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The English writer Rudyard Kipling wrote a little 
poem that I really enjoy. It begins like this: 

I keep six honest serving-men.  
(They taught me all I knew);  

Their names are What and Why and When 
And How and Where and Who. 

 
(“I Keep Six Honest Serving Men  

by Rudyard Kipling) 

I thought of that poem as I was thinking about how 
to introduce this study of the book of Proverbs, 
because those are precisely the questions that we 
must ask if we are to acquire the wisdom that 
Proverbs offers to us.  

Some of the questions are rather difficult to 
answer. To the question “who?” for instance - who 
wrote this book? The answer is not as 
straightforward as it might seem.  

The book begins with what seems to be a very 
clear, straightforward statement of authorship. 

The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of 
Israel… (Proverbs 1:1) 

From what we know of Solomon, this isn't 
surprising. When he became king of Israel, 
sometime in the 10th century B.C., the Lord 
invited him to ask for anything that he wanted and 
he asked for wisdom. He prayed: 

Give your servant an understanding mind to 
govern your people, that I may discern between 
good and evil, for who is able to govern this your 
great people? (1 Kings 3:9) 

God granted that prayer and Solomon's wisdom 
was renowned throughout the world. We're also 
told in 1 Kings 4 that Solomon in his life spoke 
3000 proverbs. So it makes sense that he would 
be the author of this book. The problem is, as you 
continue to read the book, you'll notice that 
Solomon isn't the only one mentioned as an 
author of these Proverbs. 

Chapters 22 and 24 both mention a group that 
they simply refer to as "the wise."  

Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise… 
(Proverbs 22:17) 

The sayings in chapters 30 and 31 are attributed to 
two men of whom we know practically nothing. A 
man named Agur and a king named Lemuel.  

Also, chapter 25 suggests that the process of 
copying and collecting these proverbs was at least 
partially done by a group of men who worked for 
Hezekiah, who reigned over Judah more than 200 
years after Solomon.  

All to say, as to the question of who wrote 
Proverbs, we must admit that Solomon seems to 
have been the primary author. But the book is in 
fact a collection from multiple sources. 

Which means we also have little information 
about the where and the when of these sayings. 
Other than to say that they all originated in the 
ancient Near East, either before, during or after 
the reign of King Solomon. Other than that, the 
book gives us little information, which means that 
those questions are probably not the most 
important.  
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No, the most important questions are the final 
three questions that Kipling names: what, why, 
and how? More specifically, we may ask: 
 
What is wisdom?  
Why should we want it?  
And how do we acquire it? 

Those are the three questions I'd like to address in 
this first session of our study, and I'd like to 
answer them by focusing on the first seven verses 
of the book. This short prologue section that 
introduces Proverbs as a whole. 

So what does the prologue have to say to our first 
question?  

What is wisdom? 

In verses 2-6, the author uses seven different 
Hebrew verbs to indicate wise action and 14 
different Hebrew nouns for wisdom. If you really 
wanted to, you could do a word study on each of 
these individual words and the nuances of their 
meanings to try to understand what wisdom is.  

But most commentators agree that the purpose of 
all these different synonyms isn't to complicate 
the idea of wisdom, but to show its fundamental 
unity. Still, as we read these verses, we can come 
to some important conclusions about what 
wisdom is.  

Wisdom, for instance, involves knowledge and 
understanding of the world around us. Multiple of 
the words used to describe wisdom: insight, 
knowledge, understanding; these are common 
words that can refer to knowledge on a wide 
variety of topics. And Proverbs does indeed cover 
a wide array of topics:  

ethics, law, work, economics, wealth,  
technology, marriage, speech, mortality,  

the treatment of animals, the uses of alcohol, 
how to manage a household, 

how to respond to mistreatment  
and criminal behavior 

The sheer diversity of what wisdom seeks to know 
about is mind boggling.  

But wisdom isn't just knowledge. Wisdom is 
knowledge and understanding oriented toward 
living. The goal of Proverbs is not just intelligence 
or the accumulation of knowledge.  

