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Proverbs

Bible Text:  Proverbs 1:7; 2:1–6; 3:1–6
Lesson Focus:  God's word encourages us to seek wisdom, honor, beauty, and order—and work for justice.
Big Question:  Why do smart people do such dumb things?
Key Words: WISDOM, PROVERB, COMMANDMENTS

Prepare
Quick Prep
• Proverbs is part of a group of books in Old Testament called wisdom literature. Other wisdom books are Job, Psalms, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs.
• A proverb is a wise saying.
• For the writer of Proverbs, all wisdom begins and ends with an understanding of God and God's commandments.
• The core of wisdom is reliance on God, awe before the greatness of God, and trust in God's intent for us and for all history.
• In the book of Proverbs, Wisdom is personified as female and as a teacher. That is, Wisdom is pictured in a poetic way as a person who is God's companion from before creation, a mediator between God and humanity, and a prophet.
• The book of Proverbs was used as a teaching tool for young people.
• Jesus' teachers no doubt used Proverbs to teach him.
• From the beginning of the church, Christians such as Saint Paul came to identify Jesus as Wisdom (1 Corinthians 1:30).


Deep Prep
In the late sixth or early fifth century B.C.E., an ancient story was used in composing the book of Job. Job's subject is theodicy—how do we think about God amidst the persistence of evil and human suffering? Composed as the book of Proverbs in the post-exilic period, the material used in this book also spans centuries beginning at the time when monarchies began. Proverbs gathers vast human experience in the form of poetry to teach wisdom. "Wisdom" is the teachings, for example, "wise dealing, righteousness, justice, and equity" (1:2–7). "Wisdom" is also the teacher (8:6–10, 14), understood as a female companion to God (3:19; 8:22–31) from before creation, as a mediator between God and humanity (3:26), and as a prophet (1:20–33). Ecclesiastes or Qoheleth—meaning "assembly" or "congregation," in Greek and Hebrew, respectively—consists of short sayings and longer poems. Composed in the middle or late third century, Ecclesiastes instructs the young in life's experiences, particularly noting the futility of vanity, which is referred to in the book 38 times.

Wisdom literature teaches God's sovereignty over creation and history. God created nature, including humanity, so there is order. The fact that God's creation is orderly and good means that it's possible to learn—from human experience—of God's intent in creation. Through shared wisdom, human beings can have some understanding of good and evil and of how to live in harmony with God's created order. Wisdom teaches that human experience and the realities around us are part of the revelation of God and God's plan. The human exercise of gaining wisdom through one's experience and that of others taught through the generations is part of the plan for the fulfillment of God's purposes. Yet, wisdom also teaches that God and God's ways are mysterious and beyond human knowing. There are questions that human knowing cannot comprehend. The core of wisdom is reliance on God, awe before the greatness of God, and trust in God's intent for us and for all history.

Wisdom—or "Lady Wisdom"—bears some resemblance to ancient Near Eastern female gods, notably the Egyptian goddess Maat ("Truth") and Asherah, the Canaanite fertility goddess. Indeed, some scholars regard wisdom literature as an oddity in scripture because of its form and its relative absence both of references to the people's history with God and of explicit words from God. The first century Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria wrote almost interchangeably of God's word (logos) and wisdom (sophia). Not only the early church but Jesus himself adopted the female Wisdom as part of Jesus' self-understanding. Writing to the church at Corinth, the apostle Paul calls Christ "the wisdom of God" (1 Corinthians 1:24, 30). Matthew (11:19, also Luke 7:35) personifies Jesus as Wisdom, and Luke twice (2:40, 52) notes Jesus' growth in wisdom. Most notable is the opening of the Gospel of John, a story of creation in which Jesus is named the divine Logos ("word"), present with God before creation, identified with God, and co-creator with God.

Lutherans understand scripture, reason, and tradition as the sources of our knowledge about God. The Bible reveals God and is the primary source of knowledge about who God is. Human reason is a God-given gift we can use to understand God and God's ways more fully. Tradition, the inspired wisdom of the community of faith, includes teachings and practices of the church, for example, theology, liturgy, ethics, and historical interpretation.

Human beings perceive the reality of God in their lives through experience—for example, John Wesley's "heart strangely warmed" or Luther's tortuous bouts with God and the devil. Scripture and tradition are authorities that we have received through generations.

We may also receive human reason and experience from "the elders," but these are also gifts in the youngest of believers. Today, people sometimes talk about younger generations as showing a decline in reliance on received wisdom and a decrease in deference to institutions and institutional knowledge. What do you regard as the primary sources of wisdom for us today? How is God revealed to us? From what authorities do we learn how to live?


Adolescent Connection
Why do smart people do such dumb things?

Youth today will value knowing "who and whose they are" to help them live a decent and Christ-centered life. The only way they can make any sense of this world is to follow the one who appeared to make no sense. Christ showed us a new way, a different way from the rest of the world. Youth need to be willing to risk standing up for what they believe and living out what they believe in countercultural ways. It is risky and takes courage and conviction. Challenging youth to stand apart from the crowd and walk their talk may be the biggest step they will ever take – and can have the most rewards. Helping youth know that different is often good—sometimes better than the cultural world in which they live—is a huge undertaking. Stepping out in faith is often not met with positive reactions. Christ gives us courage!


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to serve all people, following the example of our Lord Jesus" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236)

Proverbs and wisdom literature stress following a right way of living. Jesus was the flesh and blood embodiment of the right way to live. When we try to live according to the example of Jesus, we are living a righteous life. As Christians, we know that we are not perfect. But we live with the sure and certain knowledge that we are a forgiven and redeemed people. Each day, we die and rise to new life in Christ. In response to that great gift, we try to live a wise and righteous life, following the example of Jesus.


