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PREFACE

Self-help and success-motivation books are currently experiencing a great deal 
of popularity. People are seeking expert advice in areas that afford them a sense of 
fulfillment, but this is nothing new. In times past, our forefathers also had these same 
needs and aspirations. The only difference was that they went to a single source for 
guidance: the Bible. In that book they found a voice of authority and the expert counsel 
required to meet their daily needs.
 This might still apply today if the Bible could shed some of its mystique and speak 
more directly to the present-day affairs of men. The Bible has a timeless quality that 
sets it apart from much that has come from the human pen and tongue, which gives it 
a headstart over other literature toward achieving a universal appeal.
 It is the author’s intent that at least one part of the Bible, the Book of Proverbs, 
should be made attractive to modern readers and, thereby, returned to its rightful place 
of influence. Accordingly, the canonical collection of Proverbs is presented in a new 
format and setting, with the author’s own artistic illustrations to lend it life. The Bible 
translation used is the Revised Standard Version, with the exception that the proper 
name of the Deity is given in its original form as “Yahweh.”
 Much pick-and-shovel work has been done so that the gems of Proverbs may be 
more easily gathered without additional digging by the reader.



King Solomon made himself a palanquin … 
(Song of Sol. 3:9)



Introduction

The Bible is understood by many to be a divine oracle and supernatural voice of author-
ity on the affairs of mankind and the ordering of the universe. While this premise is 
valid (that is, the Bible does contain oracles and pronouncements by the Deity), in 
many Bible passages the reader can still perceive the human voice of experience offering 
practical advice and enlightened opinions instead of divine decrees.
 The Book of Proverbs is a good example of the type of scripture predominated 
by what some may argue are essentially mundane ideas and admonitions. Certainly, a 
minimal degree of divine inspiration was needed by the persons who made the follow-
ing observations on life: 

A rich man’s wealth is his strong city,
   and like a high wall protecting him.
(18:11)

A man’s gift makes room for him
   and brings him before great men.
(18:16)

The poor use entreaties,
   but the rich answer roughly.
(18:23)

It is better to live in a corner of the housetop
   than in a house shared with a contentious woman.
(21:9, 25:24)

 Along with Proverbs, several books of the Bible were anciently set apart by Jewish 
scholars and included in a secondary grouping or lesser library of eleven volumes known 
in Hebrew as Ketuvim, or simply “writings.” (In Greek, this is translated as Hagiographa, 
or “holy writings.”) Both titles conveyed the idea that these books presented the worthy 
sayings of holy men or sages, which were not necessarily oracles of God such as are 
found in the Pentateuch and the Prophets. 



viii The Key to the Proverbs

 The rabbis came to see their religious literature as naturally falling into four strata 
representing four levels of inspiration. On the topmost level was the most sublime set of 
scriptures—the Torah, also known as the Five Books of Moses. Next came the Proph-
ets, both major and minor, then the aforementioned Hagiographa. And finally, on the 
lowest level, were those picturesque commentaries and exhaustive regulations known as 
the Talmud.
 Today, the commonly accepted literary designation for the Hagiographa is 
“Wisdom Literature,” which connotes distilled knowledge and lore as recorded by the 
Hebrew sages. It follows that these particular writings were concerned with all subjects 
in which the ancients strove for special insight. For example, the rabbinic sages studied 
to become wise in “the fear of the Lord,” which was to them “the beginning of wisdom” 
(Prov. 1:7, 9:10). They also collected tribal lore that supposedly disclosed the secrets of 
natural phenomena and supernatural mysteries.
 Being pragmatic about employing their wisdom to practical ends, the composers 
of proverbs prescribed useful maxims for economic success, accomplishment of social 
graces, and proficiency in other areas of human relationships. The introductory state-
ment to the Book of Proverbs spelled out the intent and purpose of the book in candid 
fashion and precise detail:

That men may know wisdom and instruction,
   understand words of insight,
   receive instruction in wise dealing,
   righteousness, justice, and equity;
   that prudence may be given to the simple,
   knowledge and discretion to the youth—
   the wise man also may hear and increase in learning,
   and the man of understanding acquire skill,
   to understand a proverb and a figure,
   the words of the wise and their riddles.
(1:2-6)

