
An Overview Of The Bible
Proverbs

I. Introduction
A. The Bible is both a book and a library. It is a book inasmuch as it is a 

diversity in unity, all its 66 parts combining to make one progressive 
whole. It is a library in the sense that it is a unity in diversity, with its 
different groups of books addressing the different branches of 
knowledge.

B. This library must not be measured merely by number of words, but by 
its depth of truth, by its breadth and fulness, by its superiority and 
finality. Tens of thousands of books cannot teach us more about the 
fundamental realities of the universe and of human life than we learn 
in these scriptures.

C. The Book of Proverbs is a marvelous collection of wise sayings and 
instructions for living a useful and effective life. These sayings 
perfectly illustrate “wisdom literature” -- literature that gives 
instructions for living while pondering the difficulties of life.

D. Proverbial wisdom is characterized by short, pithy statements; but 
books like Ecclesiastes and Job use lengthy monologues and dialogues 
to probe the meaning of life, the problem of good and evil, and the 
relationship between God and man.

II. The Genius Of The Proverb
A. The Hebrew term “proverb” means “a comparison,” and it came to be 

used for any sage or moralistic pronouncement (cf. Ezekiel 18:2; 
Psalm 49:4). A proverb presents truths that are “parallel” or “similar.” 
It is a short sentence or phrase whose meaning is applicable in many 
situations. Its design is to condense wisdom into a brief form both to 
aid memory and stimulate study. Many proverbs are condensed 
parables or “dark sayings” (1:6), which means wisdom disguised in a 
figurative or enigmatic form like a deep well, from which instruction is 
to be drawn; or a rich mine, from which it is to be dug.

B. Proverbs are essentially intended to teach, whether they follow the 
pattern of a formal instruction using imperatives or prohibitions (16:3; 
23:9), are expressed in sayings that observe traits and acts that are to 
be followed or avoided (14:31), tell a story (7:6-23), make a speech 
relating to wisdom (8:1-36), or develop numerical sayings (6:16-19).

C. Instruction often uses motivation -- reasons for complying. The writer 
does not simply tell the facts. He arouses the emotions and stimulates 
the imagination. The most common form of motivation is a 
subordinate clause stating the purpose, result, or reason for the 
instruction: “Hear counsel, and receive instruction, that thou mayest 



be wise in thy latter end” (19:20). Sometimes the motivation is 
implied in a general observation: “My son, despise not the chastening 
of the Lord; neither be weary of his correction: For whom the Lord 
loveth he correcteth; even as a father the son in whom he 
delighteth” (3:11-12).

D. The genius of the proverb lies in its shrewd concentration of a truth or 
of some wise counsel in a terse and striking way, so that it catches on, 
and becomes easier to remember than to forget. A proverb does not 
argue; it assumes.

E. Its purpose is not to explain a matter, but to give pointed expression 
to it. An aphorism or proverb has several ways of catching on to the 
mind and the memory. It may do so by elegance of diction, by the 
beauty of a rhetorical figure, by its oracle-like brevity, or by its smart 
focusing of a poignant truth.

F. It is not surprising, therefore, that the use of the proverb has figured 
largely in every nation, more so in the past than in the present era of 
widespread systematic education, and most of all among Oriental 
peoples, to whose mental aptitude the proverb seems particularly 
adapted. This type of literature goes back in written form to about 
2700 B.C. in Egypt and it was common throughout the ancient Near 
East. The second section (22:17-24:34) is similar to the proverbs of an 
Egyptian writer, Amenemope, who apparently antedated Solomon.

III. Who Wrote Proverbs?
A. The traditional view that Solomon wrote the entire Book of Proverbs is 

supported by the titles in 1:1, 10:1, and 25:1. Moreover, Solomon was 
a wise man, writing proverbs and collecting sayings from other wise 
men (1 Kings 4:32; Proverbs 22:17-24:34). Proponents of this view 
have usually assumed that Agur (30:1) and Lemuel (31:1) were 
pseudonyms of Solomon.

