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The H
ebrew

 w
ord for “proverbs” is “m

eshallim
” w

hich can be
translated, “figures of speech”, “parables” or “specially contrived
sayings”. It can also m

ean a “taunt” or “oracle”. The H
ebrew

 m
eaning is

m
uch 

broader 
than our sim

ple definition in English, “a short saying
stating 

a 
general 

truth 
or 

piece 
of 

advice. 
The 

“foundation” 
for

understanding all proverbs is “the Fear of the Lord” (1:7, 9:10, etc.)
A Proverb is basically a short or brief expression of a general,

practical truth. It m
ay be very short, as a “couplet” (expressed in 2-4

lines) or in a sim
ple allegory. Allegorical proverbs m

ay be several verses
long, but focus on one general truth. There are also “num

eric proverbs”
w

here a list of several things are grouped together, but they are still
expressing one general truth. C

ontrasts and com
parisons are used

often w
hich give a “positive / negative” view.
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This is practical w
isdom

, 
not spiritual doctrine. They present

basic attitudes tow
ards various situations and relationships w

ithin daily
life. Sim

ilar to the practical instruction given in the “Serm
on on the

M
ount” (M

att 5–7). Spiritual truth is not necessarily doctrinal.
R

eferences to G
od and godliness are related in a general sense to

security in this life and having a hope beyond life on earth. They are not
related to salvation in an evangelical sense. For exam

ple, in Prov 10:27-
32 – these verses describe the general truth of a life honoring the Lord
being blessed by the Lord in contrast to those w

ho don’t honor the Lord.
They 

present 
m

oral 
and 

ethical 
values, 

not 
legalistic

requirem
ents or law

s. R
ighteousness and goodness are related to a

person’s integrity of character, not their spiritual condition or relationship
w

ith G
od. For exam

ple, in  Prov 14:2, 16, 27, 31 – these verses relate to
the quality of character of a person honoring the Lord in com

parison to
those w

ho do not honor the Lord.
Values are m

ost often seen contrasted and com
pared betw

een
“w

isdom
” and “folly”. Also, laziness and diligence, or honesty and

falsehood, and so on.
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These are guidelines for life w
hich are easy to learn and

rem
em

ber, giving valuable guidance. Parallelism
 provides a sim

ilar
rhythm

 in Proverbs as in other H
ebrew

 Poetry. All form
s of parallelism

are found, but antithetic parallelism
 is probably the m

ost com
m

on,
especially in C

hapters 10 through 24.
R

epetition and com
m

on term
s are used frequently, sim

ilar to
proverbs of m

ost cultures. This m
akes the sayings easier to learn and

rem
em

ber. So look for parallelism
 w

ithin each segm
ent or couplet

(com
plete saying in 1 or 2 verses).

Look at the follow
ing exam

ple from
 Prov 10:1, 16 – these verses use

som
ew

hat equivalent term
s expressing contrasting results w

hich  m
akes

it “stick” in our m
inds m

ore clearly. A “w
ise son, joy and father” are

contrasted w
ith a “foolish son, grief and m

other”. The “w
ages of the

righteous bring life,” contrasted w
ith incom

e of the w
icked “bringing

punishm
ent.”

C
om

m
on term

s have fam
iliar m

eanings w
hich m

akes them
 m

ore
relatable. Their m

eanings w
ere know

n best during the tim
e of their

original w
riting, so w

e need to have som
e historical and cultural

background to understand them
 m

ore clearly.
Proverbs are reliable principles of truth, 

not absolute law
s or

guaranteed prom
ises. Proverbs are 

not to be taken too literally.
Figurative language is very com

m
on and needs to be interpreted and

understood properly.
For exam

ple, in Prov 6:27-29 – the idea of “fire” and “hot coals” are
very descriptive of the danger of adultery – the idea of 

“touching”
another m

an’s w
ife sim

ply m
eans “stay aw

ay!”
Proverbs are not “universal” truths w

hich can be applied in all
situations. They express “general truth” w

hich advise, suggest or point
to w

hat is generally true.
For exam

ple, in Prov 12:21 and 13:3 – both of these verses give
confidence and advice w

hich are generally true, but not alw
ays true in

every situation. As to 12:21, unfortunately experience show
s harm

 does
com

e to those w
ho live godly lives, but generally, the w

icked w
ill

experience greater trouble (idea of “sow
ing and reaping”). As to 13:3,

w
e all speak too quickly or carelessly at tim

es. It sim
ply m

eans 
“be

careful!”
The Proverbs are a collection of w

ise sayings and parabolic or
allegorical stories. M

any of the proverbs w
ere not original w

ith
Solom

on, but collected and edited by him
, as he w

as guided by the H
oly

Spirit. Proverbial W
isdom

 is expressed in sim
ple, practical sayings. This

is m
ade clear in C

hap 1:1-7, the introduction for the book of Proverbs.
The foundation of Proverbial w

isdom
 is “the fear of the Lord” (1:7).

Practical W
isdom

 for daily life. Basic attitudes and behaviors
w

hich “m
odel” a m

ature, responsible life. A life of integrity having a
soundness of ethics and m

orality. These proverbs are 
not spiritual in

nature or content, but intended as basic guidelines for living w
isely.

N
either are they “guarantees”, nor are they absolute prom

ises. The book
of Proverbs is know

n as “prudential w
isdom

”, the w
ord “prudent” m

eans
“having sound judgm

ent.”IN
TER

PR
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Proverbs are not “legal guarantees”, nor “absolute prom
ises” from

G
od. Specific language points to a m

uch broader m
eaning as a guide,

as a “m
odel” or “point of reference” for sim

ilar situations or concerns.