 Wisdom literature is a unique type of Scripture in that it has few references to God, 
religion, or Israelite history. Thus, it comes closer to being philosophical than theologi-
cal or ecclesiastical. As the oldest example of Wisdom literature in the Bible (and hence, 
the most influential on other books of this genre), the Book of Proverbs is worthy of 
devotional study as well as scholarly analysis.
 Collections of wise sayings comprise a very ancient kind of literary form—as is 
seen in textual materials dating back to early Egyptian and Mesopotamian history—
thus linking Wisdom literature with a certain class of people: the professional scribes, 



introduction ix

counselors, and scholars of antiquity. For this reason, Wisdom literature developed 
maxims and advice to the young scribe as to how he might attain success and happiness.
 Originally, the words “wise” and “wisdom” were broader in meaning, and among 
the ancients the fact that a person could read and write was taken as evidence of 
erudition. The word “wisdom” encompassed the skill of the metal worker, the talent 
of the musician, the craftsmanship of the potter, the curative power of the healer, the 
accuracy of the archer, the cunning of the magician, the memory of the bard, and the 
perception of the prophet. Wisdom was, in short, the mastery of any skill or any area of 
knowledge. Whoever surpassed his peers in an endeavor was “wiser” than they in that area.  
The ancient astrologer who worked out the movements of the heavens so as to interpret 
astral “signs” and postulate a primitive cosmology was deemed to be “wise” in the order 
of God’s creation. And the person with enough cunning to solve riddles was no less 
“wise” than the one who had the shrewdness to advise a ruler on ordering a kingdom or 
winning a war. Maintaining proper morals was deemed a “wise” course of action, as was 
the exercise of canny business sense. Knowledge of folklore and divination was “wisdom” 
no less than the ability to compose proverbs and poetry. And so, with the Book of 
Proverbs, its treatments on wisdom were in keeping with the philosophy of the times.
 The divine origin of wisdom was another peculiar theory of ancient times, wherein 
the accumulated knowledge and lore of mankind was attributed to specialized gods of 
wisdom or to semi-divine culture heroes. Wisdom was said to have descended from 
above upon select men.
 With the Hebrews, however, wisdom was manifested uniquely in the supreme 
Deity (Yahweh) through whose skill the universe was made, and from whose inventive-
ness the Law—both natural and moral—was derived. Furthermore, God was said to be 
able to bestow wisdom upon whomever He chose,  as He did in the case of Solomon, 
the titular author of the Book of Proverbs.

At Gibeon Yahweh appeared to Solomon in a dream by night; and God said, 
“Ask what I shall give you.” And Solomon said ... “Give thy servant ... an 
understanding mind to govern thy people, that I may discern between good 
and evil.” ... And God said to him ... “Behold, I give you a wise and discern-
ing mind, so that none like you has been before you and none like you shall 
arise after you.”
(1 Kgs. 3:5, 6a, 9a, 11a, 12b)

 One post-captivity writer who contributed a portion of Proverbs, caught up in 
his litany of devotion to divine Wisdom, threw caution to the winds and introduced 
the personification of Wisdom as another deity in the Hebrew pantheon. This female 
figure was extolled as a co-creator with God, the bride of every scholar, and the muse of 
every artisan (1:20-33, 3:19-20, 8:1-31, 9:1-6).
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 By contrast, the opponent and evil counterpart of Wisdom was Folly, the seducer 
of fools and the “strange woman,” whose lips dripped honey. Ben Sirach, writing about 
180 BC, was obviously influenced by Proverbs when he postulated Wisdom as a female 
figure whom he equated with the Law:

Wisdom will praise herself
   and will glory in the midst of her people.
In the assembly of the Most High she will open her mouth,
   and in the presence of his host she will glory:
“I came forth from the mouth of the Most High,
   and covered the earth like a mist.
I dwelt in high places,
   and my throne was in a pillar of cloud.
Alone I have made the circuit of the vault of heaven
   and have walked in the depths of the abyss.
In the waves of the sea, in the whole earth,
   and in every people and nation I have gotten a possession.
Among all these I sought a resting place;
   I sought in whose territory I might lodge.
“Then the Creator of all things gave me a commandment,
   and the one who created me assigned a place for my tent.
And he said, ‘Make your dwelling in Jacob,
   and in Israel receive your inheritance.’
From eternity, in the beginning, he created me,
   and for eternity I shall not cease to exist.
(Sirach 24:1-9)

 The apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon, written about the same time as the book of 
Sirach, elaborated still further on this theme:

For wisdom is more mobile than any motion;
because of her pureness she pervades and penetrates all things.
For she is a breath of the power of God, Simon Magus, a Power
   and a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty; in Acts 8:9-10
therefore, nothing defiled gains entrance into her. virginal purity
For she is a reflection of eternal light,
   a spotless mirror of the working of God,
   and an image of his goodness.
Though she is but one, she can do all things,
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   and while remaining in herself, she renews all things;
in every generation she passes into holy souls
   and makes them friends of God, and prophets;
for God loves nothing so much as the man who lives with wisdom.
For she is more beautiful than the sun ref. Rev. 12:1,
   and excels every constellation of the stars. cosmic Sophia
Compared with the light she is found to be superior,
for it is succeeded by the night,
   but against wisdom evil does not prevail.

