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Introduction

We all want to thrive. To live wisely is to experience thriving, and experiencing thriving starts
with fearing God. What’s this mean?

The thriving life is seen in the Garden of Eden, where Adam and Eve enjoyed life in God’s
world, God’s way. Since God is the Creator, the first people knew that everything they thought,
did and said was in connection to God. And connecting to God was no problem, because they
knew the One they walked with - His faithfulness, His love, His power; in other words, Adam and
Eve had the proper awe or “fear” of God.

Until they stopped taking God at His word.

Adam plunged humanity into sinful brokenness, separating all of us from our Creator, along with
the wisdom He offers.

Because of this distrustful act against God, we’re all now enslaved to this self-focused
foolishness. Instead of heeding advice, we’re quick to trust ourselves. Instead of wise silence,
we’re just waiting to speak. Though we were created to make sense of life with God’s words to
us, we instead choose to build our own stories about Him, the world, and ourselves. Like the
architects of Babel, our attempts at reality-building only invite wrath, confusion, and ruin.

Through Proverbs, God instructs us on how we can thrive with wisdom for the purpose of
glorifying Him. But before we begin this pursuit we have to acknowledge a very basic fact: we
don’t know everything! We have a lot to learn about God, ourselves, and the world around us.
The question is: where will we go in order to learn? The exhortation of Proverbs is to start with
God who gives wisdom to those who humble themselves before Him with trust and awe.

As down-to-earth, ground-level, and practical as Proverbs is, we’ll discover that wisdom and
thriving aren’t a matter of organizing our lives around great principles, but are instead a gracious
gift from the God who gives both to those whom He loves. In Proverbs we aren’t being
summoned to follow advice but to follow and fear a person, Jesus Christ, the gracious Lord who
opened up the path of wisdom and thriving through His substitutionary death and triumphant
resurrection.

2



How Proverbs Connects to Jesus

1. The unmatched wisdom of Jesus in His earthly ministry1

a. In His earthly ministry, Jesus was considered an unfathomably wise teacher
(Mark 1:22; Luke 11:31). Jesus is the wisdom teacher “in whom are hidden all the
treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:2-3).

2. Jesus is in one sense wisdom itself
a. We can look at the entire book of Proverbs, which is a collection of wisdom, and

then see the connection to Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 1:24, “but to those who
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of
God.” Jesus is the very One we can go to as the incarnation, source, and
fountain of divine wisdom. He knows how to thrive, and invites us into that
thriving.

3. The call of the gospel
a. Just like the call of Proverbs to choose between wisdom and folly, the call of the

gospel puts a choice before us: the wisdom of God as revealed in Jesus or the
folly of the world. In Tremper Longman’s words, “as Christians read the book of
Proverbs in the light of the continued revelation of the New Testament, they are
confronted with the same questions as the ancient Israelites, but with a different
nuance.  Will we dine with Wisdom or with Folly?  The Wisdom who beckons us
is none other than Jesus Christ, while the folly that attempts to seduce is any
created thing that we put in place of the Creator.”2

4. The resurrected Jesus gives His people wisdom
a. Wisdom is God’s gift to His people. As James writes, ‘If any of you lacks wisdom,

he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be
given to him’ (James 1:5).” Jesus is the giver of divine wisdom.

5. Jesus is the “wise son” of Proverbs, who walked righteously and always feared the
LORD, living out the thriving life that His people never could, and dying for their folly and
wickedness. Jesus is the One who is greater than Solomon who ably lives out the
wisdom He offered throughout His ministry (Matt. 12:42).

a. The fact that Solomon could not perfectly live out his own counsel reveals our
need for a better Teacher and better King.

6. Proverbs begins with the phrase “The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel.”
Solomon, like all of the kings of the Old Testament, failed to live and lead perfectly as a
righteous king, thus showing us and pointing to our need for the true Son of David, the
righteous King who reigns and rules with infinite wisdom and knowledge (see 2 Sam. 7).

2 Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman, An Introduction to the Old Testament, 245.
1 Some of these points are adapted from Anthony Selvaggio, Does Proverbs Speak of Jesus?
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7. The call of Proverbs is to do things such as “trust in the LORD with all of your heart”, yet
we have failed to do so, and therefore suffer because of our folly and evil. Jesus is the
One who lived and died on our behalf and then brings us into the path of thriving through
a restored relationship with God.

See the Connections to Jesus by Seeing Proverbs in the Biblical Storyline
Between the Davidic Covenant (2 Sam. 7) and the incarnation of Jesus is the book of Proverbs.

