung heroes of 
successful families. By studying this passage, we will discover that God 
recognizes those who faithfully demonstrate His wisdom.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

PROVERBS 30:1–31:31

Proverbs 30:1–31:31 is not attributed to Solomon other than its being added 
to his collection of wisdom sayings. Chapter 30 identifies itself as “the words of 
Agur son of Jakeh” that were spoken as an “oration to Ithiel … and Ucal” (30:1). 

Session 11 > Proverbs 31:10-16,23-31
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Chapter 31 is attributed to “King Lemuel” and is described as “a pronouncement 
that his mother taught him” (31:1). Nothing further is known about the 
backgrounds of any of these people. Lemuel—whose name means “devoted 
to God”—is identified as a king, yet he was evidently not a king in Israel. 
Some Bible scholars suggest that Lemuel may have ruled in a kingdom that 
traded with Israel and may have become a devotee of Israel’s God. 

Proverbs 30:1-33 records good counsel for everyone. Agur revealed his 
humility (30:1-6). Then he touted the virtue in not being extremely prosperous 
or excessively poor (30:7-9). He recorded other candid observations on life 
but refrained from excessively pressing the lessons he discerned (30:10-33).

Proverbs 31:1-9 focuses on the wise counsel for governing that Lemuel’s 
mother gave to the king. She warned that loose morality would not lead to 
good government. She also noted that while strong drink might have limited 
medicinal value for some despondent individuals, it was not wise for rulers 
to depend on it. It could easily impair a ruler’s sense of law and justice. She 
emphasized that a king’s primary responsibility is to establish justice for all 
his subjects and to defend in particular the rights of the oppressed and needy.

Proverbs 31:10-31 is a magnificent, skillfully crafted poem that describes 
and honors a wife of noble character. In the Hebrew text, the poem appears 
in the form of an acrostic. That is, the first word of each couplet begins 
with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The poem is also chiastic in 
structure, which means that it builds to a central idea in the middle of the 
poem and then echoes the building blocks in reverse order. In other words, 
the first and last lines are parallel; the second and next-to-last lines are 
parallel, and so forth. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

COMMITMENT TO HER HUSBAND (Prov. 31:10-12)

Lemuel characterized the excellent wife as one who has gained the trust of 
her husband, knowing she is committed to helping him succeed all her days.

VERSE 10

Who can find a wife of noble character? She is far more precious 

than jewels. 

A rhetorical question launches the poem: Who can find a wife of noble 
character? (“a virtuous woman,” KJV; “an excellent wife,” ESV). The form of 
the question does not necessarily suggest that such a wife is rare. Rather, it 
indicates that she is to be highly valued once found. 
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The Hebrew word rendered wife (“woman,” KJV) was used to refer either 
to a woman or a wife, depending on the context. The dual function of the 
word is set forth in the creation narrative (see Gen. 2:18-23). Observing that 
the first man had no helper who corresponded to him, God then created the 
woman to become the man’s human partner. Together, they were able to bear 
offspring and populate the earth, fulfilling the divine mandate to steward 
the earth and govern all of the fish, birds, and animals God had created. 

Proverbs 31:10-31 presents the ideal woman who, as a wife of noble character, 

exemplifies the qualities and purposes God had in mind for the woman in 
the beginning. She would be a helper and partner who corresponded to her 
husband and who joined him in fulfilling God’s purposes for humanity. 

The phrase rendered of noble character carries the idea of strength and value. 
A related Hebrew verb means “to be firm or strong.” The term can describe 
an elite soldier’s abilities as well as the warrior’s honor and reputation among 
the people. To be used in reference to a wife similarly indicates her strength 
and great value to her husband and children. 

The value of such a strong and honorable wife is immeasurable. She is far 
more precious than jewels (“her price is far above rubies,” KJV; worth far 
more than rubies,” NIV). The Hebrew word rendered jewels may be a general 
term for precious stones or may refer to a specific type such as rubies, pearls, 
or corals. The point is clear either way: The family with a noble, godly wife 
and mother should treasure her far above even the most valuable material 
possessions. The poem then proceeds to lay out the many reasons to do so.

VERSE 11

The heart of her husband trusts in her, and he will not lack 

anything good.  

The poem first highlights the foundational benefit of a godly marriage:  the 
heart of her husband trusts in her. The reason the apostle Paul could 
effectively use the imagery of marriage to describe Christ’s relationship 
with the church (see Eph. 5:22-33) is that both relationships are founded on 
deep and abiding trust. As has been stated in previous sessions, in Hebrew 
thought the heart represented the seat of human volition or decision-making. 
Thus, the husband in the poem makes a conscious decision to give himself 
and his future to his wife as an exclusive partner and helper. 

This decision is significant for at least two reasons. First, ancient Israel (like 
most ancient societies) was a patriarchal society in which women typically 
were viewed as subordinate to men. Although the “wife of noble character” 
graciously submits to her husband’s leadership of the family, she does not 
shy away from participating actively in work that benefits the family. 
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Second, this is the only place in Scripture that extols trusting anything 
but God. However, there is no inconsistency. This wife is a godly woman 
who fulfills her God-given purpose. Moreover, she fully honors the trust her 
husband places in her: he will not lack anything good (“shall have no need 
of spoil,” KJV; “lacks nothing of value,” NIV). She complements him well 
both in the family setting and in the larger community. 

VERSE 12

She rewards him with good, not evil, all the days of her life. 

Good is a value term. Here it stands in contrast to evil. The sense of the term 
evil is not limited to wicked mindsets and behavior. Rather it encompasses 
anything harmful or undesirable. The reason the husband never lacks good 
is because his wife’s activities are consistently good. Her handiwork and 
business acumen are both first-rate and profitable to the family. Yet she also 
is generous to the poor, a practice that strengthens the community while 
enhancing her family’s reputation within the community. 

The phrase all the days of her life reflects the wife’s lifelong commitment 
to her marriage covenant. For her, marriage is a permanent relationship with 
her husband that only can be broken by death. On her deathbed, the wife will 
be no less committed to her husband than on their wedding day.

Proverbs 31:10-31 shines a bright light on God’s original intention for 
marriage. Human customs and rituals may change through the centuries, 
but God’s purposes do not change. The foundation of any good and godly 
marriage in any age remains the covenant commitment between a husband 
and wife whereby each spouse values, honors, and trusts the other. Christian 
couples ought to be shining examples of such a commitment. 

WISE IN HER WORK (Prov. 31:13-16)

Lemuel pointed to the savvy skills and prudence of the wife who wisely 
participates in providing for the needs of her family. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Jewels, Jewelry” on pages 894–896 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What qualities of 

precious jewels can you identify that should also be characteristics of a 

trusted, godly spouse? How can Christian spouses show that they value 

each other far above material things?
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VERSE 13

She selects wool and flax and works with willing hands. 

Wool was the a common raw material for making cloth in ancient Israel. 
Iron shears had been invented prior to the writing of the Book of Proverbs. 
This tool dramatically reduced the labor involved in removing sheep’s hair, 
thereby increasing the availability of wool in the marketplace. Wool came in a 
variety of natural colors from white to yellow to gray. Natural dyes expanded 
the potential spectrum of colors.  

Fibers from the flax stem were used to make linen. Stalks of flax were 
pulled and laid out to dry. The seeds were removed, and then the stalks were 
soaked in water for three to four weeks to loosen the fibers. After another 
round of drying, workers used a type of comb to separate the fibers from the 
inner core of the stem. The fibers could then be spun into thread for weaving 
the fabric. Linen is the oldest known textile. It could be produced in various 
textures, from course to very fine. 

