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PEOVEEB S.

INTRODUCTION.

1. THE opening -words of the
Book (i. 1) give us its current
Hebrew title; of which the first
word has been adopted by trans-
lators, and " Proverbs " has be-
come in the LXX., the Vulgate,
and the Authorized Version, the
common heading of the Book. At
one time a title of honour, the
Book of "Wisdom, or the " all-ex-
cellent wisdom," was applied by
both Jews and Christians to this
Book, indicating that the Book took
its place, as the representative of
the Wisdom of which the Hebrews
thought so much, at the head of
the whole class of books, Canonical
or Apocryphal, which were known
as Sapiential

The Hebrew word for " pro-
verb " (rnasMl) has a much more
definite significance than the Greek
wapoiftia, and the Latin prover-
biitm. Its root-meaning is that
of comparison, the putting this and
that together, noting likeness in
things unlike; it answers, i.e., to
the Greek irapaflokfi rather than
Tcapoifiia. That it was applied also
to moral apophthegms of varying
length, pointed and pithy in their
form, even though there might be
no similitude, is evident enough
throughout the Book.1

1 The word has sometimes a more ex-
tended meaning. Discourses of more or
less_ poetic character, without formal com-
parison, and with no didactic result, are,
as in the case of that of Balaam (Num.
xxiii. 7, 18, xxiv. 3, 15, 20, 21, 23), and

Proverbs are characteristic of a
comparatively early stage in the
mental growth of most nations.
A single startling or humorous
fact serving as the type of all
similar facts (e.g. 1 S. x. 12);
the mere result of an induction
to which other instances may
be referred (e.g. 1 S. xxiv. 13);
a law, with or without a simili-
tude, or explaining in this man-
ner the course of events in the
lives of men or in the history of
their nation (Jer. xxxi. 29 ; Ezek.
xviii. 2):—these things furnish
proverbs found in the history of
all nations, generally in its earlier
stages. There is little or no re-
cord of their birth. No one knows
their author. They find accept-
ance with men from their inherent
truth or semblance of truth.
Afterwards, commonly at a much
later period, men make collections
of them.

2. The Book of Proverbs, how-
ever, is not such a collection. So
far as it includes what had pre-
viously been current in familiar
sayings, there was a process of se-
lection, guided by a distinct didac-
tic aim, excluding all that were
local, personal, or simply humor-
ous, and receiving those which

Job (xxvii. 1, xxix.l), and Ezekiel (xvii. 2,
xx. 49, xxiv. 3), described as "parables."
The triumph-song of Num. xxi. 27-30,
uttered by those' who "speak in pro-
verbs," serves as another instance of the
wider meaning.
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fell in with the ethical purpose of
the teacher. As in the history of
other nations, so among the He-
brews (cp. 1 K. iv. 31), there rose
up, at a certain stage of culture,
those to whom the proverb was
the most natural mode of utter-
ance, who embodied in it all that
they had observed or thought out
as to the phenomena of nature or
of human life. Such pre-eminently
was the sage to whose authorship
the Book of Proverbs is assigned,
Solomon, the son of David.

The definite precision of 1 K. iv.
32 leads to the inference that there
was at the time when that Book
was written a known collection of
sayings ascribed to Solomon far
longer than the present Book, and
of songs which are almost, or alto-
gether, lost to us. The scope of
that collection may probably have
included a far wider range of sub-
jects (such as trees, creatures, &c),
than the present Book, which is
from first to last ethical in its
scope, deals but sparingly, through
the larger portion of its contents,
with the world of animals and
plants, and has nothing that takes
the form of fable.

3. The structure of the Book
shews, however, that it is a com-
pilation from different sources as
well as a selection from the say-
ings of one man only; and a com-
pilation which, in its present form,
was made some three centuries
after the time of Solomon. One
considerable section of the book
consists of proverbs that were first
arranged and written out under
Hezekiah (xxv. 1). Agur (xxx. 1)
and Lemuel (xxxi 1) are named
as the authors of the last two
chapters. The Book is, therefore,
analogous in its composition to the
Psalms; it is an anthology from

the sayings of the sages of Israel,
taking its name from him who was
the chiefest of them, as the Book
of Psalms is an anthology from the
hymns not of David only, but of
the sons of Korah and others.