B. This general view, however, is incorrect. Agur and Lemuel were not 
pseudonyms for Solomon and 22:17-24:34 forms a separate collection 
of proverbs because it has a distinct form, separate title, and purpose. 
It is impossible to determine who added this material to the collection 
of Proverbs. Furthermore, the title of 1:1, which has generally been 
taken to head up 1:1-9:18, may not actually refer to these chapters; it 
may simply be the heading of the whole book in its final form.
1. The heading in 10:1 clearly credits Solomon for the subsequent 

material. In 10:1-22:16 there may be two collections (10:1-15:33; 
16:1-22:16) due to the difference in style.

2. The heading in 25:1 also affirms that Solomon was the author (or 
editor) of a larger collection from which the scribes of Hezekiah’s 



court excerpted the proverbs in 25:1-29:27. Once again there are 
differences of style between 25:1-27:27 and 28:1-29:27.

IV. The Outline
A. The Book of Proverbs is in three main divisions. These are indicated by 

the three places, previously referred to, where the book ascribes 
authorship to Solomon.
1. We can easily see that Proverbs is meant to be to our practical life 

what Psalms is to our spiritual life. They contain precepts for 
practical prudence.

2. They are laws from heaven for life on earth. They are counsels from 
above for conduct here below. They are the words of the wise on 
the ways of the world.

B. Book 1: Sonnets Extolling Wisdom (1-9).
1. Sonnets.

a) Introduction (1:1-9).
b) Enticements of sinners (1:10-19).
c) Wisdom, the deliverer (2:1-22).
d) The reward of godliness (3:1-10).
e) Wisdom, the supreme prize (3:11-20).
f) Wisdom and security (3:21-26).
g) Wisdom and perversity (3:27-35).
h) Tradition of wisdom (4:1-9).
i) The two paths (4:10-19).
j) Wisdom and health (4:20-27).
k) The strange woman (5:1-23).
l) Suretyship (6:1-5).
m)The sluggard (6:6-11).
n) The discord sower (6:12-19).
o) Adultery (6:20-35).
p) Wisdom vs. folly (9:1-18).

2. Monologues.
a) Wisdom’s warning (1:20-33).
b) Wisdom and the strange woman (7:1-8:36).

C. Book 2: Maxims Enjoining Prudence (10-24).
1. There are 375 proverbs or aphorisms in the form of contrastive, 

completive, or comparative couplets (10:1-22:16).
2. Epigrams.

a) Introduction (22:17-21).
b) Various (22:22-29).
c) Awe before appetite (23:1-3).
d) Fleetingness of riches (23:4-5).
e) Evil hospitality (23:6-8).



f) Various (23:9-18).
g) Gluttony (23:19-21).
h) Three sayings (23:22-25).
i) Whoredom (23:26-28).
j) Wine and woe (23:29-35).
k) Various (24:1-10).
l) Duty of rescue (24:11-12).
m)Wisdom and honey (24:13-14).
n) Four sayings (24:15-22).
o) Respect of persons (24:23-25).
p) Three sayings (24:26-29).
q) The field of the slothful (24:30-34).

D. Book 3: More Maxims On Prudence (25-31).
1. Epigrams.

a) The king (25:1-7).
b) Various (25:8-26:2).
c) Fools (26:3-12).
d) Sluggard (26:13-16).
e) Social pests (26:17-26).
f) Various (26:27-27:22).
g) Good husbandry (27:23-27).

2. There are 55 proverbs or aphorisms in the form of contrastive, 
completive, or comparative couplets (28:1-29:27).

3. The 13 sayings of Agur (30:1-33).
4. The oracle of Lemuel’s mother (31:1-9).
5. An acrostic on the virtuous woman (31:10-31).

V. The Structure Of Proverbs
A. The contrastive proverb.

1. This is the most common type, and it catches the mind and 
emphasizes a truth by the compact presentation of some striking 
contrast.

