
Lesson 1: Introduction to Proverbs and 
Biblical Wisdom Literature 

Welcome to the Proverbs seminar. This is not a self-help series, a 
parenting workshop, or a guide to financial success, though it will speak to all 
those areas. This is a Christ-centered, covenantally rooted walk through the 
wisdom of God as revealed in the book of Proverbs. 

Proverbs is one of the most loved, and most misused, books in the Bible. 
Many treat it like a collection of promises, or a manual for behavior modification. Others reduce it to 
fortune-cookie Christianity: short sayings to sprinkle into life for practical help. But Proverbs is far 
deeper and more demanding than that. It is covenant wisdom. It speaks not to the unconverted, but to 
those who already know the LORD. 

Proverbs isn’t about how one joins the Covenant People of God; that is, it’s not about salvation or 
right standing before God. It is a guide for principled, Spirit-filled living as a member of God’s 
Covenant Community. It calls us to see Christ as the Wise Son (and ourselves, by nature, as the fool), 
and Lady Wisdom as the embodiment of covenant faithfulness. We are invited to order our lives 
according to God’s world and God’s Law, so that we might become spiritually rich in the fear of the 
LORD. 

Because Proverbs reflects how God designed His world to work, even unbelievers who follow its 
principles may often see success. But we must not mistake worldly success for covenant faithfulness. 
The purpose of Proverbs is not to make us rich or respected; it is to make us wise. And the beginning 
of wisdom is not good habits or smart decisions; it is the fear of the LORD. 

Our goal in this seminar is to read Proverbs not as isolated advice but as covenantal instruction, given 
by God through Solomon and others, pointing to Christ, and calling us to walk wisely in Him. 

This book will not let you stay superficial. It calls you to wisdom, not just for your behavior, but for 
your heart, your worship, your relationships, and your whole life. And wisdom is not easily won. You 
must seek her. You must cry out for her. You must welcome her when she calls. 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.” (Proverbs 1:7) 

Let us not be fools. Let us seek wisdom. Let us seek Christ Himself. And let us do so together. 

Overview of Biblical Wisdom Literature  
Wisdom Writings: Covenant Instruction for Life in the Land 

In the traditional Hebrew canon (the Tanakh), the book of Proverbs 
is not part of a “wisdom section” but belongs to the third division of 
Scripture known as the Ketuvim, the “Writings”. This section includes 
Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, 
Ezra–Nehemiah, and Chronicles. 

According to theologian Miles Van Pelt, the Writings function as 
“covenant life” , a divinely inspired manual for living as the redeemed 1

people of God in the land of promise, or, as he summarizes it, “How do 
you think and live in light of the covenant?”  If the Law establishes the 2

covenant and the Prophets call the people back to it, then the Writings show 
us how to live out that covenant faithfully in real life. These are not abstract musings or detached 
philosophies; they are the lived expression of Israel’s relationship with Yahweh. 

Proverbs, then, is not about entering the covenant. It’s about walking wisely within it. 

 Miles Van Pelt, Introduction to the Writings, in Survey of the Old Testament, http://bit.ly/4nuEy4j.1
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What Is “Wisdom Literature”? 
The label “wisdom literature” is not a biblical category, but a genre classification scholars use to 

group together books like Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs. These writings are 
poetic, reflective, and often deeply experiential. They teach us not so much what to believe, but how to 
live in light of what we believe. 

However, while genre awareness is helpful, it must not override the canonical placement of these 
books. Proverbs is not meant to be pulled out of the Writings and treated as isolated philosophy or 
moralism. Its wisdom is covenantal, rooted in reverence for the LORD, and only fully grasped by those 
who fear Him. Wisdom literature must be read theologically, not just practically. 

Genre, Authorship, Structure, and Purpose of Proverbs 
What Kind of Book Is Proverbs? 
The book of Proverbs is primarily poetic Hebrew wisdom, a genre marked by parallelism, 

metaphor, vivid imagery, and general truths drawn from observation and covenantal reflection. It’s not 
law, prophecy, or narrative. It belongs to the tradition of Israelite instructional literature, that is, 
training in virtue, character, discernment, and godly living. In the ancient world, many nations had 
proverbial sayings and wisdom texts, but biblical proverbs are rooted in the fear of the LORD and the 
covenant with Yahweh. 

