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Reading and Preaching Proverbs, Part 1 
If you lack wisdom, how do you get it? You are 

probably thinking, By asking God for it. Why? 

Because James 1 :5 promises that if you lack 

wisdom and in faith ask for it, God will give it to 

you. Now what about leaving a legacy? Will you, 

a righteous person because of your standing in 

Christ, leave a lasting influence on others? Does 

Proverbs 10:7 promise that others will qe blessed 

by remembering you? 

Several years ago, I attended a workshop in which 

the speaker said that the book of Proverbs contains 

many statements that are "generally true," kind of 

like a rule of thumb. I contend that Bible-believing 

Christians should view the book of Proverbs-and 

preach the book of Proverbs-as they do the rest 

of Scripture : as completely true. The "generally 

true" approach cannot be maintained for seven 

clear reasons. 
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Seven Clear Reasons 

The criteria 
After the session, I asked the speaker if he could help me 

figure out which proverbs are "generally true" and which are 
not. I asked, "Is it generally true that if we trust the Lord with 
all our heart and do not lean on our own understanding-but 
acknowledge Him in all our ways-that He will 'generally' 
direct our paths?" 

Stated another way, Which proverbs should we take as 
"absolutely true," and which ones are "generally true"? Taking 
his position on the book of Proverbs certainly requires criteria 
for distinguishing the statements of absolute truth from the 
"generally true rules of thumb." 

This test alone should put an end to such an approach 
toward Proverbs. There is no way to discern what is "always 
true" from what is "generally true." I could suggest a criterion, 
but it would not hold up upon scrutiny. 

Other such promises 
Many of the so-called "generally true" statements in 

Proverbs have clearly corresponding statements throughout 



Scripture. For example, what is the difference between Prov
erbs 11:28 and 22:16, and Luke 16:19-26 and 12:16-21? 

Proverbs 11:28 states, "He who trusts in his riches will fall, 
but the righteous will flourish like foliage." I wonder, Is this a 
fundamental truth or only a generally true statement? Have all 
such individuals fallen? Do the righteous always flourish as a 
branch (see Psalm 1)? Well, it is absolutely true in the ultimate 
sense, if that was Solomon's point. 

Proverbs 22:16 says, "He who oppresses the poor to increase 
his riches, and he who gives to the rich, will surely come to 
poverty." Is this always true or generally true? Have all such 
individuals come to poverty? 

Now consider the point Jesus was making in chapters 12 
and 16 of Luke. The words of Proverbs 11:28 and 22:16 could 
easily be cited and applied to any sermon on these two New 
Testament passages. 

Other equally proverbial statements 
The Bible contains other truths and promises that we may 

not call proverbs but that are just as proverbial in content, 
format, and application. For instance: 

"He who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who 
sows bountifully will also reap bountifully" (2 Cor. 9:6). 

"Give, and it will be given to you: good measure, pressed 
down, shaken together, and running over" (Luke 6:38). 

"Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be 
long upon the land which the Lord your God is giving you" 
(Exod. 20:12). 

Inconsistency 
How we handle the book of Proverbs is surprisingly unlike 

how we handle almost all other Scriptural promises, truths, or 
principles. We cite and allude to many other Biblical truths 
and promises without saying that they are "generally true." 

Eisegesis 
Perhaps even more disturbing is that people use experience 

for determining which proverbs may be absolutely true and 
which ones may be "generally true."Typically, it is said, "I can 
point to examples where that was or was not true in the lives 
of godly or wicked people,'' or "I know a godly family [or a 
Christian, a strong marriage, etc.] of which this was not true." 

Proverbs are called "true" 
Proverbs 26:10 and 11 state that fools and transgressors 

return to their wrongdoing. This is one of those proverbs that 
some would say is "generally true." However, the apostle Peter 
cites this proverb-and adds to it-in 2 Peter 2:22: "But it has 
happened to them according to the true proverb: 'A dog returns 
to his own vomit,' and, 'a sow, having washed, to her wallow
ing in the mire"' (italics added). Peter is not saying that the 
proverb is being cited accurately, but that it is a true proverb. 