The goal of Proverbs is to live well. As one scholar 
says: 

Wisdom in the Old Testament  
is about how to negotiate life  
successfully in God's good but  
fallen world. (Craig Bartholomew) 

To be wise is to be a person:  

• Who values the right things 
• Who knows what's important 
• Who can discern the best way to achieve a 

goal 
• Who knows what to watch out for in a 

fallen world 

That's implicit in verse four with the Hebrew words 
that it uses: "ormah" and "mezimmah." The ESV 
translates these words as "prudence" and 
"discretion." You could also translate them as 
"shrewdness" and "cunning." Either way, what they 
point to is the kind of practical knowledge a 
person needs to identify and achieve a goal. 

As Robert Alter observes: 

[These words] fit in with the pragmatic curriculum 
of Proverbs. Intelligence of the most practical sort, 
involving an alertness to potential deceptions and 
seductions, is seen as an indispensable tool for 
the safe, satisfying, and ethical  
life, and a fool is repeatedly thought  
of as a dupe.  
(Robert Alter) 

Wisdom is also knowledge that is passed down. 
That is part of the reason that this book takes the 
form that it does - a collection of wise sayings.  
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The act of writing down proverbs has gone out of 
fashion these days, but that doesn't mean that 
we've stopped using them. We still use proverbs 
all the time. Sayings like: 

• You live and you learn.  
• Money doesn't grow on trees. 
• Enough is enough.  

These are all proverbial insights that have been 
passed down to us there. They are lessons learned 
from the hard won experience of other people who 
have then handed down their insights to us. 

And that's exactly what we find in Proverbs: 
insights about life, knowledge and understanding 
of the world, all of which enable us to live well and 
avoid mistakes, and all of which is being passed 
down to us from those who have gone before. 

 That's what wisdom is. But why should we care?  

Why should we want wisdom? 

On multiple occasions throughout the book, we're 
told that wisdom is something we should value. 
We should want it above almost anything else.  

[Wisdom] is more precious than jewels, and 
nothing you desire can compare with her.  
(Proverbs 3:15) 

Riches and honor are with me [wisdom], enduring 
wealth and righteousness. My fruit is better than 
gold, even fine gold, and my yield than choice 
silver. (Proverbs 8:18-19) 

Of course, it's one thing to tell someone that they 
ought to want something. It's another thing to 
actually persuade them that it's desirable - to 
actually make them want it. 

And that's a lot of what this book is doing. Not just 
telling us that we ought to be wise, but making us 
wish that we were wiser, making us genuinely long 
for wisdom. It reminds me of a quote from the 
book "The Little Prince." 

“If you want to build a ship, don't drum up people 
to collect wood and don't assign them tasks and 
work, but rather teach them to long for the endless 
immensity of the sea.” 

 

Proverbs is teaching us to long for the endlessly 
immense satisfaction of a life well lived.  

Part of the way it does that is by warning us about 
what happens to those who act foolishly. How a 
lack of wisdom can lead to destruction and 
misery.  

Another way it does it is by describing all the 
wonderful results that come from wisdom: 
prosperity, health, a happy marriage, successful 
children, the respect of our peers, peaceful 
relationships with our neighbors.  

These are all still things that we desperately want 
today. It's why we continue to spend billions of 
dollars every year on fitness instruction and 
nutritional advice and therapy appointments, 
extracurricular opportunities for our kids. That's 
why people recommend books and podcasts that 
have helped them to their friends. It's why media 
figures like Oprah Winfrey and Jordan Peterson 
and Dave Ramsey have so many devoted 
followers.  

Proverbs says that if you want to live well, if you 
want your kids to have a good life, if you want to 
succeed where others fail, then listen to its wise 
words. 

But with that said, there are two important caveats 
that I need to make.  
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Caveat #1: 
First, the goal of Proverbs isn't simply individual 
happiness. Unlike some of those other things I 
named, Proverbs is not interested in helping us 
achieve whatever our personal goals happen to 
be. It also wants to reshape what those goals are 
in the first place. 

Notice what the author says in verse 3: 

… to receive instruction in wise dealing, in 
righteousness, justice, and equity. (Proverbs 1:3) 

If what you want is to develop the practical 
knowledge and cunning that you need to just 
accomplish your own personal goals, whatever 
those may be, then this book is not for you. You 
can be shrewd and you can use that shrewdness 
for terrible purposes. The same word that verse 
four uses to describe wisdom - that word 
translated as prudence - it's the same Hebrew 
word that is used in Genesis 3:1 to describe the 
serpent. 