In Solomon’s time, the production of clothing was a labor-intensive task. 
Three distinct kinds of looms were available to weave wool or flax into fabric. 
In addition, a variety of dyes was available for coloring the fabric. Once 
the fabric was finished, it had to be cut and sewn by hand into garments, 
blankets, and other cloth items.

Our poem reveals the valued wife’s willingness to do the tedious work 
of making clothing (see 31:24). The term rendered selects (“seeks,” KJV; 
ESV) may indicate that she purchased fabric at the market. However, she 
still worked with willing hands to cut and sew the cloth into garments. The 
emphasis of the verse is that the wife was not lazy or unconcerned about her 
family. She readily worked in whatever ways that she could to help them.  

VERSE 14

She is like the merchant ships, bringing her food from far away. 

The word picture in this verse (she is like the merchant ships) may mean 
simply that the wife was willing to go to great lengths to help meet her 
family’s needs. Israel was not known as a maritime nation, although Solomon 
assembled a fleet of merchant ships in the Red Sea manned by experienced 
Phoenician sailors for the purpose of acquiring gold (1 Kings 9:26-28). 

An alternate view of the word picture suggests that the wife literally 
traveled long distances (from far away) to secure the food her family needed. 
Still another possible view proposes that the wife was so astute in bartering at 
the market that she was able to trade items produced in their home for food 
and merchandise that had been imported from faraway places. In all of these 
views, the wife is pictured as a wise, successful helper to her husband.
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VERSE 15

She rises while it is still night and provides food for her household 

and portions for her female servants. 

The ideal wife does not display any of the laziness of a slacker (see Prov. 6:9-11). 
Instead, she rises while it is still night—that is, before dawn—to prepare 
food for her household (“her family,” NIV). The Hebrew term rendered 
household literally is “house” or “dwelling.” By extension, it referred to all the 
family members living together in that dwelling. It could also include other 
individuals who lived with the family, including male and female servants. 
A wife of noble character cares about the basic needs of all who might be 
counted as part of her family’s household. 

The word portions literally means “what is appointed.” Thus, the term 
may refer to portions of daily food that were intended for the servants. An 
alternate view is that the wife arose early not only to oversee the preparation 
of the household meal but also to arrange the schedule of duties for the 
female servants. In either view, the point is to highlight the wife’s diligence 
and self-discipline in carrying out her daily household responsibilities.

VERSE 16

She evaluates a field and buys it; she plants a vineyard 

with her earnings.

This verse demonstrates that the ideal wife’s organizational skills, 
willingness to work, and business acumen extended beyond the home. 
Typically, land in Old Testament Israel was assigned to the name of a family 
patriarch. However, the case of Zelophehad’s daughters in Numbers 27:5-11 
shows that even in Israel in cases where a man had daughters but no sons, 
the man’s daughters were entitled to inherit and possess their father’s lands 
upon his death. By Solomon’s time, this God-given right evidently included 
the purchase and sale of property.

The words she evaluates a field and buys it indicate that the wife was not 
haphazardly engaging in real estate ventures. The word rendered evaluates 
(“considers,” ESV; NIV) denotes carefulness and research. She took into 
account the field’s condition and potential as well as her family’s financial 
situation. She weighed potential revenue against cost and concluded that she 
could make enough earnings (renting it for a time?) to later plant a vineyard. 
Although bringing the vineyard to maturity would require work and further 
investment, in time it would produce a continuing supply of additional food 
and income for the family. The wife was planning ahead!

The wife of noble character worked diligently to provide what her household 
needed. She cared for her employees as well as her family. She ventured into 
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the business world outside of her home to provide her household with the 
very best. Believers are wise to be diligent and disciplined in providing for 
the needs of their families and others.

SURE IN HER REPUTATION (Prov. 31:23-27)

Lemuel described the excellent wife as having influence in the community 
out of people’s respect for her character. He emphasized that the wife spoke 
and taught wisdom. 

VERSE 23

Her husband is known at the city gates, where he sits among the 

elders of the land. 

Many of the larger cities in ancient Israel were encircled by massive stone 
walls for protection. Huge gates installed at various places in the walls 
provided entry and exit. Certain areas near the gates on the inside became 
gathering places for important forums and judicial proceedings. To be 
known (“respected,” NIV) at the city gates meant the wife’s husband was 
not only a familiar participant at the gatherings but also had an excellent 
reputation among the citizenry. Indeed, the phrase sits among the elders 
of the land suggests that the husband was a respected community leader, 
perhaps a judge or member of the city’s governing council. 

The question arises as to why the focus in verse 23 suddenly shifts to the 
husband’s qualities rather than the wife’s. Take note, however, that verse 23 is 
at the center of verses 21-27, a section of the poem emphasizing the benefits 
accruing to an entire household with a wife (and mother) of noble, godly 
character. In other words, the wife’s excellent qualities and skills in helping 
provide for the household served to enhance her husband’s reputation.

VERSE 24

She makes and sells linen garments; she delivers belts 

to the merchants.  

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Woman” on pages 1662–1665 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Who are some Christian 

women you know who display some or all of the qualities of the ideal wife 

described thus far? What can you do to show them appreciation?
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The poem previously celebrated the wife’s skill in purchasing fabrics for 
making clothing (see 31:13). Further, in verses 21-22 she makes certain 
that her household is well-clothed. Even that, however, was not the limit 
of her industriousness. Verse 24 reveals that she also makes and sell linen 
garments and belts to outside merchants. The Hebrew term rendered linen 

garments (“fine linen,” KJV) probably refers to undergarments, whereas belts 
(“girdles,” KJV; “sashes,” ESV; NIV) likely refers to ornamental sashes that 
were tied around the midsection. These belts could also function to “gird up” 
one’s inner and outer garments when quick movement was required.

VERSE 25

Strength and honor are her clothing, and she can laugh at the 

time to come. 

Verse 25 then plays off of the wife’s obvious skills in making literal garments 
for others to describe the greater spiritual “garments” that comprise her 
clothing. The apostle Peter later used a similar approach to urge Christian 
women not to let their beauty “consist of outward things … but rather what 
is inside the heart—the imperishable qualities of a gentle and quiet spirit, 
which is of great worth in God’s sight” (1 Pet. 3:3-4). 

The excellent wife clothes herself with the imperishable qualities of 
strength and honor. The Hebrew term rendered strength can refer to 
physical might but in this context includes inner strength—strength born 
of love, integrity, humility, and faith in God. It can also describe a person’s 
weighty influence on others—the strength of respect. The word translated 
honor literally refers to an impressive ornament. In reference to God, the term 
often describes the splendor and majesty of His presence. In the case of the 
excellent wife, the term suggests that when people met her they immediately 
recognized her as a woman worthy of respect.

The words she can laugh (“rejoice,” KJV) at the time to come do not 
suggest that the wife had a flippant attitude about the future. Rather, the 
words describe a confidence based on her core qualities of strength and honor. 
She was equipped physically, emotionally, and spiritually to thrive as a 
woman, a wife, and a mother no matter what circumstances might arise.

VERSE 26

Her mouth speaks wisdom, and loving instruction 

is on her tongue. 