Proverbs is not a rulebook or a collection of divine guarantees. 
It is more like a field guide to life in God’s world, under God’s reign, for God’s people. 

Who Wrote Proverbs? 
The book opens with a superscription: 

“The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel.” (Proverbs 1:1) 

Solomon is the primary author/compiler of the book (see also Proverbs 10:1; 25:1), but the final 
shape of Proverbs reflects the work of multiple inspired contributors: 

• Solomon (Proverbs 1–24): the primary collection 
• The “wise” (Proverbs 22:17–24:34): a group of covenantal sages 
• Hezekiah’s scribes (Proverbs 25:1): who compiled more of Solomon’s proverbs 
• Agur (Proverbs 30): an otherwise unknown non-Israelite sage who fears Yahweh 
• King Lemuel (Proverbs 31): whose mother’s oracle concludes the book 
This multigenerational authorship reinforces that Proverbs is not just the wisdom of one man, but 

a Spirit-inspired treasury of covenantal wisdom, preserved for God’s people across generations. 

 How Is the Book Structured? 
The book’s structure can feel disorienting at first. Unlike a letter or narrative, Proverbs doesn’t 

follow a linear argument or storyline. But there is a clear shape: 
Prologue (Chapters 1–9) – A Theological Framework 
Extended discourses on wisdom, often in the voice of a father to his son. 
• Lady Wisdom vs. Dame Folly 
• The seductive danger of sin and the call to pursue wisdom 
• Fear of the LORD as the foundation 
This section is essential. It frames the short sayings that follow. 
Main Collection (Chapters 10–29) – Short Proverbs and Sayings 
• Proverbs 10:1–22:16: Proverbs of Solomon 
• Proverbs 22:17–24:34: Sayings of the Wise (note the shift to longer, poetic lines) 
• Proverbs 25:1–29:27: Hezekiah’s compilation of Solomon’s proverbs 



These sayings are typically two-line comparisons, meant to be memorized, meditated on, and 
applied with discernment. They’re not promises or commands; they are patterns for godly living. 

Appendices (Chapters 30–31) – Wisdom from Outsiders and Mothers 
• Proverbs 30: Agur’s humble confession of limits and yearning for wisdom 
• Proverbs 31: The oracle of Lemuel’s mother, including the famous “excellent wife” poem 
These final chapters remind us that God’s wisdom often comes through surprising sources and 

always leads to humble reverence. 

What Is the Purpose of Proverbs? 
The purpose is explicitly stated in Proverbs 1:1–7: 

“To know wisdom and instruction, to understand words of insight, 
to receive instruction in wise dealing, in righteousness, justice, and equity…” (Proverbs 1:2–3) 

This is a training manual, not for Pharisees or philosophers, but for sons, disciples, and “the 
simple”, i.e., fools who are willing to be taught. 

This is covenantal wisdom, designed to: 
• Shape the heart and character of covenant children 
• Cultivate discernment, humility, and righteousness 
• Train the next generation to walk in the fear of the LORD 

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.” (Proverbs 1:7) 

The book is not primarily concerned with abstract theology or doctrinal debate. It is intensely 
practical, but never shallow. It answers the question: “How do I live as someone who already belongs 
to God?” 

How Is Proverbs Misused Today? 
Many well-meaning Christians misuse Proverbs by: 
• Reading it as law (e.g., “If I obey, God owes me blessing.”) 
• Using it as formula (e.g., “If I parent right, my kids will turn out right.”) 
• Turning it into moralism (e.g., “Just be a better person.”) 
• Proof-texting (e.g., quoting half-verses with no context) 
These errors often arise from failing to understand the genre and structure of Proverbs. And from 

forgetting its place in the covenantal story of redemption. 

