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PREFACE 

This commentary is concerned primarily with the elucidation of the 
Hebrew text of Proverbs (MT). The Septuagint {Lxx) often has a 
substantially different text, with additions and omissions as well as 
variants. Many of these represent a deliberate departure from the 
Hebrew text which lay before the translators. They will be noted 
here only where it can be argued that they do in fact represent a 
variant Hebrew text or a different vocalization, and so may help to 
elucidate or correct MT. 

In the discussions of textual and philological matters, references 
to the notes provided in BHS will be generally avoided as they 
represent the views and preferences of a single scholar, 
Professor Johannes Fichtner (1902-1962), and reflect the scholar
ship of that time. They are too brief to be really useful and 
can be misleading. In this commentary some attempt is made 
to explain why certain emendations and revocalizations are 
accepted or seriously considered. Considerations of space make 
it impossible to deal with all the proposals that have been made; 
many of these, however, are to be found in works noted in the 
bibliography. 

The common practice of making frequent cross-references to pass
ages in the literatures of other ancient Near Eastern peoples has 
not been followed in this commentary. That Proverbs has many 
themes and modes of speech in common with other wisdom litera
tures is so well known as to need no detailed demonstration. 
Only a few instances of particularly close resemblances between 
Proverbs and passages from those literatures will be noted here. 
The drawing of parallels between Proverbs and Ecclesiasticus 
has similarly been eschewed except when these are especially 
illuminating. 

I regret that the commentary by A. Meinhold (Die Spruche 
[Zurcher Bibelkommentare], Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1991) 
did not come into my hands until my own commentary was com
pleted. 

My thanks are due to my wife Mary and to my stepdaughters 
Catherine and Elizabeth for discussions of the meaning of particular 
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proverbs and for assistance with the arrangement of the bibli
O!/:raphY. 

R. N. Whybray 
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INTRODUCTION 
to 

Proverbs 



A. TITLE AND PLACE 

IN THE CANON 

The title "Proverbs" is an ancient one, attested by the Septuagint's 
paroimiai (in some Mss, paroimiai Solomonlos, "proverbs of Solomon"). 
This corresponds to the Hebrew title mifle f'lomoh abbreviated simply 
to mifle in modern Hebrew bibles. This title is, as with some other 
books of the Hebrew Bible, simply a repetition of the first words of 
the book. However, some early Christian writers refer to the book 
as "Wisdom" or "All-virtuous Wisdom" or the like. These titles, 
which were also applied to Ecclesiasticus (Ben Sira) and to the 
Wisdom of Solomon, may go back to an original Hebrew title. The 
Talmud also speaks of the "Book of Wisdom" (siper qokmii.h). Such 
titles are descriptive of the theme or contents of the book. The title 
in modern English translations is either "The Proverbs" (AV, RV, 
RSV,JB) or simply "Proverbs" (NEB, REB). 

In the Hebrew canon Proverbs is found in the third division 
known as the Writings (k'tubim), and always forms part ofa distinct 
group together with Psalms and Job, though these have not always 
followed the same order. These three books are distinguished in MT 

by a "poetical" system of accents different from that of the other 
Old Testament books. The Hebrew order in MT is Psalms, Job, 
Proverbs; that of modern English bibles Job, Psalms, Proverbs. 

B. PROVERBS AS 

A BOOK OF WISDOM 

To call Proverbs a "book of wisdom" is fully justified. The word 
"wisdom" (qokmii.h in Hebrew) occurs thirty-nine times and the 
adjective "wise" (qii.kii.m) forty-seven times in these thirty-one chap
ters; and they are found in almost every section of the book. The 
book's main theme is that this quality of wisdom is the goal to 
which all ought to aspire, and that it is - except, perhaps, for a few 
incorrigibles - attainable by all, a conviction succinctly expressed 
in the Preface to the whole book (1:1-6). 