The question how far the Book
gives us the teaching of Solomon
himself, what portions of it may
be assigned to him, and what to
some later writers, has been very
differently answered : but certain
landmarks present themselves,
dividing the Book into sections,
each of which is a complete whole.

(a) i 1-6; the title and in-
troduction to the Book, describing
its contents and aim. There seems
good reason for believing that
while v. 1 gave the original title
of the Book, the other verses were
added by the last compiler, in
whose hands it took its present
shape.

(6) i. 7; something of a motto,
laying down the principle which is
the basis of the whole Book. This
may be assigned to the same com-
piler.

(c) i. 8-ix. 18; one long ex-
hortation, addressed by the teacher
to his scholar, and each sub-section
opening with the words, "my
son" or "my children." In ch.
viiL there is a change to a higher
strain. Wisdom herself speaks,
and not to the individual seeker,
but to the sons of men at large
(viii. 4). This personification of
Wisdom as a living power, and
the stress laid upon her greatness
and beauty, contrasted with the
"strange woman," the "foreigner,"
i.e., the harlot or adulteress, whose
fascination is most perilous to the
soul entering on its time of trial,
are the characteristic features of
this portion.

The whole of this section has
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been ascribed by some commenta-
tors to a later author than Solo-
mon, on grounds which are, to
say the least, very uncertain.2 Ar-
guments, in favour of identity of
authorship, are not wanting.3

(rf) x. 1-xxii. 16. The title
indicates that the section had an
independent origin. The continu-
ous teaching is replaced by a series
of isolated maxims, short, pithy,
antithetic, the true type of the
Hebrew proverbs, hardly ever car-
ried beyond the limits of a i-jlngle
verse, dealing with the common
facts of life, and viewing them
from the point of prudence. This
is the kernel of the whole Book, re-
presenting the wisdom which made
Solomon famous among men. Con-
taining about 400 of these maxims,
it may be thought of as probably
a selection from the larger number
referred to in 1 K. iv. 32, made

* (1) I t has been inferred from e.g. x. 1,
that the compiler wished to indicate that
chs. i.-ix. were by another writer; an
inference thought to be confirmed by the
contrast between the styles of writing.
(2) The warnings (e.g. i. 10 &c.) against
the life of robbers as a besetting danger
for the young are affirmed to point to a
time of greater disorder than the reign of
Solomon. (3) New words or forms are
alleged to fall in with the same theory.
(4) Traces of the influence of the Book of
Job are adduced to place the composition
of this portion after the beginning of the
seventh century, to which the Book of
Job is referred.

To which it may be answered : (1) The
difference of style is not greater than
would be natural in one who in maturer
age was writing a preface to maxims
which had been noted down separately
from time to time. (2) The life of the
outlaw was one of constant recurrence in
the earlier history of Israel (e.g. Judg. ix.
4), and there is no ground for supposing
that it was entirely suppressed under
Solomon, (3) The argument from pecu-
liar words, always more or less fallacious,
is traversed by the far larjrer number of
words, which are common in nearly the
same proportion to all parts of the Book.
(4) The uncertainty as to the date of Job

possibly under the direction of the
king himself, and prefaced by the
more homiletic teachings of chs.
L-ix. Though there is no syste-
matic order, here and there two
or more verses in succession deal
with the same topic4 in a way
which throws some light on the
process by which the selection had
been made, as though there had
been something like a commonplace
book, in which, though there was
no systematic arrangement, there
was a certain degree of grouping
under different heads or catch-
words. Certain phrases too are cha-
racteristic of this section.6 As re-
gards the substance of the teaching;
stress is laid" on the thought that
Jehovah, the " Lord," is the su-
preme Giver of all good, the Judge
and Ruler of mankind, all-know-
ing, and ordering all things; that
the king, thought of in the ideal

makes any argument based upon it of very
doubtful weight.

3 (1) There are no warnings against
idolatry, such as would have been natural
in one who lived under the later kings of
Judah; (2) the danger of contamination
from foreign vices was precisely that
which began to be felt under Solomon ;
(3) the forms of luxury, described in vii.
16,17, are such as were conspicuous in his
reign (1 K. x. 28).