Here’s where Proverbs arrives in the storyline of the Bible:

God has brought His people into the Promised Land. God’s people are “resting”. God is
revealing Himself through:

● Priests (teaching the Law)
● Prophets (delivering God’s warnings, visions, and promises)
● Sages/Wisdom teachers (giving the counsel of God)

Here comes Solomon. Solomon is the ultimate Old Testament sage/wisdom teacher, while also
reigning as king. Yet he fails to perfectly rule, as do the kings who come after him, thus
highlighting the need for the true Son of David, the truly righteous and wise King, the true
Wisdom, Jesus, the One greater than Solomon.
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Defining “Proverb”

Proverbs are not promises, guarantees, or laws but are instead wise observations about
how life and situations normally unfold.

There are different kinds of these observations: instructions, sayings, and admonitions or
exhortations based on life lived in relationship with God.

The Old Testament balances the “life-works-this-way” nature of Proverbs by setting it alongside
the books of Job and Ecclesiastes, which show life in the face of God’s mysterious sovereignty
(Job) and life’s imbalances and seeming futility (Ecclesiastes).

Life doesn’t always work out as we expect it to work out because God does not reveal all of the
details of His sovereign activity in the world, which is why knowing His character through Jesus
Christ is so key: without trust in God, walking in His ways does not always at first appear to
bring us thriving (especially if we face ridicule, rejection, etc. due to our faith). But if we follow
God’s wisdom, even when it completely contradicts the counsel of our culture, we’ll learn to
thrive.

What is Wisdom?

Wisdom can be defined as “the righteous application of true knowledge”3 or, even more simply,
skillful living in God’s world.

Wisdom is personified as a woman four times in Chapters 1-9 of Proverbs:

Proverbs 1:20–33
Proverbs 3:13–20
Proverbs 8:1–36
Proverbs 9:1–18

Yet in the New Testament, Jesus Himself is seen to be the incarnation and source of true
wisdom (1 Cor. 1:24) . Nobody can live a truly wise life apart from Jesus. As one author states it,

“All the major motifs related to Israel’s understanding of wisdom are fulfilled and surpassed in
Christ. The broader canonical movement between the Testaments is anticipated both by the
sense of failure in the Old Testament as well as by prophetic promises of hope – this double
strand of failure and promise encompassed all of Israel’s institutions and life:  temple, covenant,
city, priesthood, rest, and even her wisdom. No one is more clearly identified with wisdom than
Solomon. Yet in the end his life became a prototype of both wisdom and folly: a type of Christ

3 From Voddie Baucham in his sermon, Wisdom Will Deliver You.
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and a picture of human failure (1 Kgs. 3-4; 11:4) [...] What was needed was one greater than
Solomon (Isa. 11:1-10; Matt. 12:42).”4

Wisdom also entails:

Skills/craftsmanship (Ex. 35:26)

Intellect, knowledge, & understanding (Prov. 2:10; 10:23)

Life skills/knowing how to navigate relationships (Prov. 13:10)

Wisdom in the New Testament has additional nuances:

Wisdom is understanding & knowing how to act (Col. 1:9, 4:5; Eph. 5:15)

Wisdom is given through the Holy Spirit (Acts 6:3; 1 Cor. 2:5-16; James 1:5)

God’s wisdom is different from worldly wisdom - God’s wisdom appears foolish to those outside
of Christ (1 Cor. 1:17-19; 2:1-2)

Paul tells us in Ephesians that the “wisdom of God” is made known through the church (Eph.
3:10)

4 From https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-wisdom-of-god/
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What is the Book of Proverbs?

Proverbs is a collection of individual wisdom sayings that “offers skill in the art of godly living.”5

How do you learn to thrive? How do you offer your ordinary days to the Lord with trust and live
wisely in this world? Proverbs gives us guidance for the everyday life of God’s people.

A Collection
The collecting of the material that makes up the bulk of Proverbs was likely initiated by Solomon
even though not all of the content is his (we also have proverbs from Augur and King Lemuel).

This collection teaches God’s people how to thrive in God’s world, and it all begins with a right
view of and relationship with God. Solomon and the other authors didn’t sit down one day and
write out the book of Proverbs; instead, much of the material was formed over time as Solomon,
other leaders, and God’s people experienced life by trial and error as they sought God in the
midst of the ordinary.

Proverbs Started as Royal Instruction
Proverbs has a royal origin (i.e. king Solomon and other leaders wrote, spoke, and collected the
content). The wisdom in Proverbs was probably first taught and passed down generationally in
the family/home. The context of family was where Israel’s future leaders were first taught about
God, His ways, and His world.6

Future leaders especially needed instruction in how to live and lead wisely, skillfully, and
righteously because the kings of Israel were expected to rule the way God does: with wisdom,
justice, and righteousness7. If the kings were wise and led wisely, the people would flourish. If
they were wicked and led foolishly, the people would suffer.

We must keep this original intent in mind as we navigate Proverbs. Proverbs originally being
intended to instruct Israel’s future leaders helps us to account for:

1. The male focus of instructions present throughout (i.e. “My son…”). Women were not
appointed as kings and priests in Israel. This is just one of the cultural differences
between the first audience and us.

