
Proverbs: The Skill of Living Well

I want to start today’s talk by asking a personal question: How many of you would say 
that you like getting free advice, unsolicited counsel from people who think they know 
more than you do about an issue you’re dealing with?  Does it matter at all who is 
giving the advice?  Do you take advice about your health better from your doctor than, 
say, from a girl who’s ringing up your purchases at the pharmacy?  Or do you take 
advice about how to renovate your home better from a finishing carpenter than from 
someone who painted his living room black?  How about getting advice second hand 
-- from someone who got a good tip about living from somebody who died years ago, 
and who thinks it might be worth repeating to you?  Well, that’s the kind of advice I’ve 
got for you today -- it’s from Solomon, who died nearly 3000 years ago and it’s 
contained in a book called Proverbs, which is another book in the series called 
“Wisdom Literature from the Old Testament”.  

Like the book of Psalms, Proverbs doesn’t flow from one sequence of events to 
another.  It has some flow in the first nine chapters and somewhat again at the end, 
but in between are a series of one or two-verse sound-bites -- just enough to get you 
thinking, but then you’re on to the next one.  When I was in seminary I took a course in 
the book of Proverbs from Dr. Bruce Waltke, and he arranged the study of the inner 
workings of this book by subject.  In other words, he went here, there and everywhere 
through the 31 chapters and picked out the verses that dealt with money, with pride, 
with friendship.  And that’s what I’ll try to do, although very briefly, with some of those 
materials, as we open the book of Proverbs today.

In Hebrew thought, wisdom is a very practical skill.  It is the skill of living life well, of 
being successful in the most important areas of life, especially in relationships with 
other people and in relationship to God.  So let’s dig in and add some skills for living 
our lives well.

Throughout Proverbs you encounter two kinds of people: wise ones and fools.  And 
what the writers try to unpack is not only what the difference is between the two, but 
how you can move from being a fool to becoming wise.  All through the opening nine 
chapters, the reader is being invited to choose wisdom.

Chapter 2:1-4  My child, listen to me and treasure my instructions.  Tune your ears to 
wisdom and concentrate on understanding.  Cry out for insight and under-
standing. Search for them as you would for lost money or hidden treasure.

Chapter 3:5,6  Trust in the LORD with all your heart; do not depend on your own 
understanding.  Seek His will in all you do and He will direct your paths.

Chapter 4:1,2  My children, listen to me.  Listen to your father’s instruction.  Pay 
attention and grow wise, for I am giving you good guidance.  Don’t turn away 
from my teaching.

So you see that there is choice being presented at every turn.  One can choose to go 



along with the crowd, can choose to run one’s own life apart from God, can choose to 
ignore the wise counsel of godly people, but all those choices have consequences as 
we will see.  

The opening chapters of invitation to wisdom end with two more powerful and poetic 
offers.  First from 8:1-11:

Listen as wisdom calls out!  Hear as understanding raises her voice!  She 
stands on the hilltop and at the crossroads.  At the entrance to the city, at the
city gates, she cries aloud, “I call to you, to all of  you!  I am raising my voice to 
all people.  How naive you are!  Let me give you common sense.  O foolish 
ones, let me give you understanding.  Listen to me, for I have excellent things to 
tell you.  Everything I say is right, for I speak the truth and hate every kind of 
deception.  My advice is wholesome and good.  There is nothing crooked or 
twisted in it.  My words are plain to anyone with understanding, clear to those 
who want to learn.  Choose my instruction rather than silver, and knowledge 
over pure gold.  For wisdom is far more valuable than rubies.  Nothing you 
desire can be compared with it.

Notice from this passage that this choice is widely available.  Wisdom is on hilltops 
and crossroads and city gates, calling out for a response.  There is no sense in this, 
or other passages in Proverbs, that wisdom is for an elite few, for a small number of 
smart people -- this is an open invite.  

Then notice that one of the keys to finding wisdom and to living well, is that you have to 
want it.  “My words are clear to those who want to learn.  Choose it, because nothing 
you desire can be compared to it.”  The writer expresses the great value of wisdom, 
but in the same line on the page tells us that you have to desire to be wise.  You have 
to get to the place where you say, “This is really important to me.”

The last stop in these opening chapters is in 9:1-6:
Wisdom has built her spacious house with seven pillars.  She has prepared a 
great banquet, mixed the wines, and set the table.  She has sent her servants to 
invite everyone to come.  She calls out from the heights overlooking the city; 
“Come home with me,” she urges the simple.  To those without good judgment, 
she says, “Come, eat my food, and drink the wine I have mixed. Leave your 
foolish ways behind, and begin to live; learn how to be wise.”