• E.g. x. 6 and 7, 8 and 9,13 and 14,
16 and 17,18 and 19, xi. 25 and 26, 30 and
31, and especially the recurrence of the
name "Jehovah," xv. 33, xyi. 1-9, 11,
and of the word " king " in xvi. 10, 12-15.

* E.g. the "fountain" o r " well of life"
(x. 11, xiii. 14, xiy. 27, xvi. 22), the "tree
of life" (xi. 30, xiii. 12, xv. 4), the "snares
of death" (xiii. 14, xiv. 27), the "destruc-
tion" that follows upon evil-doing (x. 14,
15, xiii. 3, xiv. 28, xviii. 7), the use of a
peculiar word for "speaking" or "utter-
ing" either truth or falsehood (xii. 17,
xiv. 5, 25, xix. 5,9), of another for "per-
verting" or "overthrowing" (xiii. 6, xix.
3, xxii. 12), the use of a peculiar form of
an unusual verb for "meddling" (xyii. 14,
xviii. 1, xx, 3, and nowhere else in the
Old Testament), &c.

6 Especially in xv. 3, 8, 9,11,16, 25,
26, 29, 33, and xvi. 1-7, 9,11, 33.



INTRODUCTION TO THE

greatness which was natural in
the time of Solomon, and hardly
so at a later period, was as the
counterpart and representative of
Jehovah, an earthly Providence
(xvi 10-15, xix. 6, 12, xx. 8, 26,
28, xxi i).

(e) xxii 17-xxiv. 22 : a sec-
tion containing the more continu-
ous teaching, the personal address,
of the teacher to his " son " (xxiii
15, 19, 26, xxiv. 13, 21), the same
warnings against sins of impurity
(xxiii. 27, 28), the same declaration
of the end which the teacher has
in view (xxii 17-21), as are met
with in chs. i-ix. It may seem a
natural hypothesis that the same
writer, having made the selection
which forms the central portion of
the book, wrote both prologue and
epilogue to it, and that this, with
the short section (f), was the form
in which the Book was current
until it received its last additions
in the reign of Hezekiah.

(f) xxiv. 23-34 : a section
with a new title. " These things
also belong to the wise," ie. are
spoken by them, fulfil the promise
of the title (i 6) that it would in-
clude the "words of the wise,"
wherever the compiler found them.
Short as the section is, it presents
in the parable of the field of the
slothful (xxiv. 30-34) some cha-
racteristic features not to be found
in the other portions of the Book.
What had been spoken before
barely and briefly (vi 9) is now
reproduced with pictorial vivid-
ness. What was before a general
maxim, becomes sharper and more
pointed as a lesson of experience.

{g) xxv.—xxix. 27. The super-
scription of this section pre-sup-
poses the existence of a previous
collection, known as the Proverbs
of Solomon, and recognized as at

once authentic and authoritative.
It shews that there were also cur-
rent, orally, or in writing, other
proverbs not included in that col-
lection. I t brings before us a
marked instance of the activity of
that period in collecting, arrang-
ing, and editing the -writings of an
earlier age. It is a distinct state-
ment, that both the collection that
precedes, and that which follows,
were at that time, after careful in-
quiry, recognized to be by Solomon
himself. The chapters to which it
is prefixed present a general re-
semblance to the portion (x.-xxii
16) which all critics have regarded
as the oldest portion of the Book.
There is the same stress laid on
the ideal excellence of the kingly
office (cp. xxv. 2-7 with xvi 10-
15), the same half-grouping under
special words and thoughts.7 The
average length of the proverbs is
about the same; in most there is
the same general parallelism of
the clauses. There is a freer use
of direct similitudes. In one pas-
sage (xxvii 23-27) there is, as an
exceptional case, instruction which
seems to be economic rather than
ethical in its character, designed,
it may be, to uphold the older
agricultural life of the Israelites as
contrasted with the growing "ten-
dency to seek wealth by commerce,
and so fall into the luxury and
profligacy of the Phoenicians.