She reaches mightily from one end of the earth to the other,
   and she orders all things well.
I loved her and sought her from my youth,
   and I desired to take her for my bride,
   and I became enamored of her beauty.
She glorifies her noble birth by living with God,
   and the Lord of all loves her.
For she is an initiate in the knowledge of God,
   and an associate in his works.
If riches are a desirable possession of life,
   what is richer than wisdom who effects all things?
And if understanding is effective,
   who more than she is fashioner of what exists?
And if any one loves righteousness, her labors are virtues;
   for she teaches self-control and prudence,
   justice, and courage;
   nothing in life is more profitable for men than these.
And if any one longs for wide experience,
   she knows the things of old, and infers the things to come; arcane lore
   she understands turns of speech and the solution of riddles; erudition
   she has foreknowledge of signs and wonders omens, portents
   and of the outcome of seasons and times. natural phenomena
(Wisdom of Solomon 7:24–8:8)

 Wisdom was known among the Hellenic Jews by her Greek name, Sophia. As the 
cosmic mother, Sophia came to be venerated as a full-fledged goddess by later genera-
tions of occult gnostics, both Jewish and Christian. (See “Sophia” in the Appendix) 
Thus, Wisdom was perverted by polytheistic worship into Folly because of an initial, 
radical preoccupation with all things “wise” in the Book of Proverbs.
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 In a similar vein, in ancient times “wisdom” was also understood to include 
folklore, legends, and fables that were passed down by the forefathers. In the pre- 
scientific era, when inquiries were launched into the unknown, it was easy for the 
wise man to become transformed into a wizard. Although there is little of this bizarre 
element in Proverbs, still there is enough of an esoteric aura about the subject of wisdom 
to cause the name of Solomon to become synonymous with wizardry.
 It was a common belief that when Solomon prudently requested wisdom from 
God in preference to riches and fame, the young ruler obtained a profound depth 
of wisdom. In fact, he was said to have become almost omniscient, to the point of 
mastering powerful magic lore. Such was Solomon’s occultic fame that he attained the 
status of a wizard and was numbered among other notable individuals in the legendary 
literature of the Jews.
 The wisest and holiest men were said to be Enoch, Noah, Job, Daniel (actually the 
Canaanite sage Danel), Ahikar, and the greatest of all seers, Solomon. A quantity of 
esoteric writings was ascribed to these worthies—much of what survives today under 
the heading of “pseudepigrapha.” Several great men of this caliber were listed in the 
following Scripture passages.

And God gave Solomon wisdom and understanding beyond measure, and 
largeness of mind like the sand on the seashore, so that Solomon’s wisdom 
surpassed the wisdom of all the people of the east, and all the wisdom of 
Egypt. For he was wiser than all other men, wiser than Ethan the Ez’rahite, 
and Heman, Calcol, and Darda, the sons of Mahol; and his fame was in all the 
nations round about. He also uttered three thousand proverbs; and his songs 
were a thousand and five.
(1 Kgs. 4:29-32)

And the word of Yahweh came to me: “Son of man, when a land sins against 
me by acting faithlessly, and I stretch out my hand against it, and break its staff 
of bread and send famine upon it, and cut off from it man and beast, even if 
these three men, Noah, Daniel, and Job, were in it, they would deliver but 
their own lives by their righteousness.”
(Ezek. 14:12-14)