You see the Hebrew understanding of wisdom in the phrase, “Begin to live.”  This is a 
book about how to choose life, how to live well, how to negotiate the pitfalls that come.
Unfortunately, there are many who ignore the invitation and the promise that wisdom 
makes.  And chapter 9 ends with this sad little picture:

The woman named folly is loud and brash.  She is ignorant and doesn’t even 
know it.  She sits in her doorway on the heights overlooking the city.  She calls 
out to men going by who are minding their own business.  “Come home with 
me,” she urges the simple.  To those without good judgment, she says, “Stolen 
water is refreshing; food eaten in secret tastes the best!”  But the men don’t 
realize that her former guests are now in the grave. (9:13-18)



The contrast is obvious: wisdom or folly, life or death.  And that contrast is played out 
over and over and over in this collection of wise sayings.  

Now, before we move into the themes of Proverbs, I need to explain that this book 
describes several different kinds of fools, none of which require that a person stay 
foolish for their whole life.  Anyone is capable of foolishness, but there are some 
general personality characteristics that lead a person into continual patterns of foolish 
behavior.

First, the person who is called “simple”.  This person is gullible, easily led and silly, or 
naive.  Proverbs 14:15 says, “The simple believes everything, but the prudent looks 
where he is going.”  So, the simple person would say, “Wow!  Look at this.  Some 
widow lady in Nigeria wants to send me $11 million”, while the prudent person would 
say, “Let’s think about this for a minute.”  The other aspect of the life of this simple fool 
is that, morally, he is irresponsible, wayward, even wilful.  “Foolishness brings joy to 
those who have no sense,” we read in 15:21.  So, this simple kind of person can take 
great delight in things that are not delightful, not noble, not worthy, not valuable.

The second kind of fool is the person who has no desire for real knowledge, but is 
content with shallow opinions.  “It is senseless to pay tuition to educate a fool who 
has no heart for wisdom” (17:16).  This person doesn’t want to go to any effort to find 
either truth or wisdom, but will lap up the latest public opinion polls and present them 
as revelation.
“A wise person is hungry for truth, while the fool feeds on trash.” (15:14)  Maybe the 
worst part is that this kind of fool never tires of airing his opinions, whether there is 
anything to them or not.  “The wise person makes learning a joy; fools spout only 
foolishness.”  (15:2)  In neither case does the person who is being called a fool have 
any mental incapacity.  This person is able to think and reason and search for 
understanding -- they just don’t want to do it.  They can’t be bothered.  The effort is too 
great.  Basically, this person has decided to reject the fear of the LORD, and in doing 
so has shut himself off from learning the wisdom that God has for him.  “Fools think 
they need no advice, but the wise listen to others.” (12:15)  “Fools make fun of guilt, 
but the godly acknowledge it and seek reconciliation” (14:9)
“Doing wrong is fun for a fool, while wise conduct is a pleasure to the wise.” (10:23)  
Other words that describe such a person are quarrelsome, flippant, stubborn.

The third kind of fool is the scoffer, or the mocker.  Again, the problem with this person 
is not a lack of intelligence, but a moral choice, a choice to refuse correction, to make 
trouble for others.  “Mockers are proud and haughty; they act with boundless 
arrogance.” (21:24) “Throw out the mocker, and fighting, quarrels and insults will 
disappear.” (22:10)  “Mockers can get a whole town agitated, but those who are wise 
will calm anger.” (29:8)

The message of all these proverbs is pretty much the same: “Don’t choose 
foolishness -- choose to be wise.”  Wisdom is not beyond anyone unless that person 
chooses to reject it, or to reject God, because “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
wisdom.”  (9:10)  The person who chooses to reject God is rejecting the path of 



wisdom.  There’s a simple lesson here: if you don’t want that, don’t let yourself 
become that person.  The book of Proverbs is all about your choices and how they 
determine your future.  Make a wise choice today and it will bring some good into your 
life and the lives of those around you in coming days.

There’s another character in the book of Proverbs that you don’t want to be.  He’s a 
tragic-comic character known as the sluggard.  He is hinged to his bed: “As a door 
turns back and forth on its hinges, so the lazy person turns over in bed.” (26:14)  He 
has trouble starting things and, when he is able to start, he won’t be able to finish.  He 
always has a reason not to attempt anything: “If I go outside, I might meet a lion in the 
street and be killed!” (22:13).  So the writer of wise sayings tells him to go and learn 
from the ant (6:6) and warns that if he doesn’t, poverty will overtake him. (6:11)

If living life well and wisely is a choice, what are the choices recommended in this 
collection of ancient Hebrew wisdom?  One of the common themes that runs through 
Proverbs deals with our relationships with our neighbors.  Our first thought might be 
to think of our neighborhood and the people who live around us, but the word is better 
translated by an English word like “fellow”, our fellow man, the people with whom we 
share a kind of fellowship.  The range of meaning can be very broad, and will be 
decided by the context.  It can refer to everyone, or to one or two specific people.

