An Owner’s Manual for Daily Living #1

‘‘Where Wisdom Begins’’

Proverbs 1:1-7


One of the most owned yet least read books is an owner’s manual for a car. Every car comes with one, usually kept in the glove compartment. And there is where most of them sit, untouched and unread.


What is an owner’s manual? It is a reference book about how the car operates, written by its manufacturer. Inside its pages you will find replacement part numbers, instructions on simple fixes, and ways to make your car run at its peak performance.


I suggest that we have another owner’s manual available to us, not for a car or appliance, but for daily living. Like the owner’s manual for a car, this was written by the Manufacturer of life, and inside its pages you will find instructions for life the way it was intended to be lived.


You may have already guessed that I am referring to God’s Word, the Bible. We read in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.”
How has He given us everything we need? Through His Word.


Within the Bible I would further suggest that one particular book stands out as an owner’s manual for daily living: the Old Testament book of Proverbs.  This book, along with Job and Ecclesiastes, are often referred to as “wisdom literature.” In Proverbs, the words wise and wisdom are used at least 125 times, because the aim of the book is to help us acquire and apply God’s wisdom to the decisions and activities of daily life.
 


But what is wisdom? We find a hint of that answer in The Living Bible’s rendition of Proverbs 1:2, “He [Solo​mon] wrote them to teach his people how to live—how to act in every circumstance…” Wisdom is truth for living—it teaches us how to come to grips with the realities of the universe so that our lives will be meaningful and successful.
 As my former pastor put it, “This is the single most practical book in the Bible!”


The book of Proverbs deals with our relationships with God and with each other; topics such as marriage, parenting, friendship, finances, work, leisure, health, and more. Hardly an area of our daily lives is overlooked in these pages of ancient wisdom. For the next few months, we are going to work our way through this owner’s manual for daily living and discover what God has to say about these various aspects of our lives.


Despite the practical nature of this book, few preachers tackle a series of sermons on Proverbs. This is due in large part to the nature of the book. Chapters 10-29 are comprised of short statements that seemingly have little or nothing to do with each other. Of all the books of the Bible, Proverbs is the most difficult to organize in neat little outlines for preaching or teaching. But we are going to look topically at the Proverbs, bringing together these verses into sensible groupings that we can consider together.

The Format of Proverbs


I would first like to consider the format of Proverbs. The initial verse of the book reads, “The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel.” What exactly is meant by the word “proverb”? J. Sidlow Baxter explains,

The English word “proverb” means a brief saying in the stead of many words (pro = for; verba = words). In popular usage it signifies any pithy, sententious saying or terse maxim. The Hebrew word, however, which we translate as “proverbs” (mishle) has a much wider meaning, and is used of many discourses, sentences, and expressions which would not be classed as proverbs in English today. This accounts for the fact that not all the writings in the “Book of Proverbs” are proverbs in the usual English sense. The larger part of them, however, are true proverbs, and are proverbs of the highest order, too. The genius of the proverb lies in its shrewd concentration of a truth or of some sagacious counsel in a terse and striking way, so that it catches on, and becomes easier to remember than to forget. A proverb does not argue: it assumes. Its purpose is not to explain a matter, but to give pointed expression to it. An aphorism or proverb has several ways of catching on to the mind and the memory. It may do so by elegance of diction, by the beauty of a rhetorical figure, by its oracle-like brevity, or by its smart focusing of a poignant truth.


As mentioned previously, Proverbs falls into a larger category called “Wisdom Literature.” This is a certain style of Hebrew poetry that deals with matters of daily living. But ancient Hebrew poetry differs from traditional English poetry, as R. C. Sproul explains:

Hebrew poetry does not rhyme as does traditional English poetry. English poetry rhymes in sounds, while Hebrew poetry rhymes in thoughts. Instead of repeating the same sound twice, Hebrew poetry repeats the same idea twice. Similarly, though there is a kind of rhythm in Hebrew poetry, it does not have the repetitive beat of English verse. Instead, the rhythm lies in the repetition of thoughts.
We call this repetition of ideas parallelism. Three kinds of parallelism appear in Hebrew poetry. The first is synonymous parallelism, in which the same idea is expressed twice. Consider ﻿Proverbs 1:8–9﻿. The son is told to listen to his father and then, in parallel fashion, to his mother. The father’s words are called instruction; the mother’s are called teaching. Such teachings will be a garland for the head, and (parallel) a chain for the neck. In synonymous parallelism, the second phrase can expand the idea of the first, or it can simply restate the idea of the first in different words, or provide an implication of the first. In each case, we get two (and sometimes more) perspectives on a truth.