Word meaning 
Two Greek words were used in the Septuagint to translate 

the Hebrew word proverb (masha/). In translating the Hebrew, 

Defining our terms* 

Eisegesis- the interpretation of a text (as of the Bible) by 
reading into it one's own ideas 

Figurative language- language that contains or uses f ig
ures of speech, especial ly metaphors (dictionary.com) 

Figure of speech- a word or phrase that has a meaning dif
ferent than its literal meaning (yourdictionary.com) 

Parable- a usually short fictitious story that illust rates a 
mora l attitude or re lig ious pri nciple 

Principle- a general or fundamental truth; a comprehensive 
and fundamental law, doctrine, or assumption on which oth
ers are based or from wh ich others are derived; elementary 
proposit ion 

Promise- a statement tell ing someone that you wi ll def i
nite ly do something or that something wil l def initely happen 
in the future 

Proverb- an oft-repeated pithy and ingeniously turned 
maxim (a general t ruth, fundamental principle, or ru le of 
conduct, especia lly when expressed in sententious [mean
ingfu l but concentrated] form); a profound or oracu lar maxim, 
especia lly a truth couched in obscure language; a parable 

Truth- someth ing that is true or he ld to be true, such as the 
rea l state of affairs; something that is the case 

*Unless otherwise noted, these definitions are from the on line Merriam

Webster Unabridged Dictionary, which was updated May 2015. 

the Greeks of the Lord's day used both paroimia (see Proverbs 
1:1; 25:1; 26:7) and patabole (Prov. 1:6; in English, "proverb"). 
The Greeks used both words interchangeably, as seen in the 
first six verses of the book of Proverbs. 

In fact, the apostle John used the Greek word paroimia 
when speaking of what was clearly a parable (see John 10:6, 
"illustration'' in NKJV; 16:25, 29, "figurative language" and 
"figure of speech" in NKJV). 

The use of the word "proverb" to refer to a parable is not 
because parables are "generally true." It is because parables and 
proverbs are the same in their essence and purpose. They both 
refer to a word picture designed to capture a truth. Parables 
and proverbs are different ways of communicating a truth. 

Handling the Book of Proverbs 

How Bible teachers and preachers approach the book of 
Proverbs is odd because other Biblical promises, or principles, 
found throughout the Bible are not handled in the same 
inconsistent or confusing way. 

Let's return to the introductory questions: If you lack 
wisdom, how do you get it? Why do you believe you could get 
wisdom by asking God for it? Because that's what James 1:5 
promises. But we both know that there are Biblical examples 
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The book of Proverbs is filled with truths, principles, promises, and 
laws that operate in God's world, but they do not operate alone. So 
then, why not handle the book of Proverbs the way we handle the 
whole of Scripture? 
of times when God denied wisdom to His people. Take for 
example 1 Samuel 28:6: ''.And when Saul enquired of the 
LORD, the LoRD did not answer him, either by dreams or by 
Urim or by prophets." 

Your initial response to the James 1:5 example may well be 
instructive. It might track along these lines: We all know that 
other principles, other truths, about prayer govern James 1:5. 
James 1:5 is absolutely true. It is a promise, but it is governed 
by other equally sure and certain truths of Scripture. In fact, the 
next verse includes a limiting principle: faith-"ask in faith, 
with no doubting." A number of other principles come into 
play when it comes to God answering our prayers. 

I totally agree. There are other principles, or other truths, 
that intersect and interact with that promise, and also with 
almost all principles, or promises. That is exactly the point! 
Promises do not operate alone. 

Likewise, the book of Proverbs is filled with truths, 

principles, promises, and laws that operate in God's world, but 
they do not operate alone. So then, why not handle the book 
of Proverbs the way we handle the whole of Scripture? 

Are the many proverbs within the book of Proverbs also 
promises? Y~s. Indeed, the proverbs are promises, sure and 
certain principles, that operate in God's world. However, they 
interact with other equally sure and certain promises, truths, 
or principles. Virtually all of the promises or principles in the 
Scriptures do not exist in a vacuum, but exist alongside other 
promises or principles. Ba 

[Part two will exemplify how to approach the book of 
Proverbs.] 
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