Whenever the wife of noble character speaks, she says something worthwhile. 
Her words are described as wisdom and loving instruction (“the law of 
kindness,” KJV; “faithful instruction,” NIV). Wisdom has many shades 
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of meaning, all of which are applicable here. Its wide range of meanings 
stretches from instructions to common sense, from accurate perception to 
the formulation of astute plans. Loving instruction derives from the covenant 
commands and stipulations God revealed to the people of Israel at Mount 
Sinai. In other words, when the excellent wife and mother gives instruction 
and counsel to others, that counsel springs from God’s Word. 

VERSE 27

She watches over the activities of her household and is never idle. 

Proverbs 31:27 literally reads that the wife of noble character “does not eat 
the bread of idleness.” She constantly watches over (“looks well to,” ESV)
everything under her charge. She is diligent to ensure that everything is 
done correctly and in a timely manner. 

HONORED THROUGH FEARING GOD (Prov. 31:28-31)

VERSE 28

Her children rise up and call her blessed; her husband 

also praises her:  

When this godly wife and mother enters a room, her children rise up. 
In the ancient Near East, such a response was a show of respect. Leviticus 
19:32 instructs younger people to show honor to the elderly by rising in their 
presence. The children of the excellent wife stand up in her presence not 
only in recognition of her maturity but also in honor of her overall character 
and success. They call her blessed, meaning she is someone who obviously 
displays the favor and approval of God. Her godly choices in life shaped her 
character and conduct, and these qualities overflowed as blessings to the 
entire household and beyond.  

The woman’s children are not alone in singing her praises. Her husband 
also praises her. He does not ridicule or complain about her. He cherishes her 
virtues and talents. Therefore, whenever he speaks of her it is with respect and 
appreciation. The verb rendered praises means “to give thanks for, to extol.”  
The husband gladly thanks God for his wife and extols her before others.

VERSE 29

“Many women have done noble deeds, but you surpass them all!” 

Verse 29 may be understood as an example of the way the grateful husband 
praised his wife to her face. He praised his wife by telling her that she stood 
head and shoulders above all other women, even the many women who had 
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done noble deeds. In essence, he called his wife the noblest of the noble. In 
his mind, she was the perfect woman, the perfect wife, and the perfect mother.

VERSE 30

Charm is deceptive and beauty is fleeting, but a woman who fears 

the Lord will be praised. 

This verse is the key to understanding the entire poem. The real worth of 
any person—man or woman, single or married—grows out of a right 
relationship with God. External attributes such as charm (“favour,” KJV) 
and physical beauty can and do change over time. Moreover, skilled deceivers 
can fake a charming appearance. They can act pleasantly in public but then 
turn abusive at home with their families. Further, the fleeting nature of a 
youthful physical appearance is evident to all. 

From its opening chapter, the Book of Proverbs has declared that the one 
enduring quality that makes all the difference in life is “the fear of the Lord” 
(1:7). What truly sets apart the wife of noble character is that she is a woman 
who fears the Lord. She has a right relationship with God. She lives with a 
daily awareness of His holiness and her need of forgiveness and restoration. 
Her faith-relationship with God then shapes all of her other relationships 
and activities in life.

VERSE 31

Give her the reward of her labor, and let her works praise her at 

the city gates. 

As a final exhortation, the poem calls for the wife’s family and community 
to demonstrate their appreciation for such an exemplary, godly woman. The 
phrase the reward of her labor literally reads “the fruit of her hands.” She 
is worthy to receive the just rewards of her hard work, whether that be the 
work of feeding, clothing, teaching, and managing her family or the outside 
business interests she carried out. Further, she rightly deserves recognition 
and appreciation in the community—even from those civic leaders and 
merchants at the city gates. She loves the Lord, and He blesses her with favor. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize Proverbs 22:19. Make a list of some ways that God has 

instructed you today. What has been your response? What changes do 

you need to make in your responses?
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F
God created humans to be relational, with the greatest 
relationship being between Him and His people.

I still have the shoe box filled with old love letters. They were written to me 
nearly five decades ago, but the sentiments they express still evoke fond 
memories. Some of the lines raise a chuckle; others express a gloomy sense of 
worry. Throughout all the lines in all the letters, however, flows one constant 
theme: love—romantic love, to be precise. 

The silly lines can be credited to a teenage girl’s innocent attempts to put 
her romantic thoughts and emotions on paper in the best poetic ways she 
could muster. The more gloomy lines arose out of that same young woman’s 
fears that she might never realize her dream of marrying the young man she 
loved and to whom she was writing the letters. Those fears were not without 
basis. I was far away from her, engaged in training to become a combat fighter 
in a war in which, at that time, more than a hundred American soldiers were 
being killed each week. 

Two weeks after my combat tour ended and I returned home, my fiancé 
and I were married. We exchanged our vows in a short ceremony at our 
church. She wore a traditional white wedding dress. I stood beside her in 
my army dress uniform. This year we will celebrate our forty-ninth wedding 
anniversary. Occasionally thoughout the years of our marriage, I have 
gotten the shoebox down and reread some of the old love letters. The paper is 
beginning to fade, but our love is brighter and deeper now than ever before.   

Sometimes people are surprised to learn that the Bible also contains a love 
letter—a letter filled with magnificent poetic expressions of romantic love. It 
is the Bible book called Song of Songs (also known as Song of Solomon). Song 
of Songs is a love song about a groom (Solomon) and his bride. Thus, it provides 
a wonderful description of God’s design for the marriage relationship and 
thereby a model for better understanding the New Testament’s description 
of the church as the bride of Christ (see Eph. 5:25-32).

Session 12 > Song of Songs 2:15–3:5
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UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT

SONG OF SONGS 1:1–5:1

Song of Songs 1:1 classifies the work not just as a song but as Solomon’s best or 
favorite song. It is a well-crafted yet intriguing poem that celebrates romantic 
love between a couple on their wedding day. Because of its intriguing subject 
and intimate language, the song has prompted a variety of interpretations 
throughout the centuries. The simplest and most straightforward 
interpretation takes the work for what it purports to be: a majestic love story. 
Having said that, Song of Songs can still have meaningful application as a 
dramatic testimony of God’s love for the people of Israel and, indeed, Jesus 
Christ’s perfect love for His spiritual bride, the church. 

Song of Songs 1:2–2:7 introduces the couple in love. Neither the groom 
nor the bride is named until later in the song (see 3:9; 6:13). However, he 
is identified as “the king” in 1:4. As royalty, he belongs to society’s elite. 
Furthermore, he is the heartthrob of the kingdom’s young women. The bride 
is described as being dark-skinned yet beautiful (1:5). Her skin tone is the 
result of being tanned by the sun as she labored in the family vineyards 
(1:6). Thus, she is likely to have been a member of the laboring class, not the 
wealthy elite. This difference in the couple’s backgrounds serves to accentuate 
their love for each other. This is not the typical arranged marriage based on 
social status; these two are in love and can hardly wait to be wed so that they 
can consummate their love (2:3-7).

In 2:6-14, the groom invites the woman to enjoy a beautiful spring 
day with him. A brief warning about the danger from small issues within 
marriage follows the invitation (2:15). The bride’s answer to this invitation 
is not recorded in the song. Instead, she declares to her groom that their love 
for each other is mutual (2:16-17).