The second kind of parallelism is antithetical parallelism, in which the second phrase states the opposite of the first, or at least provides a strong contrast. ﻿Proverbs 3:1﻿ says, “﻿My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my commands in your heart.﻿” Forgetting is the opposite of keeping.

The third type is synthetic parallelism, in which the second phrase carries forward the thought of the first but adds a substantially new idea to it. ﻿Proverbs 3:6﻿ is an example: “﻿In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.﻿” If this were synonymously parallel, the second phrase might read, “﻿and bow before him every day.﻿” As it stands, however, the second phrase adds a new idea.

Both God’s world and God himself are too vast to be understood from only one perspective. Parallelism provides us with a multiplicity of perspectives on reality and makes us more sensitive and wise.

Related to this is another type of parallelism where the second line completes the thought of the first line. This is called climactic parallelism. An example is:

The rich and the poor have this in common,
the Lord is the maker of them all. (Prov. 22:2)
The two lines are incomplete without each other.

Finally, many of the proverbs are based on comparisons between two parallel lines. These are the “better than” proverbs:

Better is a little with righteousness,
than vast revenues without justice. (Prov. 16:8)
All these examples illustrate the heart of Hebrew poetry: parallelism. Each verse sharpens and heightens the thought by use of restatement, comparison, and building to a climax. The second line in parallelism either repeats, contrasts, or expands the first line. These subtle devices draw us in and cause us to see and understand the point of each proverb more clearly.


Parallelism can be beneficial to the interpreter in instances where one word or phrase might be obscure. (This is a common occurrence in dealing with ancient Hebrew.) By comparing or contrasting with its companion word or phrase, an obscure word or phrase can be better understood. A classic example of this is found in Genesis 3:16, in which God says to Eve, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” The first phrase is a bit obscure. Many scholars interpret this to mean that the wife will have a romantic desire for her husband, but how is that a consequence of sin? And what does it have to do with the second phrase? Turns out the Hebrew word for “desire” is used to mean “master by manipulation” in Genesis 4:7. The whole context is one of control, and so the word “desire” can be understood as “the craving to control through subtlety and manipulation,” as opposed to the man’s tendency to “rule by force.”


One other aspect regarding the format of Proverbs needs to be said. John MacArthur writes, 

A final area of challenge comes in understanding that proverbs are divine guidelines and wise observations, i.e., teaching underlying principles which are not always inflexible laws or absolute promises. These expressions of general truth generally do have “exceptions,” due to the uncertainty of life and unpredictable behavior of fallen men. God does not guarantee uniform outcome or application for each proverb, but in studying them and applying them, one comes to contemplate the mind of God, His character, His attributes, His works, and His blessings.
 

An unfortunate example of misunderstanding this concept is seen in Proverbs 22:6, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” Countless parents have clung to this verse as a guarantee that their son or daughter who was brought up in church and taught the Christian way yet has rebelled against their upbringing, will eventually come back around to the truth. Sadly, there is no guarantee to this. God Himself could not guarantee Adam and Eve’s obedience—who’s to say that we can guarantee our children’s destiny?
The Function of Proverbs


Let’s look briefly at the function of Proverbs, as delineated in verses 2-6,

…for attaining wisdom and discipline;

for understanding words of insight;

for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life,

doing what is right and just and fair;

for giving prudence to the simple,

knowledge and discretion to the young—

let the wise listen and add to their learning,

and let the discerning get guidance—

for understanding proverbs and parables,

the sayings and riddles of the wise.

In these verses we see two main functions or purposes of this book. The first is a mental purpose, that we continually grow in our understanding of the Lord, life, and even the understanding of the proverbs themselves. This growth will be demonstrated by our knowledge and insight throughout life. The second is a moral purpose, that we become increasingly wise and able to apply the proverbs to our lives. This wisdom and ability to apply proverbs will be exhibited in our growing prudence, discretion, and righteousness.
 In other words, wisdom is not the same as knowledge.  Knowledge deals with facts and information, whereas wisdom is the ability to use knowledge in a practical way. 