For exam
ple, in Prov 16:3 – this verse m

ust be seen in its im
m

ediate
context of verses (1-4), as w

ell as w
ithin the w

hole context of Scripture.
Do w

e truly know
 the Lord’s w

ill? W
hat are our m

otives? The general
truth in this verse is sim

ply for us to search our hearts, trust in the Lord
and seek H

is w
ill.

Proverbs m
ust be understood w

ithin their context, both general
and im

m
ediate. They need to be “balanced” w

ith other proverbs and
the Scriptures as a w

hole.
For exam

ple, in Prov 26:4-5 – these verses need to be seen as “part
of a w

hole” w
ithin Proverbs and all Scripture. In 26:4-5, w

e have w
hat

m
ay seem

 contradictory statem
ents. D

iscernm
ent is needed to know

w
hich statem

ent applies to the situation w
e are facing.

N
ow

 in Prov 23:9 – this seem
s to confirm

 Prov 26:4. But w
hen w

e
look at Prov 8:4-6, it is clear that “W

isdom
” calls out to w

hoever w
ould

listen, even the foolish! This w
ould confirm

 Prov 26:5.
Proverbs 

are 
general 

truths 
w

hich 
are 

figurative 
and 

not
specifically accurate. N

one of the proverbs stand alone as a com
plete

statem
ent of truth. C

om
m

on sense and sound judgm
ent are needed,

w
hat I call “sanctified com

m
on sense.”

For exam
ple, consider Prov 26:13-16 and C

hap 9. H
ere w

e see the
use of com

m
on figurative language. In 26:13-16, very descriptive

language gives us a “picture” of the sluggard’s nature. In C
hap 9, both

“W
isdom

” and “ Folly” are personified as w
om

en in this chapter.
The Proverbs need to be understood w

ithin their H
istorical

C
ontext. M

any of the specific institutions or situations need to be
“translated” into a sense w

hich fits our ow
n tim

e and culture. For
exam

ple, in Prov 25:2-3 and 31:10-31 – both of these references need
“translation”. 

In 25:2-3, today there are not m
any nations have reigning “kings.”

So, w
e m

ust translate “kings” to a m
odern and relevant equivalent of a

person in authority, such as a president, prim
e m

inister, etc. But even
this is not truly equivalent.

Prov 31:10-31 is put in an acrostic style w
hich enum

erates the
qualities of the noble character in a w

om
an as a w

ife. H
ow

ever, all w
ives

should not be expected to do all these things. This is a collective “ideal”,
som

ew
hat like a com

posite or collection of noble character traits taken
from

 m
any noble w

om
en.

R
em

em
ber, 

the 
B

ook 
of 

Proverbs 
is 

ancient 
w

isdom
, 

not
m

odern, yet the truism
s found in it are tim

eless. Although Proverbs
are not by nature spiritual, they are in our Bible and inspired by the H

oly
Spirit. So, connected w

ith the w
isdom

 and understanding of the Bible as
a w

hole, w
e w

ill see G
od’s w

isdom
 revealed through them

. 
G

oing back to Proverbs 1:6, the N
KJV uses the w

ord “enigm
a”

m
eaning, “a m

ysterious or puzzling person or thing,” and also the w
ord

“riddle.” This is w
hy w

e need the H
oly Spirit’s help along w

ith various
study helps. This is how

 general truth and w
isdom

 becom
es spiritual

truth to us.
So, it w

ill be very helpful to have a concordance handy w
hen

studying through Proverbs, and a B
ible w

ith cross-references (in
center, bottom

 or m
argin colum

ns). You w
ill also find an English

dictionary and other versions of the Bible helpful like the N
IV, N

LT or
ESV (other than KJV/ N

KJV). A study Bible or book on Biblical M
anners

and C
ustom

s w
ill also be useful for helping w

ith the historical-cultural
context, and even a Bible D

ictionary.
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[H
erm

eneutical G
uidelines taken from

,
“H

ow
 to R

ead the Bible for All Its W
orth”, G

 Fee and D
 Stuart, p 203]

1.
Proverbs are often parabolic– general truth given in a figurative 
sense. Alw

ays look beyond the w
ay a proverb is expressed for the 

general truth presented.
2.

Proverbs are m
eant to be practical and useful for daily life, not 

theoretical, nor theological. These “truism
s” can not be the basis 

for theology nor doctrine.
3.

Proverbs are w
orded to be m

em
orable, not technically precise. 

W
hatever details are given are for illustration or exam

ple, not as 
lim

itations.
4.

Proverbs are not guarantees from
 G

od, but poetic guidelines 
for good behavior. They point us in the right direction of how

 to live 
w

isely
5.

Proverbs give good advice for som
e parts of life, but do not 

cover all aspects of life. All issues, situations and relationships in 
life are not addressed in the Proverbs.

6.
Proverbs w

ere w
ritten during ancient tim

es and m
ay need 

sensible “translation”. If not “translated” the intended m
eaning and 

purpose w
ill not be understood correctly.

7.
Proverbs use very specific language, exaggeration, and other 
figures of speech. These are used to em

phasize w
hatever general 

truth is being presented.
8.

Proverbs are not designed to support selfish behavior – just the 
opposite! W

rongly used– proverbs m
ight justify a selfish, greedy, 

m
aterialistic life-style. R

ightly used– proverbs w
ill provide practical 

advice for daily living©
W

ord-Strong.com
_2014