On the night before their wedding, the young woman is isolated from 
her betrothed. In the darkness she dreams of him (3:1-5). As the wedding 
day approaches, her insecurities are washed away. The splendid arrival of the 
groom heralds the glory of the wedding day and the exhilarating expectancy 
of the wedding night (3:6–5:1). The restraint the couple honored prior to 
their wedding ceremony could now give way to the joys of love and sexual 
intimacy. In 4:1-15, Solomon addresses his new wife, complimenting her 
physical beauty and then inviting her to join him in consummating their 
love. She responds with a similar invitation for her new husband to come 
to her. Solomon then briefly describes their intimate night together as a 
sensory delight, using the analogies of a fragrant garden, exotic spices, and 
the sweetest of food and drink (5:1). 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

PREVENTATIVE CARE (Song of Sg. 2:15)

Solomon wrote of the bride calling for the catching of foxes to keep from 
ruining the vineyard. He was reminding listeners of the need for putting up 
safeguards to protect relationships. 

VERSE 15

Catch the foxes for us—the little foxes that ruin the vineyards—

for our vineyards are in bloom. 

The red fox is one of several types of foxes that were common in ancient Israel. 
A mature red fox stood only about sixteen inches high at the shoulder and 
weighed about twenty pounds. These animals had relatively short legs and 
long bushy tails. They would dig burrows underground or occupy dens that 
other animals had dug. Their primary prey included small animals such as 
mice, moles, birds, and rabbits. They also would eat certain types of ripe fruit.  

The fox is a clever and adaptable creature. Unlike some wild animals, foxes 
can adapt to living in a relatively urban environment. Their diminutive size 
enables them to hide in small spaces. They can also find their way under, 
over, and around fences and walls. These characteristics enable foxes to 
wreak havoc in vineyards. 

The climate in Israel was ideal for cultivating grapes. Occasionally, a vine 
might climb a tree. (The use of handmade trellises had not been introduced 
in Israel in Solomon’s time.) Most vines, however, ran along the ground. 
Consequently, the ease of snatching ripe fruit made the vineyard a great 
enticement to a hungry fox.

Song of Songs 2:15 clearly uses the imagery of foxes in the vineyard in a 
figurative sense. The question for interpretation is to decide what the imagery 
points toward. In the context of the engaged couple’s approaching marriage, 
what do foxes in the vineyard refer to? Further, who is the speaker of this 
analogy—the groom or the bride? Some Bible interpreters put this verse 
in the mouth of the bride (see CSB). Others assign the words to Solomon 
(see NIV). However, the basic meaning of the verse is not affected by this 
ambiguity in identifying the speaker.

Elsewhere in Song of Songs, vineyards were connected to the bride’s personal 
background. In 1:6, the bride noted that her bronze complexion came from 
having to work in the sun in her family’s vineyards. She complained that this 
requirement kept her from taking care of her “own vineyard,” meaning her 
physical appearance. Later she spoke of her willingness to give her “vineyard” 
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completely to Solomon her husband in their marriage relationship—
contrasting her total commitment to a situation Solomon had with tenants of 
one of the king’s literal vineyards. These workers would (rightfully) withhold 
a portion of the vineyard’s harvest for themselves (see 8:11-12). Thus, the 
imagery of vineyards in 2:15 most likely refers to the couple’s relationship of 
betrothal followed by marriage.

Foxes were not the only danger to vineyards in ancient Israel. Other 
plant-eating animals such as deer and even bears could cause tremendous 
damage to vineyards, especially at the time when vineyards were in 
bloom. The leaves were tender and inviting, and the grapes were merely 
clusters of buds that needed to grow and ripen. The potential was obvious, 
but the mature, delicious fruit would come later only if the vines were not 
damaged. Vineyard owners thus often constructed stone walls around the 
vineyards to stop the invasion of larger animals. In his efforts to deter those 
animals, however, the vineyard owner might easily overlook the vineyard’s 
vulnerability to foxes. 

The song’s intention in 2:15, therefore, is to warn the groom and bride 
about overlooking potential problems in their relationship. They must not 
allow small but destructive issues to go unaddressed. Small problems, left 
unchecked, can hide, fester, and reappear later as larger problems. These 
problems can then grow into major difficulties that destroy a relationship!

In a similar way, believers today are to be careful to protect marriages. 
Every individual is unique. Therefore, spouses do not always respond in the 
same way to new situations. Sometimes the differences seem inconsequential. 
Nonetheless, these differing perspectives can generate conflict. If small issues 
are not tackled and worked through, they grow and merge with other minor 
concerns. Eventually they explode and do irreparable damage. Christian 
couples must erect safeguards to protect their marriages at every stage. 

BUILD TRUST (Song of Sg. 2:16-17)

Solomon told of the trust needed to sustain a marriage. The husband and the 
wife are to be mutually committed to each other. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Vine” on pages 1632–1633 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does the imagery 

of vines and vineyards help you understand the nature and importance of 

the marriage relationship? The relationship of believers to Christ?
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VERSE 16

My love is mine and I am his; he feeds among the lilies.  

The words my love is mine and I am his affirm the mutuality of the 
couple’s love for each other. This declaration has immense importance for 
comprehending the subsequent lines in Song of Songs 2:16-17. Both the 
bride and her groom have chosen an exclusive relationship with each other. 
Although the pronouns mine and his indicate the bride is speaking at this 
point, the groom’s commitment to his bride must be no less firm.

The bride previously described herself as “a lily of the valleys” (2:1). This 
specific type of flower was not the modern lily but a variety of wildflower 
such as the water lily or lotus flower. In 2:1, the bride used the analogy to 
admit that she was of modest beauty. Here in 2:16, her still insecure self-
appraisal includes the fact that she is only one of many young maidens the 
king might have chosen to love and to wed. Indeed, it is possible that the 
bride still could not believe the king had chosen her for his bride. So she 
repeated over and over in her mind that it was not a dream. He belonged to 
her, not to any other of the many young women. Likewise, she belonged to 
him and to no other man. 

The phrase he feeds (“grazes,” ESV; “browses,” NIV) among the lilies 
stresses the groom’s fidelity to his bride. When she first described herself 
as a lily, he reacted by saying she was “like a lily among thorns” (2:2). His 
characterization compared her beauty and allure in his eyes to the other 
women with whom she compared herself. So now he enjoys the pleasures 
that she—and she alone—gives to him. As he does, he will not be distracted 
by the other available women around him. 

Since the woman spoke these words, it is worth noting the level of trust 
the words imply. The king routinely moves among beautiful women, but her 
statement does not signal any jealousy. Instead, there is only her eagerness 
for him to be exclusively with her soon.

Trust is an essential foundation in any enduring and meaningful 
relationship, especially the marriage relationship. In this verse, the bride 
expressed her trust in her husband even when he was not in her presence. 
Trust is not automatic. It is built with commitment and faithfulness.

VERSE 17

Until the day breaks and the shadows flee, turn around, my love, 

and be like a gazelle or a young stag on the divided mountains. 

This verse is filled with intimate imagery. The bride bids her love to turn 
around from whatever he might be doing and come to her. The phrase until 
the day breaks suggests that she is inviting him to spend the night with her. 
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Numerous species of deer and gazelles inhabited Israel in Solomon’s 
time. Here the gazelle and stag serve as figures of speech pointing to the 
proverbial young male qualities of beauty, vigor, and potency. The mention 
of divided mountains (“mountains of Bether,” KJV; “cleft mountains,” ESV; 
“rugged hills,” NIV) may have been a subtle description of the bride’s enticing 
physical features. Her words seem unmistakable. She looked forward to their 
wedding night when they would enjoy complete intimacy.