Wise men and women have the competence to grasp the meaning of a situation and understand what to do and how to do it in the right way at the right time.
 “In short,” my former pastor said, “Proverbs deals with personal ethics: not the sinner’s way to God in heaven, but the believer’s walk with God on earth.”
  Another author defines wisdom as “the ability to see things as God sees them.”

The word translated “wisdom” is itself an active, rather than theoretical, term. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for “wise” (hakam) is used to describe people skillful in working with their hands, such as the artisans who helped build the tabernacle (Exo. 28:3; 35:30-36:2) and Solomon’s temple (1 Chron. 22:15). Wisdom isn’t something theoretical, it’s something very practical that affects every area of life.


Often poetry speaks to our emotions, but the book of Proverbs speaks to the human will, and it is primarily concerned with the choices that life sets before us. Someone has wisely said, “Choices are the hinges of destiny.” Our lives turn on the choices we make. To have a good life that is filled with satisfaction, abundance, and service to God, we must make good, godly, healthy choices throughout our lives. That is what the book of Proverbs is about: making wise choices.

The Scottish preacher Alexander Maclaren wrote, “The Bible would not have met all our needs, nor gone with us into all regions of our experience, if it had not had this book of shrewd, practical common sense. Christianity is the perfection of common sense.”


This is the function of Proverbs.

The Foundation of Proverbs


Finally, I would like to point out the foundation of Proverbs as seen in verse 7: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools﻿﻿ despise wisdom and discipline.” Before we get to that phrase, “the fear of the Lord,” I would like to consider the words “the beginning of knowledge.” Careful review of the Hebrew informs us that the word translated beginning means “better part.” So the verse might read: “The fear of the Lord is the better part of knowledge.”
 The Revised English Bible actually renders this verse “The fear of the Lord is the foundation of knowledge,” because we never cease to need it. Proverbs assumes that we cannot make sense of the world or live a full and successful life unless we see God behind it and involved in it, and seek understanding of it from God with reverence and humility.
 Another resource translates this verse, “The first principle of knowledge is to hold the Lord in awe.”
 This is primary, foundational.


So, then, what is meant by that phrase “fear of the Lord”? This is a common phrase found in the Old Testament, with at least eighteen references to “the fear of the Lord” in Proverbs (1:7, 29; 2:5; 3:7; 8:13; 9:10; 10:27; 14:2, 26-27; 15:16, 33; 16:6; 19:23; 22:4; 23:17; 24:21; 31:30).
 In a later message we will examine these different verses in detail, but let’s get at least a handle on what these four words mean.


First, the fear of the Lord is not to be terrified or to dread God. The Bible has 366 verses that say, in one form or another, “Fear not” or “Don’t be afraid.” Nor is the fear of the Lord merely some kind of polite respect. It is an attitude of adoration that results in a willingness to do what God says.
 In other words, to fear God is to take Him with ultimate serious​ness.
 It means to see God for who He is and to see ourselves in comparison. 


But above all else, the fear of the Lord is an attitude that leads to an action. In the Old Testament, “the fear of the Lord” became the symbol of a believer’s wholehearted response to his Lord.
  This stock phrase is practically a synonym for “true religion.” And in the mind of the ancient Israelite, fearing the Lord included loving Him and trusting Him.
 Ultimately it expresses reverential submission to the Lord’s will and thus characterizes a true worshiper.
 When we sincerely pray, as our Lord did, “Father, not my will but yours be done,” and we live like it, we are practicing the fear of the Lord.


“Fear of the Lord” also has moral implications in our lives. Even as wisdom is defined as both mental and moral exercise, so fear of the Lord has an ethical content. Chuck Swindoll defines this as “an awesome respect for our Lord with an accompanying hatred for sin.”
 If we take God seriously, and His primary attribute is holiness, then sin will be allowed no place in our conscious life.


The Book of Proverbs is about godly wisdom, how to get it and how to use it. It’s about priorities and principles, not get-rich-quick schemes or success formulas. It tells you, not how to make a living, but how to be skillful in the lost art of making a life.


If we want to know wisdom, we should study. We should learn all the wisdom of the ancients and apply it. This is what we will endeavor to do through this series of messages through Proverbs. But we should realize that the wisest of the wise is the person who knows and obeys the Lord.
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