 Solomon’s reputation as a powerful sorcerer contributed to the fanciful tales that 
were told about King “Suleiman” in the Qu’ran and in the legends of Arabia. Here, the 
wizard king was the possessor of a magic staff, a magic ring, and a magic flying carpet. 
He commanded hordes of demons (or genies) to do his bidding under the spell of  
great conjurations. It was even reputed that Suleiman’s dark minions constructed the 
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Jerusalem temple overnight without using any tools. Further, they instructed their 
master in the occult sciences and the arts of divination, much of which came to be 
recorded in occult manuals or imprinted on magical talismans. By medieval times, 
“wisdom” had greatly digressed from what we understand it to mean today. Yet although 
mysticism, magic, gnosticism, cabalism, and occult arts were later to figure prominently 
in mystical Jewish systems of belief, this was really beyond the scope of the “wisdom” 
portrayed in the canonical Book of Proverbs.
 In theory, Proverbs is an all-inclusive encyclopedia of Near Eastern knowledge; yet, 
practically it should be noted that some peculiar features of Proverbs may be perceived 
more by what was omitted than what was included. For example, there are no proverbs 
dealing with idolatry or sabbath observance—a plain indication that these were settled 
issues, no longer being violated often enough to warrant treatment. This situation did 
not occur in Israel until after the end of the Babylonian captivity; hence, the preferred 
dating of Proverbs to that era—long after the time of Solomon.
 Another factor that precludes Solomonic authorship is the way in which the Book 
of Proverbs personifies Wisdom. The complex development of angelology and the 
embodiment of an attribute such as Wisdom shows a Persian influence that came long 
after Solomon’s time. In the Persian Zoroastrian faith, concepts such as Truth (Ashem), 
Power (Kshathrem), Reverence (Armaiti), Perfection (Haurvatat), and Immortality 
(Ameretat) were conceived as heavenly beings similar to archangels.
 Additionally, the exaltation of righteousness (Prov. 11:3-8, 21:21) does not match 
with the cynical attitude of one of Solomon’s reputed works, the Book of Ecclesiastes. 
That book advises: “Be not righteous overmuch, and do not make yourself overwise; 
why should you destroy yourself?” (7:16). Whoever wrote that devious injunction did 
not write the Proverbs.
 The composition of the Book of Proverbs has been attributed to Solomon on the 
authority of the Bible’s statement that he “uttered three thousand proverbs; and his 
songs were a thousand and five” (1 Kgs. 4:32). It is entirely feasible that this wise king 
did, in fact, form a collection of his most profound sayings, and many of them may well 
appear in this most eminent example of Hebrew sagacity. But just as all of the Psalms 
were not composed by David, so it is obvious upon inspection that the Proverbs, too, 
came from several sources.
 One section of Proverbs was written by Lemuel (31:1), another by Agur (30:1), 
and others by certain “men of Hezekiah” (25:1). Also, some unknown person calling 
himself “the wise man” (22:17, 24:23) borrowed “thirty sayings” (22:20) from the 
Egyptian text Instructions of Amenemopet, which itself has thirty sections. (See “Proverbs 
from Egypt” in the Appendix). The fact is, however, that the writers of the Book of 
Proverbs were for the most part rabbinic sages and elders of the post-captivity Jews. 
Their style of presentation was that of experienced scholars and practical commenta-
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tors on life. In works such as Ecclesiastes they could be cynical and skeptical. In later 
Wisdom literature, such as the Book of Job, the Book of Wisdom (also called “Wisdom 
of Solomon”), Ecclesiasticus (or “Wisdom of Sirach”), or the Talmud, there occurred an 
amalgamation with Greek thought from which there emerged a profound philosophy.
 But the Book of Proverbs was strictly Jewish. Not significantly influenced by Greek 
logic, it had no orderly arrangement. Its homespun maxims and humorous, pithy 
anecdotes were deliberately presented in a helter-skelter fashion. In the Near Eastern 
way of thinking, a wise man was a bubbling spring of wisdom. Profound precepts, 
maxims, and parables tumbled from his lips in profusion and at random. 

The words of a man’s mouth are deep waters;
The fountain of wisdom is a gushing stream.
(Prov. 18:4)

 To have arranged the sayings into some logical sequence or into a coherent 
argument would have nullified the effect of the sages’ abundance of knowledge on all 
subjects. The student who sat at the feet of the Proverbialist was supposed to come away 
awed by the “shotgun” pattern of great principles aimed at Life, as opposed to the Greek 
philosopher’s “rifle shot” at the target of Truth.
 Modern minds have become trained to the Greek viewpoint, however, and the 
Book of Proverbs no longer grips or convinces us as does a Dialogue of Plato. The lack 
of systematic arrangement is perceived as a weakness that needs remedy in order to 
appreciate what the Proverbs are trying to say.
 Thus it follows that a grouping of the Proverbs under various headings is the ideal 
way to achieve a rational coherence of thought. Such a topical treatment provides a 
very effective key to the Proverbs, opening the way to a modern understanding and 
appreciation of the book.
 The topics considered herein are those subjects that the Jewish sages would have 
deemed worth discussing, such as advice on ethical issues, business practices, accepted 
social behavior, charity, and piety. Certainly the Law of Moses as spelled out in the 
Decalogue would have received primary consideration. 
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Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise,
and apply your mind to my knowledge. 
(Prov. 22:17a)