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other 
beast of the field. (Genesis 3:1) 

The serpent was shrewd, but he used that 
shrewdness to rebel against God and lead Adam 
and Eve into destruction. Proverbs knows this, so 
its purpose isn't just to make you cunning or 
crafty. Its purpose isn't just to give you knowledge 
and know how; its purpose is to make you good. 
Not just to help you achieve your goals, but to help 
you choose the right goals so that your life may be 
one, as it puts it, of righteousness, justice, and 
equity. 

Caveat #2: 
That's the first caveat I want to make about why 
you should want wisdom. And the second caveat 
is this: sometimes people will read these sayings 
in Proverbs, and they'll interpret them as some 
kind of biblical promise or guarantee. 

Train up a child in the way he should go; even 
when he is old, he will not depart from it.  
(Proverbs 22:6) 

If you think that is a promise that as long as you do 
the right thing as a parent and train your child, 
well, then he'll never abandon what you've taught 
him. If you think that is a promise from God, then 
you will be deeply disappointed.  

This isn't a promise. It's a proverb, a wise saying, a 
truism, an observation about how things tend to 
work in the world. But it's not a guarantee. 

So we've talked about what wisdom is, and we've 
talked about why we should want it. But there's 
one more important question we need to ask.  

How do we acquire wisdom? 

There are two answers given in these opening 
verses that are quite consistent with what we find 
in the rest of the book. Two answers that are in 
many ways very closely related to one another.  

And the first is, if you want to become wise, 
then you need to listen to and follow the advice 
of those who have wisdom.  

In other words, you have to begin by recognizing 
that you need help. You need someone to teach 
you. That's true whether you're a simpleton or 
inexperienced, like the person in verse four, or 
whether you're already pretty wise like the person 
in verse five.  

Either way, you'll never grow in wisdom until you 
learn how to listen to the voice of the wise. 
Whether that's the voice of a father as it is in 
chapters 2-7, or the voice of Lady Wisdom herself, 
as it is in chapters 8-9. 

Either way, the point remains. If you want to 
become wise, then stop talking and start listening! 
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Which leads to the SECOND and even more 
emphatic answer that Proverbs gives to how we 
can acquire wisdom. 

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

This principle - that the fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of wisdom - it is repeated in one form or 
another approximately 20 times throughout this 
book. Proverbs is emphatic on this point.  

Its message, as one scholar puts it, seems to be: 

“Where there is no fear of the Lord, there is no 
wisdom. Once cannot even begin in the enterprise 
of wisdom without having fear of God.” 
(Tremper Longman III) 

 

Of course, this fear isn't a fear that leads us to 
cower in terror of God. It isn't the kind of fear that 
makes a person want to flee or run away from 
God. Quite the opposite.  

When Proverbs speaks of the fear of the Lord, it 
has in mind the humility and the awe and the 
reverence that a creature ought to have as she 
stands before her Almighty creator. To fear God is 
to know, as Psalm 90 says, to know that: 

Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever 
you had formed the earth and the world, from 
everlasting to everlasting you are God. 
(Psalm 90:2) 

To fear God is to know, as Psalm 90 goes on to say, 
that you and I, we come and go. But God is forever. 

That we live our lives before him as our creator, 
Redeemer, and judge. And that in comparison to 
him, we're like grass that springs up in the morning 
and by the evening fades and withers away. 

If you know this, if you really know it, if you allow 
the reality of God to sink into your heart, then 
you'll realize that you don't only depend on God for 
your life and breath, you also depend on him to 
know: 

• To know what's good and what's true 
• To know what's worth pursuing and what 

you should avoid 
• To know what it means to be successful 

and what it means to fail  

In other words, the person who fears the Lord is 
the person who sits at his feet as a student and 
says, “I am simple. I do not understand. Please 
teach me and make me wise.”  

Wisdom is the practical knowledge of living well. 
The life that we all want is a life we will only 
acquire through wisdom. But to become wise, we 
must begin by recognizing that there is much we 
need to learn by paying attention to the words of 
the wise. And above all, by sitting with awe and 
reverence at the feet of the Lord.  

That is the purpose of this book. 
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