TEXT: Proverbs 1:1-7PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Proverbs #1: Introduction


I hope this evening to commence a study of the Proverbs.  I don't intend to expound the whole book, but--with the blessing of God--its first nine chapters.  They contain fatherly advice on wisdom and its opposite.  The Proverbs were first written for the royal house of Israel; if followed, they would allow the princes to "rule justly in the fear of God".  But the Proverbs aren't the possession of David's house alone; they are the common heritage of all God's people.  This we know from Hebrews 12:5:


"And you have forgotten the exhortation


which speaks to you as sons





`My Son, do not despise the chastening


of the Lord, Nor be discouraged when


You are rebuked by Him'".


The author of Hebrews has quoted Proverbs 3:11.  In context, the words were spoken by an ordinary father (Solomon) to his son (presumably Rehoboam).  But the Holy Spirit broadens the application.  It is God speaking to us as His children.  The Proverbs, therefore, belong to us.  They speak directly to God's people in every age.


Moreover, they speak to us in a Christ-centered way.   Most people use the Proverbs as they would any other wise saying.  We mustn't do that.  For they--like the rest of Scripture--testify to Jesus Christ.  If the Proverbs teach wisdom, they also point to the One "in Whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge".  


How do they point to Christ?  That's a hard one; more study is required.  But, at the moment, I can say this much:


1.
The wise man of Proverbs finds his fulfillment in Jesus Christ.  The former is partially wise, the Latter is wisdom through and through.  "A greater than Solomon is here" said our Lord Jesus.  


2.
The search for wisdom is nothing but the pursuit of Christ Himself and conformity to His image.  


We must understand the Proverbs differently than Rabbis do; or Imams; or Gurus; or other sages.  In the wisdom of Proverbs we must "behold in a mirror, the glory of the Lord".  


Let's now turn to the text, looking for the Incarnate Word in its printed words.   God help us, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  


The Book opens with the name of its author, v.1: "The proverbs of Solomon, the son of David, king of Israel".  Solomon was the son of a wise and holy man who taught his son well.  The son, however, was not satisfied with the teaching he had gotten from his father; he wanted more.  Shortly after his coronation, the LORD came to the young man in a dream, offering him anything he wanted.  He chose wisdom.  God was so pleased with his choice that He gave him "wisdom and exceedingly great understanding, and largeness of heart like the sand of the seashore.  Thus, Solomon's wisdom excelled the wisdom of all men of the East and all the wisdom of Egypt.  For He was wiser than all men--and his fame was in the surrounding nations.  And men of all nations, from all the kings of the earth who had heard of his wisdom, came to hear the wisdom of Solomon" (cf.I Kings 29ff.).  


Solomon wrote many Proverbs not contained in this Book--3,000 in all.  But the Holy Spirit culled these sayings from his extensive works to preserve and to teach us "the wisdom of God". 


If Solomon's son was a fool for disregarding the wisdom of his father's servants, what are we for turning away from the wisdom of their master?    


The author's design is then revealed; he explains to us why he wrote the Proverbs, vv.2-4a: "To know wisdom and instruction, to perceive the words of understanding, to receive the instruction of wisdom, justice, judgment, and equity, to give prudence..."


"To know wisdom" means to promote practical knowledge.  Like James, Solomon isn't too keen on theory; he wants us to translate knowledge into everyday living for Christ.  He tells us how to eat and drink for Christ; how to work and rest for Him; how to marry and rear children for Christ.  Nothing is left out.  He anticipates Paul by 1,000 years: "Whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him".  


"To know...instruction".  The word refers to the discipline of children.  Wise parents know the true barrier to their child's discipline is not his inability to understand them, but his unwillingness to submit to them.  Hence, Solomon wants us to humble ourselves before the claims of wisdom--no matter how contrary they run to our wishes.  When charged with giving up his mind to follow Christ, C.S. Lewis replied: "It was not my mind, but my will".  Until we are willing to follow wisdom--wherever it leads--we'll never have it.  "If any man is willing to do His will, he will know..."


"To perceive the words of understanding".  This means to become discerning; able to tell right from wrong before it becomes obvious.  Solomon may have been thinking of his sister, Tamar.  She may be history's most imperceptive or undiscerning person.  It cost her dearly.  Her brother, Amnon, is madly in love with her; he feigns illness and wants her to nurse him back to health; she brings a meal into his bedroom, at which point he commands everyone else to leave the house; when they're all gone, he grabs her and proceeds to rape her.  How did this come to pass?  There is no sin on Tamar's part, but there is a glaring lack of discernment.  Why hadn't alarm bells gone off in her head long before the lurid event occurred?   Because she didn't "perceive words of understanding".  Joseph, on the other hand, did.  He knew Potiphar's wife was out to seduce him, and so stayed away from her as much as possible.  Many of our costliest mistakes result--not from wickedness--but from naivete'.  The Proverbs will correct that, if we let them.  


"To receive instruction of wisdom, justice, judgment, and equity..."  The Proverbs teach us to be fair; to not "answer a matter before we hear it"; to listen to both sides of a controversy before joining either.  They seek to unpack the baggage of prejudices we carry with us. 


"To give prudence" means "to make shrewd" (in the good sense).  To enable us to plan for the future; to not be caught off guard so often by it.  


When we think of wisdom, instruction, understanding, justice, equity, prudence and so on, we must always recall their Divine source and their perfect fulfillment in Jesus Christ.   One example must do for the moment, His understanding or discernment, cf. Luke 12:13ff.  


Reading the Proverbs with the intent to obey them, therefore, will make us more than wise and shrewd, and so on.  It will make us Christ-like.  This is why we must read them with care and put them into practice--not to make money or stay out of trouble or be happy--but to be conformed to our Great Example and our Dearest Friend.   


Next, Solomon's first readers are identified, vv.4-6: "To give prudence to the simple, to the young man, knowledge and discretion--a wise man will hear and increase learning, and a man of understanding will attain wise counsel, to understand a proverb and an enigma, the words of the wise and their riddles". 


Solomon wrote for two groups: (1) the young and simple (or inexperienced), and (2) the wise and discerning.  What he means is this: Everyone can benefit from the Proverbs!  No one is too ignorant, and no one too wise, to be helped by their study.  This means the Proverbs are for you!  They'll help you on your first reading of them; they won't bore you on the thousandth!  


Finally, Solomon gives the requirement for getting help from the Proverbs, v.7: "The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and instruction".  


In one way, the Proverbs are open to everyone--to "the simple and to the wise, to the young man and the to man of learning".  A bit later, we find "wisdom crying out and understanding lifting up her voice"; she "cries out by the gates and at the entry of the city; beside the way where the paths meet; she cries from the highest places of the city".  Everyone is welcome to the blessings of wisdom!  


In another way, the Proverbs are open to but some--to the ones who "Fear the LORD".  This "fear", of course, is not terror, but a deep and abiding respect.  One who fears the LORD is eager to hear His word and to obey it.  Like Samuel, he's ready to say, "Speak, LORD, for Your servant hears".  Like Saul, he says, "Lord, what would you have me to do?"   


There is no wisdom from God without a meekness before God.  Until one is ready to "do His will", he won't "know it".  Not in any helpful sense.  


If, therefore, we're to benefit from the Proverbs--if they're to make us like Jesus--we must submit to them as He did.  "Nevertheless, not my will, but Thine be done".  


May the Lord make us eager both to will and to do of His good pleasure.  Amen.  

