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PROVERBS, a treasure chest of wisdom, sits unlocked right 
in the middle of the Bible. This book invites 

you to open the lid, scoop out its riches, and hand them off to the next generation—a 
legacy of wisdom.

This is no small task as the sheer size of this treasure (31 chapters—915 verses!) makes 
clear. The difficulty mounts when you realize that about two-thirds of the book seem 
to be individual, stand-alone pieces of advice: 600-something pearls of wisdom rolling 
around unstrung.

Yet isn’t this how life unfolds? A never-ending cascade of unrelated events tumbling to-
ward us. Proverbs mirrors the seemingly random arrangement of life. Chaotic wisdom 
for chaotic life.

The challenge is to make every cent of this treasure our own. Then we can live in wisdom 
and help our children do the same. For this bounty exists not for hoarding but sharing. 
Such a treasure trove of wisdom—which includes maps for finding more wisdom!—makes 
a priceless inheritance for any generation to pass down to the next.

Riches await. But where to start? Let’s get the big picture of Proverbs first.
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STRUCTURE OF PROVERBS
This biblical book contains the following six “collections” or anthologies of short, usually two-line prov-
erbs. These six sections are framed by a long prologue on the need for wisdom (1:1-9:18) and an epilogue 
on the epitome of wisdom (31:10-31).

• Proverbs of Solomon I  (10:1-22:16)
• Sayings of the Wise I  (22:17-24:22)
• Sayings of the Wise II (24:23-34)
• Proverbs of Solomon II (25:1-29:27)
• Sayings of Agur (30:1-33)
• Sayings of Lemuel (31:1-31)

In terms of its content, Proverbs divides neatly into two sections: chapters 1-9 and chapters 10-31. Both 
these divisions encourage wise living but differ in their own purpose and format.

SEEK WISDOM (CHAPTERS 1-9)
The first section (chapters 1-9), encourages the pursuit of wisdom, preparing the reader for the second 
section (chapters 10-31). In summary, chapters 1-9 aim to motivate the reader to be seeking wisdom, 
while also avoiding foolish men and forbidden women.
Fifteen times, the older generation speaks directly to the younger—calling, imploring, enticing. Here’s a 
sampling: “Hear, my son” (Proverbs 1:8); “My son, do not forget my teaching” (3:1); “My son, be atten-
tive to my words” (4:20); “Then do this, my son, and save yourself ” (6:3); “My son, keep my words and 
treasure up my commandments” (7:1).1

When Proverbs records a father’s wisdom given to his son, the historic “father” in view is Solomon (or one 
of the other authors listed above). And since Proverbs is part of God’s Word, this collected wisdom may 
also apply as inspired parental advice to sons in any generation. However, Hebrews 12:5-7 further broadens 
those addressed in Proverbs as “sons” to include all of God’s “sons” (and daughters) and also identifies the 
father who speaks as God himself. So in Proverbs we should hear more than the advice of good fathers; 
we should also hear the voice of God the Father. Proverbs is God’s wise instruction to all his children.

1  Thomas Schreiner, The King in His Beauty: A Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments, Crossway: 2013, page 282. “In some ways, 
Proverbs can be understood as an unpacking of the fifth commandment, which calls upon children to obey their parents.”
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Not surprisingly, then, the first nine chapters contain numerous statements of fatherly advice. Yet instead 
of immediately beginning to teach wisdom, chapters 1-9 primarily feature incentives for becoming wise: 
reminders to pursue wisdom, blessings for gaining wisdom, and warnings about refusing wisdom. Here’s 
a sampling of these elements from each of the first nine chapters.

Reminders Blessings Warnings
1:8 1:9 1:19
2:1 2:10-11 2:22
3:1 3:13-14 3:32-35

4:1-2 4:8-9 4:19
5:1 5:2 5:23

6:20-21 6:22-24 6:26-35
7:1-4 7:5 7:26-27
8:5-7 8:18-21 8:36
9:4-6 9:11 9:12

The first nine chapters lay out argument upon argument, reason after reason, for living in wisdom. In this 
way, the first section serves to introduce the second section. To change the metaphor from a treasure to 
a feast, chapters 1-9 whet the appetite and set the table. Chapters 10-31 serve the food.

FIND WISDOM (CHAPTERS 10-31)
The second and largest section of Proverbs mainly features concise observations about how life works 
best. Wise words wisely written.
Most commonly in this section, these short proverbs come in the form of a two-line poem or couplet.2 
They are gems of wisdom, often sparkling with vivid wording and striking imagery, which help make 
them both beautiful and memorable.

2  The two-line proverbs of chapters 10-15 most often come in the form of “antithetic” or “opposing” parallelism, in which the first line is con-
trasted with the second line of the proverb. (E.g., 10:2, “Treasures gained by wickedness do not profit, but righteousness delivers from death.”) 
The individual proverbs of chapters 16-22 feature more “synthetic” or “advancing” parallelism, in which the second line supports or enhances 
the thought of the first line. (E.g., 18:10, “The name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous man runs into it and is safe.”)
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Sometimes these proverbs function like labels, tagging specific behaviors and their outcomes. This sort of 
proverb commends, prescribing a wise direction: they tell what you should do. Here are some examples.