Her words expressed her true desires. They likewise expressed his feelings. 
Repeating words in a marriage ceremony does not necessarily create physical 
attraction. Physical intimacy between a husband and wife is a natural 
component of romantic love. Engaged couples think about their upcoming 
experiences of intimacy in preparation for their wedding night. 

In interpreting the bride’s words in 2:17, it is instructive to recall a previous 
statement by her. She once told her female attendants in Jerusalem, “Do not 
stir up or awaken love until the appropriate time” (2:7). (The bride repeats 
this statement in 3:5.) In 2:7, she also spoke figuratively of gazelles and deer 
but was alluding to female animals rather than male animals. Nevertheless, 
she declared that sexual intimacy must be reserved for the appropriate 
time—that is, after the marriage ceremony. The bride acknowledged that she 
had strong physical desires for her fiancé, yet she also desired that she might 
be able to present her purity to him on their wedding night, the appropriate 
time for sexual intimacy.

The romantic love and sense of fulfillment the bride and groom 
experienced on their wedding night suggests that the couple honored each 
other by preserving their purity. Love is better and more fulfilling when 
we behave the way God instructs us to behave. Mutual submission to God 
develops and strengthens our trust in each other. Marriages grow through 
mutual honoring of a husband and wife to each other. 

RESTRAINT REQUIRED (Song of Sg. 3:1-5)

Solomon told of the desires of the bride as she longed to be with her husband. 
In so doing, he included a reminder that one must be careful to avoid sexual 
temptation outside of the marriage relationship.   

EXPLORE FURTHER

Memorize 1 John 4:19. What are some ways in which the Bible describes 

how God loves His people? How does God’s love provide a model for 

married couples to show their love for each other?
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VERSE 1

In my bed at night I sought the one I love; I sought him, but did 

not find him.

Song of Songs 3:1-5 has been interpreted in various ways. A literal 
interpretation raises numerous difficulties. Roaming the streets of a city at 
night would be dangerous for a young woman in any historical era. The lack 
of any reaction by the city’s guards to her presence seems odd (see 5:7). And 
taking a paramour home to one’s mother’s house would contradict cultural 
norms. Common sense makes this view of the verse highly unlikely. 

More likely, the verse represents the bride recounting dreams she had on 
the night before her wedding. The dreams are filled with symbolic meanings 
concerning the bride’s anxiety about giving up her purity and yet longing for 
physical intimacy with her future husband. As previously noted, her love for 
the groom was generating strong sexual yearnings within her. This longing 
for the man she loved was a God-given desire, yet the desire needed to be 
reserved until the appropriate time. Keeping her desire under control was 
right, but it did not prevent her apprehensions about the wedding night.

In the privacy of her bedroom, the bride confronted the mix of sexual desire 
and fear churning in her mind. In her dreams, she envisioned the wonder of 
her wedding night. The imaginings grew so vivid that she feared to embrace 
her husband. Then when she reached out, he was not there. His absence in 
her dream was a result of their commitment to each other and to God. God 
made human beings as sexual creatures (Gen. 1:27; 2:24-25; 3:16). Even so, 
the Lord designed that physical intimacy be enjoyed exclusively within the 
marriage relationship. In this poem, the primary characters, the bride and 
groom, are committed to a godly marriage. Therefore they have restrained 
from acting on temptation to engage in physical intimacy prematurely.

VERSE 2

I will arise now and go about the city, through the streets 

and the plazas. I will seek the one I love. I sought him, but did 

not find him.  

The absence of her future husband in the bride’s dream transforms it into 
a nightmare, causing intense feelings of insecurity to arise again. Was the 
relationship over? Had the man she loved abandoned her? Was the wedding 
off? What could she do to restore their relationship? In response to the 
groom’s absence, she dreamed that she left her bedroom and went into the 
city in search of her husband-to-be. The verb rendered will seek and sought 
occurs four times in Song of Songs 3:1-2. This verb connotes an individual’s 
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intense search for something or someone. It also can mean “to desire” or 
“long for.” In this case, the bride fully intended to locate her groom and 
acquire him for herself alone.

Ancient Jerusalem did not have bright streetlights to illuminate its narrow 
streets and hidden alleys. Instead, at night the buildings turned dark and the 
alleyways became perilous. Dangerous criminals, menacing animals, and 
other hazards might be lurking in the darkness. 

Going out into the streets alone made little sense in two regards. First, 
a young lady of marriageable age walking alone in the dark made an easy 
target for unscrupulous characters. Second, the murky streets in the middle 
of the night were hardly the right time and place to meet the king. However, 
the nighttime search makes sense if understood as a symbolic gesture. In 
the Book of Proverbs, both wisdom and the prostitute roam the streets 
seeking to acquire young men (see Prov. 7:7-23; 8:1-36). The objective of both 
searches is to entice young men to follow their respective lifestyles. Wisdom 
brings life and favor from God; sexual immorality, however, leads to death. 

The bride’s dream-based search for her groom pointed to her deep love 
which compelled her to acquire him for herself. Just as it was impossible for 
both wisdom and the prostitute to possess the same young man, it was equally 
absurd for the bride to share her groom with other women. God’s design for 
marriage is an exclusive relationship between one man and one woman for a 
lifetime. Here the bride was willing to risk the dangers of a shadowy nighttime 
search to acquire such an exclusive relationship with her groom.

VERSE 3

The guards who go about the city found me. I asked them, “Have 

you seen the one I love?”

In her dream, the bride left her bedchamber to find the man she loved and 
bring him to her home. The guards (“watchmen,” KJV; ESV; NIV) who go 
about the city represent the authorities and virtues that guarded her sexual 
purity. In ancient Israelite cities, watchmen had two primary responsibilities. 
First, they were to warn the citizens of enemies mounting an attack on the 
city from the outside. Second, they were to alert citizens of the dangers of 
internal threats such as fire and crime. 

In a similar way, the guards seen in the bride’s dreams represented both 
external and internal safeguards.  As she searched for her groom, her parental 
training and godly insight provided spiritual safeguards over her desires. 
Right conduct superseded emotional craving. She remembered what mattered 
most. The “guards” had performed their assigned tasks. Note that she asked 
the question, “Have you seen the one I love?” One might expect the guards 
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to respond by asking, “What are you doing out in the streets at this hour?” 
The bride’s inquiry is significant for two reasons. First, it reveals the intensity 
of her love. Keeping her desires for intimacy under check did not mean she 
had any less love for her groom. She loved him enough that she remembered 
the safeguards to her purity. Second, asking questions about the relationship 
before the marriage can prevent painful consequences later in life. Marriage 
is a lifetime commitment. An engaged couple should ask lots of questions to 
each other and about each other. They cannot know too much about each 
other as they enter into the lifelong covenant bond of matrimony.

VERSE 4

I had just passed them when I found the one I love. I held on to 

him and would not let him go until I brought him to my mother’s 

house—to the chamber of the one who conceived me. 

The woman’s daring search paid off. She found her love. Her response was 
instinctive, a genuine feature of romantic love. She passionately seized 
and clung to him. Open expressions of commitment between engaged and 
married couples is appropriate. It strengthens the couple’s bond to each 
other and publicly proclaims their unavailability to other suitors. Within the 
context of the bride’s dream, the embrace pointed to her need to be close to 
her groom and the intensity of her love for him.