(h) xxx, xxxi These two chap-
ters present problems of greater
difficulty, and open a wider field
for conjecture. The word trans-

7 E.g. in xxv. 2-7 referring to kings,
in the words "take away" (xxv. 4, 5), in
the use of the same word (in Hebrew^ for
"strife," or "cause" (xxv. 9), of "gold"
(xxv. 11, 12), of the "fool" in the first
twelve verses of ch. xxvi., of the "sloth-
ful" in xxvi. 13-16, of the "righteous" in
xxix. 2, 7,16.
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lated " prophecy "8 (xxx. 1, xxxi.
1 ; massa) is elsewhere, with
scarcely an exception, rendered
" burden," either in its literal
sense, or, as denoting a solemn
speech or oracle, uttered by a
Prophet (cp. the titles of Isaiah
xiiL-xxiiL). If this meaning be
received here, it indicates a marked
difference between these chapters
and the hortative addresses, or the
collections of apophthegms of which,
up to this time, the Book had been
composed.9

The "prophecy" is addressed
to two disciples, Ithiel (cp. Neh.
xL 7) and Ucal Some take these
names to be two ideal names, the
first meaning " God is with me,"
and the second " I am strong,"
both names of the same ideal per-
son, the representative of a Divine
wisdom, meeting (w. 4, 5) the con-
fession of ignorance and blindness.
By others the words are treated as
not being names at all, but part of
the opening words of Agur him-
self, the introduction to the strange
complaint, or confession, which
opens so abruptly (v. 2).

The leading features of the sec-
tion are less didactic, more enig-
matic in character, as though it
corresponded specially to the
"dark sayings" of i. 6. The
phenomena are grouped into qua-
ternions, and show a strange inter-

mingling of facts belonging to the
brute and to the human world; in
this, whensoever and by whomso-
ever written, shewing the influence
of the Book of Job as clearly as
the earlier sections did. Probably,
the section is a fragment of a work
written by one belonging origin-
ally to the country to which many
critics have been led to refer the
Book of Job itself, a proselyte to
the faith which the occurrence of
the name Jehovah (i>. 9) proves
that the writer had received. The
reign of Hezekiah was conspicuous
for the re-opening of intercourse
with these neighbouring nations
(2 Chr. xxxiL 23), for the admis-
sion of converts from them among
the citizens of Zion (Ps. lxxxvii),
and for the zeal shown in collecting
and adding to the canon whatever
bore upon it the stamp of a lofty
and heavenly wisdom.

(i) xxxi 1-9. Most Jewish
and some Patristic commentators
have conjectured that Lemuel is a
name for Solomon, and that the
words of his mother's reproof were
spoken when the first promise of
his reign was beginning to pass
into sensuality and excess j others
have suggested that Lemuel is
simply an ideal name, he who is
" for God," the true king who
leads a life consecrated to the ser-
vice of Jehovah. We must be

8 The Vulgate in both passages gives
"visio." The LXX. substitutes an en-
tirely different verse for xxx. 1, and in
xxxi. 1 gives xplH«m<7nos.

9 Some have maintained that allusion is
here made to a "land" of Massa (Gen.
xxv. 14; 1 Chr. i. 30); that its inhabitants
were among the "children of the East,"
whose wisdom had become proverbial
(1 K. iv. 30); and that their words were
therefore thought worthy of being ap-
pended to those of the sage by whom they
were surpassed. With the help of some

changes in the vowel-points of the original,
xxx. 1 is transformed into "Agur the son
of her to whom Massa is obedient," i.e.
the queen of Massa; and xxxi. 1 appears
as "Thewords of (or "for") Lemuel, king
of Massa, which his mother taught him."
Agur and Lemuel are thus made out to
be brothers, and the queen is made the
possessor of a wisdom whichplaces her on
a level with the queen of the South, or with
the son of David himself. The hypothesis
is ingenious rather than satisfying.
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content to confess our ignorance
who Lemuel was, and what was
the occasion of the "prophecy."
It probably belongs to the same
period as ch. xxx. and was added
to the Book not earlier than the
time of Hezekiah.

(j) xxxi. 10-31. The last por-
tion of the Book forms, more dis-
tinctly, perhaps, than any other, a
complete whole in itself. From
beginning to end there is but one
subject, the delineation of a perfect
wife. The section is alphabetic in
its structure. The form may have
been adopted, as in the case of the
alphabetic Psalms, partly as a help
to memory, partly from the delight
which, in certain stages, generally
comparatively late in the history
of literature, is felt in choosing a
structure which presents difficul-
ties and requires ingenuity to over-
come them. The absence of any-
historical allusions makes it im-
possible to fix any precise date
for it.