Commit your work to the Lord, and your plans will be established. (Proverbs 16:3)
Whoever is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his spirit than he who takes 

a city. (Proverbs 16:32)
Other times, individual proverbs act like announcements, making propositional statements about life. 
This sort of proverb observes, describing God’s wise design: they tell what is true. For example:

The Lord has made everything for its purpose, even the wicked for the day of trouble. (Proverbs 16:4)
The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord. (Proverbs 16:33)

Nearly every one of the 659 verses in chapters 10-31 nicely fits one of these two functions: prescriptive or 
descriptive. Yet beyond these two categories, the grouping of proverbs initially seems somewhat random, 
following no orderly pattern. The topics addressed are diverse: anger, laziness, planning, gossip, friend-
ship, love, self-control, eating, politics, family, and money. Again, the apparent disorder of the structure 
mimics the unpredictable rush of everyday life.
However, throughout chapters 10-31, particular topics seem to cluster loosely together. For example, 
about one-third of the verses in chapter 21 deals with money; over 60% of the verses in chapter 18 talk 
about words; and the first half of chapter 10 alternates between the topics of words and wealth, while the 
last half mentions, in nearly every verse, the consequences of one’s actions.
Then, like short strands of pearls, there are other passages that seem united even more closely along a 
single idea. Here are some samples of these topically arranged blocks of verses.

10:2-5 addresses wealth and poverty
15:1-4 deals mostly with speech
15:33-16:9 features repeated reference to the Lord
16:10-15 focuses attention on the king
16:20-23 specifically discusses wisdom 
18:4-8 gives advice about communication
23:29-35 explains the problems with drunkenness
24:30-34 gives teaching on laziness
25:1-15 seems to all describe wise living in a king’s court
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26:3-12 repeatedly speaks of the nature of fools
26:13-16 warns against sluggards
27:23-27 gives wise counsel about caring for flocks of sheep
31:1-9 provides advice for being a noble king
31:10-31 paints the picture of an ideal wife

In the “Guided Tour” of each chapter, you will find additional details about the arrangement of themes 
within Proverbs. You will read and understand Proverbs better by knowing its structure. But what about 
the actual content of Proverbs?

WORLDVIEW OF PROVERBS
While the structure of Proverbs follows a generally 
loose arrangement, its overall message is tight and 
cohesive. This unified outlook is its “worldview.” A 
worldview has been described as “a set of presupposi-
tions . . . that we hold (consciously or unconsciously) 
about the basic constitution of reality.”3

So, while presenting dozens of different topics, the 
perspective of Proverbs never changes—just as a 
bird watcher, who sits in one spot, may observe an 
entire forest of color, sound, smells, and motion. 
This unchanging “spot” or worldview of Proverbs 
reveals a unified view of life.

This means that for Proverbs the “wise person” doesn’t just learn and follow good advice. True wisdom 
is living in light of what’s real, in awareness of the actual make-up of our world.4 The major realities of 

3 James Sire, The Universe Next Door, InterVarsity Press: 2009, 5th ed., page 20.

4 William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel: A Theological Survey of the Old Testament, Baker: 2002, 2nd ed., page 273. “True wisdom depends on 
an understanding of God’s purposes in creation, which have been particularized, as we know, in salvation history. Whereas prophecy reflected 
upon and responded to salvation history, the wisdom movement directed its attention to what creation itself implied for human conduct. In 
this sense, God’s providential government of the world intersects with salvation history (i.e., God’s special relationship to Israel).”
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Proverb’s worldview are (1) a wise and powerful God, (2) a wisely designed and orderly creation, (3) the 
divergent pathways of wise and foolish humans, and (4) the consequences of their respective choices.

GOD
The foremost reality in the universe is God Himself. Proverbs reminds us that living wisely in God’s world 
starts with living in “the fear of the Lord” (1:7; 9:10). Living in the fear of the Lord means that you are 
constantly aware that he is God and you are not; that he is BIG and you are small.5 Who is this God?
The “Lord” referred to in these verses (and 86 additional times within the book of Proverbs) is different 
than the generic designation: “God” (5 times in Proverbs). “Lord” is the Engish translation of Yahweh 
(or Jehovah), referring to the faithful, covenant-keeping God who has lovingly committed himself to his 
people. When God signs an agreement with his people (and when he speaks to them words of fatherly 
wisdom), “Lord” is the name he uses (Exodus 3:14-15; 6:2-3, 6-8).
Additionally, this Lord created everything (Proverbs 3:19-20; 8:26-31; 22:2, 12), provides everything (2:6-
8, 3:11; 8:22; 10:22; 18:22; 21:31), knows everything (5:21; 16:2; 21:2; 24:18), judges everything (3:11-12; 
5:21; 6:16-19), and rules everything (16:1-9; 19:21; 20:24; 21:1, 31; 29:26).
If, in contrast to fearing the Lord, you minimize him—if you act like there is no God—then you’re going 
to live foolishly. You will be ignoring the most massive and prevalent Reality in the universe—to your 
own peril. To live on planet earth while acting as if there were no God is like walking around with your 
eyes shut. You can certainly do it, but you’re going to get pretty banged up.6

The wisdom of Proverbs may illuminate the right path you should walk, but only a pervasive awareness 
of God (“fear of the Lord”) will actually keep you on that road. God himself is the starting place for men 
and women wanting to be wise in their view of the world.

5 Philip Brown describes the “fear of the Lord” as the “compass of knowledge that orients it properly to the true North (Yahweh). Without 
that compass, one may know, but the orientation of that knowledge is misaligned to self, resulting in self-centeredness and selfishness which 
lead to self-destruction and harm to others” (from personal correspondence, January 2015).

6 James Hamilton, God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment, Crossway: 2010, page 293, 295. “Like Exodus and Deuteronomy, Proverbs tells 
its audience that the fear of Yahweh is a guardrail that keeps travelers from going over the precipice to destruction. . . . The way of wisdom is 
not some recipe for the good life that has no reference to knowing and trusting God. The fear of Yahweh is its beginning (Prov. 1:7), and he is 
to be wholeheartedly trusted and known throughout one’s ways (3:5-6).”