2. Words like “walk”, “way”, “fear”, “know”, “fool”, “simple”, etc. We might assume we know
what these words mean, but they have very specific meaning in Proverbs,
communicating patterns of life and habits.

7 See Deut. 17:18-20.

6 This insight comes from Willem A. VanGemeren’s essay on Proverbs in A Biblical-Theological
Introduction to the Old Testament.

5 From https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/course/knowing-the-bible-proverbs.
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Proverbs Anticipates the Better, Wise King
Despite such a wealth of instruction and training, the Old Testament shows the failure of King
Solomon and the rest of Israel’s leadership, highlighting the need for a better King who really
does rule with wisdom, justice, and righteousness, King Jesus, the true Son of David.

As the authors of Proverbs examine life we’re essentially shown that right down to how people
manage money or talk to one another, sin’s effects spread far and wide, which in turn highlights
our need for all-of-life redemption and restoration. Tony Merida makes the point that “Proverbs
has echoes of Eden and whispers of the coming kingdom.”8

(Note: See Isaiah 11 for a clear connection between the wisdom presented in Proverbs and the
coming King who will bring this future kingdom.)

The Unique Nature of Proverbs
Here’s what makes the wisdom of Proverbs unique amongst so many other forms of wise
sayings, advice, good counsel, etc.: Proverbs 1:7.

True wisdom can only be found in and through a covenantal relationship with God (that’s what
the phrase “fear of the LORD” means - living in an awe-filled, trusting relationship with the true
God). The fact that God’s covenantal name is used here - Yahweh - helps us know exactly who
we need to go to for true wisdom.

Proverbs, then, has a goal of making God’s people wise in the context of a covenant
relationship with Him. Without the “fear of the LORD” (i.e.trusting and submitting to the
redeeming, covenantal God) a person is destined to head for folly, evil, and destruction even if
they’re able to apply proverbs along the way.

Picture the wisdom in Proverbs as a hiking trail. To even get into the parking lot that leads to the
entrance of the trail, you have to “enter” through the fear of the LORD. Why is this the case?
Because God is the Creator, so all of life is related to Him.

The Two Paths of Proverbs
Proverbs makes it very clear that there are really only two paths to walk in this world: the way of
wisdom or the way of folly. That’s it. Every choice has us walking further along with God, or
further away from God. We do not have infinite choices before us, we cannot make our own
path out of thin air; no, we are always either following God or turning from God. Proverbs invites
anyone who hears to follow the way of wisdom.

8 Tony Merida, “Introduction to Proverbs - Proverbs 1”, sermon preached at Imago Dei Church.
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The Fear of the LORD
Proverbs 1:7 is like the motto for the entire book of Proverbs:

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.”

What does it mean to have or live with “the fear of the Lord”?

Live in awe of God, who is utterly holy and entirely different from us.
Be aware of who it is that is overseeing all of reality.
Know that you are accountable to this incomprehensible God, and that He is entirely
trustworthy.
Walk in holiness by trusting Him because of who He is.

“The fear of the Lord” as a phrase occurs 14 times in Proverbs.

Other portions of Scripture carry this phrase:

“Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom, and to turn away from evil is understanding.” (Job
28:28)

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; all those who practice it have a good
understanding. His praise endures forever!” (Psalm 111:10)

“And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the
Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD. And his delight
shall be in the fear of the LORD.” (Isa. 11:2-3)

And it’s not just an Old Testament idea:

“So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was being built
up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it multiplied.” (Acts
9:31)

“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what
is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil. Therefore, knowing the fear of the
Lord, we persuade others.” (2 Cor. 5:10-11)
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Does God Want Me to be Terrified of Him?

The short answer is: if you’ve trusted in Jesus, no!

Some of the most clarifying passages for understanding the true nature of the fear of the Lord
are found in the Psalms:

“Oh, how abundant is your goodness, which you have stored up for those who fear you and
worked for those who take refuge in you, in the sight of the children of mankind!” (Psalm 31:19)

“Teach me your way, O Lord, that I may walk in your truth; unite my heart to fear your name.”
(Psalm 86:11)

“If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand? But with you there is
forgiveness, that you may be feared.” (Psalm 130:3-4)

Those who are God’s children aren’t being called to stand in terror of Him, but to live in
reverance and awe. As Jerry Bridges says it,

“I can know if I truly fear God by determining if I have a genuine hatred of evil and an earnest
desire to obey His commands.”

Without the fear of the Lord, the pursuit of wisdom is worthless, because it would be nothing but
an attempt to live and thrive apart from the God who made us to be in relationship with Him.
There is absolutely no thriving, meaningful, purposeful, wise life apart from relationship with
God, and relationship with God only comes through faith in Jesus.
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