Summary: Proverbs Is… 
• Covenant instruction for life in the land (Van Pelt) 
• Wisdom for the already-redeemed, not the self-justifying 
• Structured to train hearts, not just behavior 
• Christ-centered in its fulfillment, as Jesus is the true Wise Son 
Proverbs is not about earning favor; it is about living faithfully in response to grace. 



What is Wisdom? Fear of the LORD as Foundation 
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction.” (Proverbs 1:7) 

Defining Wisdom Biblically 
In the Bible, wisdom is not intelligence, cleverness, or education. It is the skill of living rightly in 

relationship with God, under His covenant, and in submission to His Word. Wisdom is deeply 
spiritual and always moral. It’s not about “life hacks” or clever strategies; it’s about knowing the right 
path and walking in it. 

Wisdom is the Spirit-formed ability to live in God's world, God's way, for God's glory. 
Biblical wisdom always begins with the fear of the LORD. This is not terror, but reverent awe, a 

posture of humility and joyful submission to God's holiness, authority, and grace. It's covenantal. The 
fool, by contrast, despises wisdom and instruction. He wants to be autonomous, wise in his own eyes, 
a law unto himself. 

Wisdom in Contrast: The Wise, the Fool, and the Simple 
Proverbs consistently contrasts three types of people: 
• The Wise: Fears the LORD, loves instruction, walks in righteousness, listens to rebuke, grows in 

maturity. 
• The Fool: Despises correction, trusts in himself, mocks sin, and ultimately walks the path of 

death. 
• The Simple (naïve): Unformed and easily influenced. Teachable, but vulnerable to both 

wisdom and folly. 
Proverbs is not binary. It recognizes that many people are still becoming what they will be. 
Wisdom is pursued, not presumed. 

Wisdom Is More Than Morality 
There is a deep danger in confusing wisdom with mere morality. A person can behave “morally” 

and still be a fool in biblical terms. Moralism says, “I just need to be a good person.” Biblical wisdom 
says, “I need to live in reverent covenant relationship with God, through Christ, by the Spirit.” 

Three Errors to Avoid 

These all miss the heart of Proverbs. Wisdom is not about being better than others (moralism), or 
earning blessing (legalism), or doing nothing because grace covers all (antinomianism). It is about 
walking faithfully with the LORD because you already belong to Him (i.e., covenantal faithfulness). 

Wisdom Is Relational and Theological 
Biblical wisdom is always Godward. It is not neutral or self-directed. The wise person seeks 

counsel, submits to God’s Word, walks in humility, and depends on the Spirit. 
You cannot separate wisdom from worship. 
You cannot be wise if you do not fear the LORD. 

Error Definition What it gets wrong

Legalism Treats righteousness as a way to earn 
God's favor

Make the fruit of salvation into the 
root of salvation

Antinomianism Rejects the call to obedience entirely 
(from Greek meaning "against the law")

Says fruit doesn't matter at all

Moralism Tries to be good without grace or the 
gospel

Makes comparison or effort the 
standard instead of Christ



This is why Christ is the true standard of wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:30). He did not simply live 
wisely; He is wisdom in the flesh. The wise life is the Christlike life. Therefore, to grow in wisdom is to 
become conformed to Christ, not just improved in behavior. 

Wisdom Defined 
All of this leads to an answer to the "What is Wisdom?" question; a definition of what wisdom IS: 

Wisdom is the righteous application of true knowledge.  3

This helps us see that it can only be found in Christ by believers. Certainly, unbelievers can find 
insight and knowledge according to God's creation and common grace. But only believers can receive 
the true knowledge that comes from God Himself, because only believers approach Christ as the 
source of all wisdom and knowledge. And only believers can righteously apply this true knowledge. 
Even when unbelievers have similar thoughts, beliefs, and actions, they are not applying it 
righteously, in submission to the Father, unity with the Son, and reliance on the Spirit.  