The phrase my mother’s house represented a place of security. It was 
where the bride grew up and where her mother taught her about life. The 
words the chamber of the one who conceived me recall that the bride’s 
mother had previously experienced similar anxiety to what the wife-to-be 
now experienced. Her mother had obviously overcome whatever fears she 
had on the night before her marriage to the bride’s father. God gave human 
beings the desire for physical intimacy so that a husband and wife could 
express their love for each other. In addition, physical intimacy is the God-
given means by which a husband and wife become a father and mother. 
At the dawn of creation, God said to the first married couple, “Be fruitful, 
multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it” (Gen. 1:28).

The bride took her groom back to her home. Previous descriptions of her 
life imply the bride came from a different economic and social class than the 
king. Yet he readily accompanied her to her parents’ house. 

VERSE 5

Young women of Jerusalem, I charge you by the gazelles and 

the wild does of the field, do not stir up or awaken love until the 

appropriate time. 
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This verse repeats the charge given in 2:7. (It is repeated again in 8:4.) 
The repetition emphasizes the importance of the pronouncement. While 
the verse is addressed to the young women of Jerusalem, its counsel 
is applicable to both young women and young men. The unmarried are 
cautioned against pursuing physical intimacy before marriage. Gazelles and 
female deer (does) conjure up images of love and intimacy. They symbolized 
the full experience of love and sexuality that God intended in marriage. The 
bride warned other young, unmarried women that becoming sexually active 
before marriage would deprive them of enjoying God’s design fully. The most 
intimate physical expressions of love are best and most meaningful in the 
context of a committed marriage.

Having issued her warning, the bride’s attention turned to the approach of 
her groom in 3:6-8. The groom’s arrival coincided with the arrival of spring. 
Spring is recognized universally as a season for love. Yet their commitment 
to purity and faithfulness as defined by the Lord rather than by culture 
gave them the necessary safeguards to wait until their wedding night for 
physical intimacy.

This section of the love song ends with the bride’s admonition not to 
stir up or awaken love until the appropriate time. The human drive for 
physical intimacy is strong. Part of what distinguishes human beings from 
all other created life, however, is the God-given capacity to keep our physical 
desires under control. As believers, this capacity has been restored to us by 
the presence of the Holy Spirit in us. The Holy Spirit enables us to listen to 
and obey the safeguards within His Word. 

God created physical intimacy to be enjoyed exclusively by a husband 
and wife within their committed marriage relationship. The Bible contains 
numerous passages in both Old and New Testaments concerning the proper 
role of physical desires and guidelines for achieving their ultimate potential. 
Following the biblical parameters builds strong relationships. For Christian 
couples, a healthy, Christ-honoring marital relationship is part and parcel 
of a right relationship with God. Both Old Testament prophets and New 
Testament apostles declared marriage to be an analogy of God’s relationship 
to His covenant people.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Marriage” on pages 1059–1061 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are the primary 

purposes of human marriage in God’s design? Why do you think God 

restricted the gift of sexual intimacy to a husband and wife in the context 

of the marriage covenant?
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I
Just as a couple must invest in their relationship, believers must 
also invest in their relationship with God.

The word investing often conjures up thoughts about stock markets, real 
estate, and retirement plans. But what about investing in relationships? 

When our children were young teenagers, they giggled when they heard 
us say, “Mother and Daddy are going out on a date tonight.” They were 
puzzled as to why their parents would still be thinking about dating, much 
less going out on a date. We tried to explain that we wanted to keep building 
our relationship, but I’m not sure they fully grasped our reasoning. 

I was a full-time pastor at the time, and my wife and I had four children. 
Needless to say, there were plenty of reasons (or excuses) we could offer for 
letting our marriage relationship take a back seat. We had been warned as 
a young married couple that if you did not intentionally keep building your 
relationship with your spouse, one day you would wake up and find yourself 
married to a stranger. Neither my wife nor I wanted to let that happen. So 
we made a commitment early in our marriage to set some quality time apart 
each week for just the two of us to be together and to talk and do things 
together as a couple. In other words, to keep dating. By doing so, we invested 
our time and energy—ourselves—in our marriage relationship.

The believer’s relationship with God also requires an investment of time 
and energy. Christians must invest quality time to be focused on the Lord 
and in conversation with Him, not only in congregational worship but also in 
personal, private worship through Bible study and prayer. The Bible is God’s 
love letter to us, and prayer is a conversation with Him. 

Song of Songs is a love song about Solomon’s marriage to a woman 
from Shunem. The language is intensely personal and at times intimate. It 
celebrates the God-given gift of romantic love. It also teaches that just as a 
married couple must invest in their relationship, even so must God’s people 
invest in their relationship with Him.

Session 13 > Song of Songs 5:6-16
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

SONG OF SONGS 5:2–8:14

Song of Songs 1:2–5:1 describes the bride and groom’s anticipation of their 
marriage. The bride felt a mixture of nervous apprehension and excitement. 
The groom eagerly yearned to wed the woman whom he loved. The actual 
wedding procession and ceremony are mentioned almost in passing, 
presumably in 3:9-11, where Solomon arrived at the bride’s house in his 
carriage and was “wearing the crown his mother placed on him on the day 
of his wedding” (3:11). The section concludes with a call for everyone at the 
wedding to celebrate the couple’s marriage and anticipate their enjoyment of 
each other on the wedding night and thereafter (5:1).

The second part of the love song, 5:2–8:14, assumes the couple are 
now husband and wife. Yet, they experience similar anxieties about being 
separated from each other. This structural discussion of two separations—
one before and one after the wedding—captures common relational issues 
generated by romantic love. The song compares and contrasts the storybook 
expectations before the wedding with the bliss of the wedding night and 
anticlimactic familiarity of marriage as time moves forward. Married couples 
must invest time and effort into maintaining the intimacy and quality of 
their relationship. Otherwise, the relationship can become stale, strained, 
and perhaps even reach a breaking point.

Song of Songs 5:2–7:9 is structured as a chiasm—both the beginning and 
the end move like a horizontal V (>) toward a central theme located near the 
middle of the section. The section begins with the wife sleeping alone (5:2-8) 
and concludes with her sleeping alongside her husband (7:6-9). Why the wife 
is sleeping alone in her bedroom is not clear, but she responds tentatively 
when her husband returns and wants to enter. When she finally rises to let 
him enter the bedroom, he has left the house without explanation. Evidently, 
some issue has threatened their relationship and has resulted in a separation.

Song of Songs 7:10–8:14 concludes the story of the husband and wife’s 
song of romantic love. After their time of separation, the couple plans a 
retreat in which they can spend time together in a setting that will renew 
their passion for and commitment to each other (7:11-13). The song ends 
with the husband and wife recapturing the excitement of their relationship 
as it was depicted in the springtime days leading up to their wedding. 

A husband and wife must invest in their relationship if they are to enjoy the 
full potential of their love and commitment. The dynamics of the relationship 
between a husband and wife make marriage an ideal picture of the relationship 
between Christ and His church (see Eph. 5:22-33; 1 Pet. 3:1-7).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE CRY FOR COMPANIONSHIP (Song of Sg. 5:6-8)

The song depicts the new wife as needing emotional support from her 
husband. She called out to others for help but was met with abuse. 

VERSE 6

I opened to my love, but my love had turned and gone away. My 

heart sank because he had left. I sought him, but did not find him. 

I called him, but he did not answer. 