The wise person is one who values peace.  “Do not plot against your neighbors, for 
they trust you.”  (3:29)  “Just because you see something, don’t be in a hurry to go to 
court.” (25:7,8)  Instead, Solomon says you should talk to that person privately and not 
tell anyone else.  “Do not rejoice when your enemies fall into trouble.” (24:17)  “If your 
enemies are hungry, give them food to eat.  If they are thirsty, give them water to drink.” 
(25:21)

Jesus said the same thing when He was asked, “Who is my neighbor?” He told the 
parable of the Good Samaritan and then said we were to act in that same way, to 
show kindness to the person in need, whether or not they were “on our side”.  He told 
us to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute us.  This is an application 
of this teaching of Solomon in Proverbs.

The good neighbor will hold his tongue when another person has fallen: “It is foolish 
to belittle a neighbor; a person with good sense remains silent.” (11:12)  “It is sin to 
despise one’s neighbors; blessed are those who help the poor.” (14:21)  In other 
words, we might feel superior and look down our noses at others, but wisdom would 
say that we should help them instead.  Proverbs does teach that there are some 
situations that we should not get involved in, some loans that we should not cosign 
for, some people that we should keep our distance from.  “Keep away from angry, 
short-tempered people, or you will learn to be like them and endanger your soul.”  
(22:24,25)

A related theme that Proverbs deals with a lot is friendship, especially on the topic of 
how to be a good friend.  A true friend is consistent, always reliable, faithful: “A friend 
is always loyal, and a brother is born to help in time of need.” (17:17)  A good friend 



will tell the truth: “Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies 
kisses.” (27:6)  A good friend will offer counsel, both encouraging and affirming and 
the challenging kind as well: “The pleasantness of one’s friend springs from his 
earnest counsel,” (27:9) and “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” 
(27:17)  A good friend also has tact, as the following examples of tactlessness 
suggest: “Like a madman shooting firebrands or deadly arrows is a man who 
deceives his neighbor and says, ‘I was only joking!’” (26:18f) or “If a man loudly 
blesses his neighbor early in the morning, it will be taken as a curse.” (27:14)

One of the important themes in Proverbs is the power of words: “The tongue has the 
power of life and death.” (18:21)  “The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they 
go down to a man’s inmost parts.” (18:8)  Words have the power to build up or to 
destroy: “The lips of the righteous nourish many” (10:21), but “With his mouth the 
godless destroys his neighbor” (11:9).  Because words are so easy to say and to 
repeat to others, their influence spreads widely: “From the fruit of his lips a man is 
filled with good things as surely as the work of his hands rewards him.” (12:14)  But, 
on the other hand, “A scoundrel plots evil and his speech is like a scorching fire.  A 
perverse man stirs up dissension, and a gossip separates close friends.” (16:27,28)

Living wisely involves all the things you would think it does, including honesty, 
faithfulness, restraint -- signs of a godly character, of someone who pursues a 
righteous life.  Let’s look at the keys to finding wisdom and applying it to daily life.

1. Wisdom is gained through effort.  It comes from God and through a revelation that 
He gives: “If you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for 
it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the 
fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God.  For the LORD gives wisdom, and 
from His mouth come knowledge and understanding.” (2:3-6)  In other words, the 
search for wisdom is the search for God Himself and so it requires that someone is 
motivated to go on a search, to figure some things out.

2. Wisdom is gained through humility.  The person who already knows everything 
doesn’t search for God.  The person who wishes to be wise will be open to 
instruction, to correction, and to discipline.  There is a key passage in the first chapter 
that explains how to seek God’s wisdom. 

How long will you simple ones love your simple ways
How long will mockers delight in mockery and fools hate knowledge?
If you had responded to my rebuke, I would have poured out my heart to you
And made my thoughts known to you.  (1:22,23)

(That’s wisdom speaking . . . and later in that chapter)
Since they hated knowledge and did not choose to fear the LORD
Since they would not accept my advice and spurned my rebuke
They will eat the fruit of their ways
And be filled with the fruit of their schemes
For the waywardness of the simple will kill them
And the complacency of fools will destroy them



But whoever listens to me will live in safety
And be at ease without fear of harm (1:29-33)

It’s the humble person who admits that they need wisdom, and who is willing to ask 
God for it.  The ones called simple in this passage are the ones too proud to seek 
wisdom.

3. To attain wisdom requires a conversion, a change, from participating in evil to the 
fear of the LORD.  “Do you see a man wise in his own eyes?  There is more hope for 
a fool than for him.” (26:12)  The person who thinks he has already arrived is right -- 
he has.  There is no progress beyond that point.  But the one who is willing to respond 
to wisdom’s call will continue to grow and learn.

All who fear the LORD will hate evil.  
That is why I hate pride, arrogance, corruption and perverted speech.  
Good advice and success belong to me.
Insight and strength are mine.  
Because of me kings reign, and rulers make just laws.  
Rulers lead with my help, and nobles make righteous judgments.
I love all who love me.  
Those who search for me will surely find me.  (1:13-17)

There is a bottom line.  The person who genuinely seeks after wisdom is the person 
who wants to grow, to improve and to become a better person.  The fool wants to stay 
as he has always been, resists the effort that is required to find wisdom, and resists 
the demands of God, Who gives wisdom gladly to all who truly want it.