How Do We Grow in Wisdom? By... 
• Fearing the LORD (Proverbs 1:7; 9:10) 
• Listening to instruction (Proverbs 19:20) 
• Receiving rebuke (Proverbs 12:1) 
• Walking with the wise (Proverbs 13:20) 
• Keeping God’s commands (Proverbs 3:1–8) 
• Seeking Christ, "in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge" (Colossians 

2:3) 

Christ as Wisdom (Matthew 12:42; 1 Corinthians 1:30) 
“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom…” (Proverbs 9:10) 

“...Christ Jesus, who became to us swisdom from God.” (1 Corinthians 1:30b) 

Christ Is the Embodiment of Wisdom 
The entire book of Proverbs can only be fully understood when we see that Christ is the true Wise 

Son and the ultimate embodiment of Lady Wisdom. He is not merely a wise teacher; He is Wisdom 
incarnate. 

When Jesus said in Matthew 12:42, “Something greater than Solomon is here,” He was making a 
staggering claim: not only is He greater than the wisest man in Israel’s history, but He is the very 
source of Solomon’s wisdom. 

Lady Wisdom and the Wise Son Find Their Fulfillment in Jesus 
In Proverbs 1–9, we are introduced to two voices: 
• The father calling his son to wisdom 
• The voice of Lady Wisdom, crying out in the streets, calling the simple to come and live 
In the life and ministry of Jesus, these two themes converge: 
• He is the Son who listens to the Father’s voice perfectly (John 5:19–20) 
• He is the Wisdom of God who calls out to us (Matt. 11:28; Luke 7:35) 
In Proverbs, wisdom is personified.  
In Christ, wisdom is incarnated. 

 Voddie Baucham, The Gospel According to Proverbs, sermon preached at Kabwata Baptist Church, August 25, 3

2019, on Proverbs 2:6–8, 45:12 runtime, SermonAudio, https://www.sermonaudio.com/sermons/825191621116350
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Christ vs. Moralism: The Gospel According to Proverbs 
One of the most dangerous ways to misread Proverbs is to insert ourselves as the wise son. But we 

are not born wise. Instead, we are born fools, in desperate need of the new birth and Spirit-led 
instruction. Christ is the wise Son of Proverbs, and we are the fools who need instruction. 

We must not read Proverbs as a path to earn God’s favor. That would be legalism. And we must not 
reduce Proverbs to practical tips for a better life. That’s moralism. We also must not oppose God's law 
and fall into the trap of antinomianism. 

The gospel according to Proverbs is this: 
• Christ is the perfectly wise Son. 
• We are the wayward sons. 
• By grace, we are being conformed to His image as Wisdom (Christ) is formed in us. 

Wisdom Formed in Us by the Spirit 
As Christians, we are united to Christ by faith. And by the Holy Spirit, wisdom is being formed in 

us, not to make us better than others, but to make us more like Jesus. The fear of the LORD becomes 
our posture. Discernment becomes our path. And conformity to Christ becomes our priority. 

The Sermon on the Mount reflects the same kind of wisdom that Proverbs teaches, but under the 
new covenant, and from the lips of Wisdom Himself. The book of James carries that wisdom into 
church life, showing us how to walk in Spirit-formed holiness, humility, and faithfulness. 

This is what it means to be spiritually wise. 

Summary 

Final Call 
“Wisdom cries aloud in the street… ‘How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?’” (Proverbs 1:20, 
22) 

“Come to Me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” (Matt. 11:28) 

Will you heed the call of Wisdom?  
Will you come to Christ?  
Will you walk wisely, in the fear of the LORD, through faith in the Son of God? 
This is the heart of Proverbs. This is the path of Wisdom. Let us walk in it together.

Proverbs Says Fulfilled in Christ

Fear the LORD Christ feared the LORD perfectly

Listen to Wisdom Christ IS Wisdom

Honor your father and mother Christ submitted to His earthly parents and Heavenly 
Father

Shun sexual immorality Christ was pure in thought and deed

Speak rightly Christ never sinned with His lips

Walk uprightly Christ was righteous in every way

Seek Wisdom We seek Christ, who IS Wisdom
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