4. The ethical teaching of the
Book of Proverbs rests on prin-
ciples which have their application
to the varying circumstances of
life.

The Book belongs to a period
when men had been taught to see
more clearly than before the rela-
tive importance of the moral and
the ceremonial precepts which
seemed, in the Law of Moses, to
stand on the same level as enjoined
by Divine authority. The language
of Samuel (1 Sam. xv. 22), of
Asaph (Ps. 1. 13,14), of David (Ps.
li. 16, 17), had impressed itself on
the minds of the people at large,
and on one who, like the writer of
the Book of Proverbs, had grown
up under the immediate influence
of the teacher (Nathan) who, after
the death of Samuel, stood at the

head of the prophetic order. The
tendency to discriminate between
moral and positive obligations thus
originated, would be fostered by
intercourse with other Semitic
nations, such as Edom and Sheba,
standing on the same footing as
regards the fundamental principles
of ethics, but not led, as Israel
had been, through the discipline
of typical or symbolic ordinances.
If the Book of Job was already
known to the Israelite seekers
after wisdom, the grandeur of its
thoughts and the absence in it of
any reference to the Law as such,
would strengthen the conviction
that instruction might be given,
leading to a life of true wisdom
and holiness and yet not including
any direct reference to ceremonial
or ritual precepts. These would
be preserved in the traditions of
household life, the example of
parents, the teaching of priests
and Levites; while a teacher such
as the writer of the Book of Pro-
verbs could aim at laying the
foundation of a godly life inde-
pendently of them, and exhibit
that life in its completeness.

This accounts for the absence
from the Proverbs of all mention
of obligations on which devout
Israelites at all times must have
laid stress, and to which Pharisa-
ism in its later developments gave
an exaggerated prominence.1

It was this negative character-
istic which fitted the Book to do a

1 There is no reference to the law
of the Sabbath, nor to the payment of
tithes, nor to the observance of the Pass-
over and other Feasts. What is true of
the Book of Job, that, with the exception
of the frequent occurrence of Jehovah as
the distinctive name of God, it contains
but little that would indicate any know-
ledge of the Law, or an Israelitish origin,
is true, to nearly the same extent, here.
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work which could not otherwise
have been done so well, both for
the education of Israel, and for
that of mankind at large. The
Jew was to be taught to recognize
a common ground on which he
and they alike stood (Mark xiL
33). The Greek, when the sacred
books of Israel were brought be-
fore him in his own language,
could find in such a Book as
Proverbs, that which he could
understand and sympathize with,—
teaching as to life and its duties,
vices and their penalties, not un-
like that which he found in his
own literature. It was significant
of the attractive power which this
Book exercised on the minds of
men during the period between the
Old and New Testaments, when
there was no " open vision," and
the gift of prophecy was for a time
withdrawn, that the two most pro-
minent books in the collection
which we know as the Apocrypha,
the only two, indeed, that have a
marked didactic character, the
Wisdom of Solomon and Ecclesias-
ticus, were based upon its model,
and to a large extent reproduced
its precepts.

The teaching of the Book of
Proverbs was, however, in its es-
sence, identical with that which
formed the basis of the faith of
Israel. Its morality was not
merely the result of a wide obser-
vation of the consequences of good
and evil conduct, but was essenti-
ally religious. The constant occur-
rence of the Divine name in the
form (Jehovah), which was the
characteristic inheritance of Israel,
and which is more frequently used
than that of God (Elohim), is in
itself a sufficient proof that there
was no surrender of the truth of
which that name was the symbol.

