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Looking at the construction of proverbs BEFORE we truly look at the 

meaning of some proverbs 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/proverbs/ 
For use in the Bedford Street Church of Christ LBC Nov/Dec/January.  

 

I. The proverbs contained in this book are not to be interpreted as 

prophecies or their statements about effects and results as 
promises.  
a. For instance, 10:27 says that the years of the wicked are cut 

short, while the righteous live long and prosperous lives (same 
concept in 3:2).  

b. The righteous have abundant food (10:3), but the wicked will go 

hungry (13:25).  
 
While such statements are generally true, there are enough 
exceptions to indicate that sometimes the righteous suffer and the 
wicked prosper. Normally the righteous and wicked "receive their 
due on earth" (11:31), but at other times reward and punishment 

lie beyond the grave. 
 

II. Most proverbs are short, compact statements that express truths 
about human behavior. Often there is repetition of a word or sound 

that aids memorization.  
a. In 30:33, e.g., the same Hebrew verb is translated "churning," 

"twisting" and "stirring up."  
 

III. In the longest section of the book (10:1 -- 22:16) most of the 
proverbs are two lines long, and those in cps. 10 - 15 almost 
always express a contrast.  
a. Sometimes the writer simply makes a general observation, such 

as "a bribe is a charm to the one who gives it" (17:8; cf. 14:20), but 
usually he evaluates conduct: "he who hates bribes will live" 
(15:27).  

b. Many proverbs, in fact, describe the consequences of a particular 
action or character trait: "A wise son brings joy to his father" 
(10:1).  

c. Since the proverbs were written primarily for instruction, often 
they are given in the form of commands: "Do not love sleep or you 
will grow poor" (20:13). Even where the imperative form is not 
used, the desired action is quite clear (see 14:5). 
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IV. A common feature of the proverbs is the use of figurative language: "Like 
cold water to a weary soul / is good news from a distant land" (25:25).  

 

V. In ch. 25 alone there are 11 verses that begin with "like" or "as." 
These similes make the proverbs more vivid and powerful. 
Occasionally the simile is used in a humorous or sarcastic way: 

"Like a gold ring in a pig's snout / is a beautiful woman who shows 
no discretion" (11:22; cf. 26:9), or, "As a door turns on its hinges, / so 
a sluggard turns on his bed" (26:14).  
 

VI. Also, there is the use of metaphors: "The teaching of the wise is a 
fountain of life" (13:14), and "the tongue that brings healing is a 

tree of life" (15:4). According to 16:24, "pleasant words are a 

honeycomb."  
a. Similes and metaphors are both figures of speech that are used to make a comparison 

between two things that are not alike. The difference is that similes make the comparison 
by saying that something is like something else but metaphors make the comparison by 
saying that something is something else. 
 

VII. In order to develop a proper set of values, a number of proverbs use 
direct comparisons: "Better a poor man whose walk is blameless / 
than a rich man whose ways are perverse" (28:6).  
 

VIII. Another pattern found in the book is the so-called numerical 
proverb. Used for the first time in 6:16, this type of saying normally 

has the number three in the first line and four in the second. 
 

IX. The repetition of entire proverbs (compare 6:10-11 with 24:33-34; 
14:12 with 16:25;  
a. A slight variation allows the writer(s) to use the same image to 

make a related point (as in 17:3; 27:21) or to substitute a word or 

two to achieve greater clarity or a different emphasis (cf. 19:1; 
28:6).  

b. At times the book of Proverbs is very direct and earthy (cf. 6:6; 
21:9; 25:16; 26:3). This is the nature of wisdom literature as it 
seeks pedagogically effective ways to illumine life situations and 
to guide the unwise (or not yet wise) into wise choices concerning 

how to shape their lives as members of the human community 
that lives under the scrutiny and the providential rule and care of 
the Creator. 
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