2. Proverbs of this type may be known at once by the almost 
invariable “but” which starts the second line or member of the 
proverb. It has been said that antithesis, or contrast, is the very 
lifeblood of the proverb.

B. The completive proverb.
1. In this proverb the second line or member of the proverb agrees 

with the first, and adds to it; or it carries the thought of it to some 
further point.

2. These may usually be known by the “and” which leads the second 
line or member of the proverb.



C. The comparative proverb.
1. Some of these are very striking in their figures of comparison.
2. They are usually known by the “than” which leads the second line 

or member.
D. General observations.

1. The proverbs are not exclusively religious; their teachings generally 
apply to human problems. The teacher concerns himself with plain, 
ordinary individuals who live in the world. Accordingly, the sayings 
exhibit several distinctive characteristics.
a) They focus attention on individuals rather than on the nation, 

setting forth the qualities needed and the dangers to be avoided 
by people seeking to find success with God.

b) They are applicable to all people at any period in history who 
face the same perils and have the same characteristics and 
abilities (1:20; 8:1-5). Proverbs was an antidote to the spiritual 
apostasy of Israel in the days of Solomon, and Proverbs will help 
the spiritual apostasy of God’s people today.

c) They are based on respect for authority, traditional values, and 
the wisdom of mature teachers (24:21).

d) They are immensely practical, giving sound advice for developing 
personal qualities that are necessary to achieve success in this 
life and to avoid failure or shame, and warning that virtue is 
rewarded by prosperity and well-being but that vice leads to 
poverty and disaster.

2. This does not mean that Proverbs is a secular book; its teachings 
are solidly based on “the fear of the Lord” (1:7), making compliance 
with them morally and spiritually necessary.
a) In fact, the book teaches that this fear of the Lord is the 

evidence of faith; for the wise teacher tells people to trust in the 
Lord whose counsel stands (19:21), and not their own 
understanding (3:5-7).

b) The purpose of proverbial teaching, then, is to inspire faith in the 
Lord (22:19). Such fear requires a personal knowledge of the 
Lord (“fear” and “knowledge” are parallel in 9:10) -- to find this 
fear is to find knowledge (2:5), a knowledge that comes by 
revelation (3:6).

c) Ultimately, however, the fear of the Lord is manifested in a life of 
obedience, confession, forsaking sin (28:18), and doing what is 
right (21:3), which is the Christian’s job before God (17:3).

d) Since the motivation for faith and obedience comes from the 
scripture, Proverbs relates the way of wisdom to God’s law 
(28:4; 29:18). So there really are no secular proverbs that can 



be contrasted with religious ones; everything on earth serves the 
purposes of God.

3. Care must be given when reading Proverbs.
a) Proverbs are general maxims, not absolute guarantees.

(1) A proverb states a general rule of godly living, but the reader 
must remember that there are often exceptions to the rule.

(2) General rules are not always applicable in every situation (cf. 
6:20; 10:3; 15:25; 16:3; 22:6, 26; 29:12).

b) Proverbs are not complete statements of truth.
(1) Do not isolate an individual proverb from the rest of Bible 

teaching.
(2) Compare all of what the Bible says about a topic.

c) Proverbs are often parabolic.
(1) This means that they use figurative language, metaphors, 

exaggeration, and other poetic devices.
(2) They point beyond themselves to a certain truth; therefore, 

they must not be read literally.
d) Proverbs often reflect ancient, Middle Eastern practices which 

must first be understood and then “translated” into our modern, 
Western world before they can be effective (cf. 11:1; 14:4; 
17:3; 25:24; 26:8).

VI. Conclusion
A. The chapters of Proverbs are not meant to be read in the way one 

reads narrative chapters (as in the historical books), or full cycles of 
debate (as in Job), or complete poems (as in Psalms), or progressive 
argument (as in Ecclesiastes).

B. Proverbs are meant to aid the memory and be difficult to forget. It is 
wonderful how these scriptural proverbs bless us with godly wisdom, 
and how unforgettably they engrave themselves in the mind when 
they are read with reflection and study.