As stated in the Understand the Context section, this verse represents a 
time following the couple’s wedding day. Solomon and his bride were now 
husband and wife, yet for some reason she was asleep in her bedroom and he 
was not there even though the hour was late. The song does not explain his 
absence; it simply states that he finally came to the door and entreated her to 
let him in (5:2). Initially, though, the wife balked at opening the door for her 
husband; she had already bathed and gone to bed (5:3). Moments later the 
wife’s feelings stirred for her husband’s embrace (5:4-5), so she arose to open 
the door. But to her shock, her love had turned and gone away. 

Bible scholars debate whether the words turned and gone away are meant 
to be literal or figurative. In other words, was the husband’s absence actual 
or had the couple grown emotionally distant? In the biblical world, for a king 
and his wife to sleep in separate bedrooms was not unusual. Thus, some 
Bible scholars propose that 5:6 represents an emotional distance that had 
developed between the couple. The wife reached the point of feeling that her 
husband no longer desired her. In either view, the point is that the couple’s 
relationship had become strained, and they needed to strengthen it.

The phrase my heart sank (“my soul failed,” KJV; ESV) denotes the wife’s 
emotional state upon realizing that her husband was no longer asking to 
enter her room. She was heartsick because she realized that her hesitation 
in opening the door had resulted not in helping their situation but rather 
in making it worse. She looked around outside the door (sought him). She 
called out his name, but he was gone. Evidently, he had left the royal palace.

VERSE 7

The guards who go about the city found me. They beat and 

wounded me; they took my cloak from me—the guardians 

of the walls.
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In this verse, the setting takes a dramatic turn. Having discovered that her 
husband had left the palace, the bride dressed and went out into the city in 
search of him. But before she could find her husband, some guards who 
go about the city found her! In a previous passage, guards symbolized the 
parental training and godly instruction that helped the betrothed woman 
safeguard her sexual purity (see 3:3). Here in 5:7, however, guards function 
not as the bride’s safeguards but as her punishers. They beat and wounded 
(“bruised,” ESV; NIV) her and took her cloak (“veil,” KJV; ESV). Whereas 
previously the guards assisted the bride in finding her groom, here they 
hinder the wife’s search for her husband. 

How can the guards’ dramatically different reaction be explained? One 
clue possibly resides in the added description of the guards in 5:7 as the 
guardians  (“keepers,” KJV; “watchmen,” ESV; NIV) of the walls. City 
walls protected the community from external threats. They certainly were 
symbolic of God’s laws and commands that provided a holy, protective code 
of conduct around God’s people. God’s law served as a hedge of protection for 
His people until they transgressed it. At that point, as the apostle Paul later 
expounded, the law became a harsh taskmaster that condemned our sinful 
behavior and showed our need for a Savior (see Rom. 7:7-8; Gal. 3:19).

Song of Songs 5:7 does not specify whether the wife alone or both the 
husband and wife had acted inappropriately in their marriage relationship. 
Neither does the verse express clearly what the inappropriate behavior was. 
Whatever it was, however, it had created a rift in their relationship that 
needed to be repaired.

VERSE 8

Young women of Jerusalem, I charge you, if you find my love, 

tell him that I am lovesick. 

Her husband’s disappearance jolted the wife out of her apathy. The ill 
treatment she received from the city guards made her even more desperate 
to find her husband. Consequently, she enlisted some young women of 
Jerusalem to support her efforts for reconciliation. Until the wedding 
day, they had been her peers and perhaps even competitors for the king’s 
attention. Now, however, the wife felt that she could enlist their help and 
emotional support. The appearance of these women in the song’s storyline 
marks it as a strategic moment.

The phrase rendered I charge you literally reads “I am causing you to take 
an oath.” Oaths were sacred promises. Persons who agreed to an oath were 
obligated to do all within their power to fulfill it. In this case, the young women 

were obligated to give the husband a message from the wife if they found him. 
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The conditional phrase if you find could suggest that part of the oath was 
to join the wife in searching for her husband. Equally possible, however, is 
the view that the wife charged them to deliver her message if they happened 
to encounter her husband during their daily activities. The verb rendered find 
can mean either “to find” or “to come upon.”

The wife’s intended message to her husband was direct and conciliatory: 
I am lovesick. Her language in verse 8 harks back to the feelings she 
expressed previously in anticipation of their marriage (see 2:5). The basic 
meaning of the word rendered lovesick is “to be sick or faint.” The choice of 
words was significant. They signaled that she now yearned for her husband 
in the same way she had before the wedding. Their separation—whether 
emotional or actual—made her feel ill.

Godly marriages should be characterized by mutual moral and emotional 
support. Verbally expressing love for one’s spouse is vital to healthy 
relationships. Telling other people how wonderful one’s spouse is helps too.

THE CALL FOR REMEMBERING (Song of Sg. 5:9)

Solomon wrote of a response by the young women that challenged the bride 
to remember why she was attracted to her husband in the first place. 

VERSE 9

What makes the one you love better than another, most beautiful 

of women? What makes him better than another, that you would 

give us this charge? 

The young women did not immediately agree to the wife’s entreaty. Instead, 
they asked for more information about her husband. They posed two 
questions to the wife—or, to be more precise, posed one question with two 
slightly different nuances. The primary inquiry focused on the husband: what 
makes the one you love better than another man? In the first instance, 
the young women added a nuance centered on the wife. They called her most 
beautiful of women. The wife’s physical beauty was obvious to everyone. So 
the subtle idea was to discover what had happened that could possibly lead 
the king to abandon his wife. If the reason for their separation had nothing 
to do with physical attraction, then what was it? In the second inquiry, the 
young women added a nuance related to the demand for an oath (that you 
would give us this charge). What was so special about her husband that 
the wife would lay such a demand on young women in the city to deliver her 
message of lovesickness.

One view is that these two nuanced questions had a singular purpose: 
to evoke the wife’s memory of why she had fallen in love with Solomon in 
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the first place. Why had she yearned for his presence and imagined their 
bliss that would come when the couple finally gave themselves to each other 
on their wedding night? What had convinced her that Solomon was better 

than any other man for her (and vice versa)? When and why had she lost her 
passion for her husband? That passion could be restored if she took the time 
to remember what she loved most about her husband.

THE CRUX FOR CELEBRATING (Song of Sg. 5:10-16)

Solomon told of the bride recounting the admirable characteristics of the 
husband. In so doing, the bride is seen as reaffirming her love for her husband. 

VERSE 10

My love is fit and strong, notable among ten thousand. 

In 5:10-16, the wife did exactly what the young women suggested. She praised 
the features of her husband that excited her previously and still attracted her 
to him. She gave a vibrant description of her husband from head to toe. As 
the wife recounted her husband’s physical characteristics, she unashamedly 
expressed her love for him. Her former melancholy vanished before this new 
surge of love for her husband. In her eyes, no other man could possibly be so 
wonderful. He would stand out in a crowd of ten thousand. He would do 
so first because he was fit and strong (“white and ruddy,” KJV; “radiant and 
ruddy,” ESV; NIV). The phrase appears to be a poetic idiom implying that he 
was healthy, full of vitality, and possessed with a dynamic personality.

VERSE 11

His head is purest gold. His hair is wavy and black as a raven. 

The supreme beauty and value of gold are universally accepted. The phrase 
purest gold refers to that which has been refined until virtually all impurities 
have been removed. This was the wife’s estimation of her husband’s head. It 
could refer not only to his handsome looks but also to his unmatched wisdom 
(see 1 Kings 4:29-30). Furthermore, his head was crowned with wavy and 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Reconciliation” on pages 1337–1338 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What roles can memory 

and forgiveness play in the process of reconciliation between spouses? 