The fear of Jehovah (i. 7) stood in
the very front of its teaching as
the beginning of wisdom. The
temper thus indicated, that of awe
and reverence, rooted in the con-
sciousness of man's littleness and
weakness in the presence of the
Eternal and the Infinite, was at
once the motive and the crown (ii.
5) of the life of obedience to the
laws of duty which the teaching of
the Book enjoins. If outward
prosperity, " length of days," and
"riches and honour" (iii. 16, x.
27), attach to those who keep
His commandments, men are
taught also that He educates and
trains them by " chastening " and
"correction" (iii 11, 12). All
powers of intellect and speech, all
efforts after holiness, are thought
of as His gifts (xvL 1, 9), even as
men are taught to recognize His
bounty in all the outward blessings
of their lives, and in the family
relationships which make up the
happiness of home (xix. 14). When
men are told to seek wisdom, they
are led on to think of it as clothed
with a personal life, in closest fel-
lowship with the Eternal, insepar-
ably one with Him (viii. 22, 30).
And as the wisdom which the
Book inculcates is thus raised far
above the level of earthly pru-
dence, so also the reward is more
than outward prosperity. " Right-
eousness delivereth from death"
(xi. 4), turns, i.e., the inevitable
end of life into an euthanasia. In
contrast with the wicked, of whom
it is true that " when he dieth his
expectation shall perish " (xi. 7), it
is written of the righteous that he
" hath hope in his death" (xiv.
32).

5. The application of these prin-
ciples to practical and social life
presupposes a state of society in
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which the simplicity of village life
is giving way to the sudden de-
velopment of the wealth and
luxury which belong to cities. The
dangers against which the young
are warned with oft-repeated ear-
nestness are those of extravagance,
indebtedness, drunkenness, impu-
rity leading to open lawlessness,
and the life of the freebooter. Other
fatdts incident to different temper-
aments are each, in their turn,
held up to reprobation.8 "With the
practical wisdom which is charac-
teristic of the Book, appealing, as
it does, to those that are halting
between two opinions, and inclining
to the worse, siress is laid not
chiefly on the sin but on the folly
of the vice, not on its eternal, but
its temporal consequences. Men
are urged to act first from second-
ary, prudential motives, to shun
the poverty, wretchedness, igno-
miny, which are the consequences
of self-indulgence, that so they
may learn the habits of self-re-
straint which will make them
capable of higher thoughts, and
obedient to the Divine Law, as
finding in that obedience itself
their exceeding great reward. The
remedies for these evils the writer
or writers of the Book of Proverbs
aa,w were to be found in education.
Individuals and nations alike
needed discipline and restraint.
Individuals would find this in the
training of home, in the counsels,
warnings, and, if necessary, the
chastisements also, by which, the
unruly will is checked and guided;
nations, in the stern, inflexible, in-
corruptible administration of jus-

8 E.g. idleness (xv. 19, xix. 15, 24,
xxiv. 30-34, xxvi. 13-16), pride (xvi. 18,
xviii. 12), uncontrolled speech (x. 10, 19,
xviii. 7), want of reverence for parents
and for the aged (xiii. 1, xv. 5, xix. 26).

tice controlled by a wise and right-
eous king (xvi. 10, 12-14, xx. 8,
26, 28). Hence kings are coun-
selled no less than subjects (xxviii.
16, xxix. 12, xxxi 4): the king
is advised not to rely too much on
his own unaided judgment, but to
surround himself with wise and
prudent counsellors (xxiv. 6), and
to refer all to that wisdom, which
is the gift of God (viii 15).

No ethical manual would be
complete, unless it assigned to
woman, as well as man, her right
position in the social order. From
her folly (xL 22) and degradation
(ii. 16-19, v. 3-14, vii. 6-27)
spring the worst evils ; in her
excellence is the crown and glory
of a man's life (xL 16, xii. 4).
No picture of ideal happiness is
brighter than that of a home which
is thus made perfect with the clear
brightness of true union (v. 15-20).
The " prudent wife " is thought of
as one of God's best gifts (xix. 14),
" building her house" (xiv. 1) on
the only true foundation. Her in-
fluence on her children is as great
as that of their father, if not
greater (i. 8, vi. 20). They owe
what they have of goodness to her
loving persuasion. Their sins and
follies are a heaviness and reproach
to her (x. 1, xvii. 25). They are
bound to render to her a true and
loving obedience (i. 8, VL 20). The
teaching on this subject culmi-
nates in ch. xxxi., consisting as it
does, (1) of prophecy or oracular
speech as to the oflice of a king
and the special temptations incident
to it, which comes from one who
was herself the mother of a king,
and (2) of the picture of a perfect
wife, wise, active, liberal, large-
hearted, the ideal which the young
man, seeking for the true blessed-
ness of life, was to keep in view.