How do these features relate to the believer’s reconciliation to God?
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black hair. The meaning of the Hebrew word translated wavy is uncertain. 
It may be a derivative of a verb meaning “to heap.” Overall, the raven was 
viewed negatively in Old Testament times. However, the pitch-dark color of 
its feathers could produce a remarkable sheen in the sunlight. Together, the 
characteristics of his hair pointed to the husband’s youth and vigor.

VERSE 12

His eyes are like doves beside flowing streams, washed in milk 

and set like jewels. 

In verses 12-13, the wife homed in on her husband’s appealing facial features. 
She noted that his eyes resembled doves beside flowing streams. The 
analogy is not clear, although the husband used a similar description of his 
wife’s eyes in 4:1. Most likely the phrase emphasizes faithfulness in love. 
Doves were (and are) noted for their lifelong faithfulness to one mate. 

The phrase rendered washed in milk likely refers to the white of the eyes. 
Similarly, the phrase set like jewels compares the iris and pupil to sparkling 
gems floating in a sea of white. The eyes have long been considered crucial 
features of the human face not only because of their appearance but also 
because of their remarkable function—sight.

VERSE 13

His cheeks are like beds of spice, mounds of perfume. His lips are 

lilies, dripping with flowing myrrh. 

Continuing to focus on her husband’s attractive facial features, the wife 
recalled his full cheeks and lips. Interestingly, she changed from visual 
imagery regarding his head, hair, and eyes to comparisons of aromas—the 
sense of smell—regarding his cheeks and lips. While many other people might 
have seen and admired his facial appearance, she alone had been invited 
close enough to enjoy the fragrances lingering on his face. 

The wife compared her husband’s cheeks to beds of spice and mounds 
of perfume (“sweet flowers,” KJV; “sweet-smelling herbs,” ESV). Spices 
and perfumes were luxury items in ancient Israel. To have access to beds 
or mounds of these aromatic items suggested royalty, which of course was 
consistent with the husband’s being none other than King Solomon. His wife 
recalled that Solomon always smelled delightful when she was close to him. 

Not only did the wife wish to embrace her husband, she longed for his 
kisses. She compared his lips to lilies, dripping with flowing myrrh. 
Myrrh was an aromatic spice derived from the sap of certain trees. The term 
lilies probably refers to the water lily or lotus flower. The imagery suggests 
that kissing her husband was always a sensory delight for the wife.
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VERSE 14

His arms are rods of gold set with beryl. His body is an ivory panel 

covered with lapis lazuli.

As she continued to recall the features that first drew her to love Solomon, the 
wife then described his arms and the torso of his body. Regarding the arms, 
the wife depicted her husband’s as rods of gold set with beryl. The Hebrew 
term rendered rods literally is “hands” (see KJV). In this context, the hand 
represents the entire appendage from the shoulder to the fingers. Further, 
the mention of gold and jewelry has both literal and figurative meanings. 
Solomon’s arms and hands were no doubt arrayed with armbands and rings 
made of precious metals and inset with gems. These accessories symbolized 
not only his great wealth but also his unsurpassed value to his wife.  

Likewise, the comparison of her husband’s torso to an ivory panel covered 
with lapis lazuli (“sapphires,” KJV; ESV) signified his great worth literally 
and figuratively. Feature by feature, the wife recalled her deep feelings of love 
for Solomon from the start. It was important that she recall those feelings 
and not allow familiarity or emotional distance to tarnish her view of him. 

VERSE 15

His legs are alabaster pillars set on pedestals of pure gold. His 

presence is like Lebanon, as majestic as the cedars. 

Completing the head-to-toe description of her husband’s features, the 
wife described his legs as alabaster (“marble,” KJV; NIV) pillars set on 
pedestals (“sockets,” KJV; “bases,” ESV; NIV) of pure gold. The Hebrew 
term rendered alabaster points to a hard, polished stone of milky color. The 
term translated pedestals refers to the wider solid base on which a column 
stood. Thus, the image refers to the husband’s feet as the strong foundations 
on which his entire body stood tall and unmovable. That both Solomon’s 
head and feet were compared to gold emphasized his complete worth. 

The final line of the verse gives a picture of Solomon’s overall presence as 
that of a majestic cedar tree from Lebanon. Lebanon’s towering cedar trees 
were renowned worldwide. Indeed, Solomon had imported these famous 
trees to use in the construction of the temple in Jerusalem (see 1 Kings 5:6).

VERSE 16

His mouth is sweetness. He is absolutely desirable. This is my love, 

and this is my friend, young women of Jerusalem. 

While at first glance the words his mouth is sweetness may seem to be 
a return to the husband’s facial features, they likely refer in this case to the 
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kindness of his speech. Not only did the wife recall her husband’s physical 
appeal but also his tender verbal expressions of love for her. Throughout the 
song, Solomon had spoken of his bride’s beautiful and desirable features. 
Remembering those loving expressions reignited the wife’s feelings that 
her husband was absolutely desirable (“altogether lovely,” KJV; NIV). This 
phrase may well have pointed to her renewed desire for physical intimacy 
with her husband. She described the experience with a euphemism in light 
of her audience at the time: the young women of Jerusalem.

The wife concluded her conversation with the young women by describing 
her marriage relationship in two concise statements. First, she declared that 
her husband was her love (“beloved,” KJV; ESV; NIV). The Hebrew word 
rendered love is not the term that describes godly, sacrificial love but rather is 
closer to the idea of emotional, or romantic, love. Nevertheless, it refers to a 
relationship filled with warmth, passion, and commitment.

Second, the wife described her husband as her friend. The marriage 
relationship is more than an emotional attraction. It is a lifelong commitment 
to a relationship in which the husband and wife share life together. They are 
more than lovers. They are friends—best friends.

Godly marriage include mutual affirmations of one’s spouse. In Song of 
Songs 5:10-16, the wife recited features about her husband that she loved and 
appreciated. When she finished her recitation, her pining for her husband 
once again could not be restrained. 

A biblical perspective of the marriage relationship understands that 
God intends for husbands and wifes to celebrate each other (see Gen. 2:25). 
This is only possible when a wife admires and appreciates her husband and 
a husband likewise admires and appreciates his wife. Such admiration does 
not imply that spouses are to offer syrupy but insincere flattery to each other. 
Rather, it means that each spouse maintains sincere gratitude and love for 
the strengths that the other spouse brings to the relationship. They can (and 
should) be grateful to God for the marriage partners He has given them. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Love” on pages 1031–1032 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Read also Ephesians 

5:22-33. How are biblical love and romantic love similar? Different? 

How crucial do you think each type of love is to the Christian marriage 

relationship? Explain your answer.
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Proverbs; Song of Songs
People want to succeed in life. Whether it’s at work, relationships, or finances, 

the drive to thrive draws people to quick fixes and easy steps, often from TV 

talk shows, books, or the Internet. What we learn from the beginning of 

the Book of Proverbs, however, is that true wisdom comes from God, 

and the starting point of a life well lived is a relationship with 

Him. From there, Proverbs addresses a wide assortment of 

life issues—living with integrity, avoiding foolish choices, 

and resisting temptation receive serious consideration. 

The Song of Songs shows us how to put God’s 

wisdom to work nourishing relationships that 

will endure, with particular attention given 

to marriage relationships. In these two 

books you will find timely guidance 

for wise living.
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