As will be demonstrated in the introductions to the various 
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sections of the book, the word ~okmah is used in proverbs in several 
distinct senses; nevertheless, a common thread of meaning runs 
through them all. Elsewhere in the Old Testament Mkmah means 
something like "skill": practical knowledge in any sphere, from that 
of the artisan to that of the politician. But in Proverbs ~okmah is 
always life-skill: the ability of the individual to conduct his life in 
the best possible way and to the best possible effect. Its range of 
meanings is clarified by other nouns with which it is closely and 
frequently associated in the book, especially binah and t'bunah, 
"understanding", and da'at, "knowledge". But it should be noted 
that it is also paired with honesty (yoier, 4:11) and thefearofYahweh 
(g: 10). 

No distinction is made in Proverbs between the pursuit of happi
ness and prosperity on the one hand and attachment to moral virtues 
and religious faith and practice on the other: wisdom embraces 
both. Morality and religion are presented as essential features of the 
pursuit of wisdom because they lead to prosperity; but they achieve 
this because they are in themselves intrinsically good and desirable. 
This unitary view of life, in which there is no awareness of the 
modern distinction between "religious" and "secular", is not con
fined to Proverbs but is characteristic of the Old Testament as a 
whole and indeed of much of the thought of the peoples of the 
ancient Near East. 

That wisdom is universally attainable is particularly stressed in 
Proverbs in the numerous passages in which the blessings in store 
for the wise (Mkam) are dramatically contrasted with the dire fate 
which will befall the fool (k'sil, "wil). The purpose of these antitheses 
is clear: it is to point out to the listener or reader that he has the 
opportunity to choose between a course of life which will lead to 
happiness and prosperity and one which will lead to ruin. 

Proverbs, then, is in its present form a book whose purpose is to 
persuade the reader to acquire wisdom. But the book itself tells us 
little about the source of this teaching or its context within the life of 
ancient Israel. It has certain affinities with two other Old Testament 
books: Job and Ecclesiastes, which have also been designated "wis
dom books"; all three books have the same characteristic, that they 
make no allusion to Israel, to the events of Israel's history or to 
the actions of God in that history. Although in Proverbs God is 
throughout referred to by the name Yahweh, which was exclusive 
to Israel, and there is no mention of other gods, there is no suggestion 
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here of a national consciousness. The reader, who is addressed 
almost exclusively as an individual, might, it seems, be of any 
nationality. 

These facts call forth a host of questions about the sources of this 
concern with "wisdom" and the context or contexts in which the 
book was composed. What was the position of the authors in 
Israelite society? What was the reason for their concern to make the 
observations and to give the advice of which the book consists? To 
whom was the book addressed? What was the basis of the authority 
which the authors implicitly or explicity claim to possess? And at 
what stage or stages in Israel's history were they active? All these 
questions have been exhaustively discussed, but no consensus has 
been reached. The principal theories will be briefly considered here 
in anticipation of more detailed discussions below. 

The theories about the authorship of the material in Proverbs 
can be divided grosso modo into two main categories: those which 
understand the book - or parts of it - as having its origins in native 
Israelite, "popular" proverbs and aphorisms, and those who see it 
as being from the first a purely "literary" work, the product of an 
"upper class" of highly educated officials or scribes who from the 
time of the early monarchy onwards assimilated and adapted a 
sophisticated literary "wisdom tradition" common to the ancient 
Near Eastern world. These two views are not, however, as com
pletely contradictory as they may seem, for two reasons. First, it is 
clear that the material in Proverbs is not all of the same kind. Both 
textual evidence (the headings in 1:1; rn:1; 22:17; 24:23; 25=1; 30:1; 
31: 1) and the evidence of different styles and points of view show 
that the book is a compilation from a number of originally different 
works each of which has its own character. It is therefore possible 
that some parts may have their origin in a purely Israelite "wis
dom", while others were from the first written compositions by 
learned scribes. Secondly, it is possible that the whole book has been 
edited and revised by learned scribes who have imposed their own 
point of view on material which was originally of a more "popular" 
kind. 

The answers to the other questions set out in the last paragraph 
but one naturally depend on the answers to the question about 
authorship. The "popular" material, if that is what it is (mainly the 
short proverbs of which I0:1-22:16 and 25-9 almost entirely con
sist) may be the result of the collection at a later stage of numerous 
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pro,Trbs which circulated orally among ordinary people. Many or 
these may go back lo pre-literary and pre-monarchical times. Some 
scholars (notably Audet and Gerstenberger) believe that some at 
least of these proverbs arc not simply examples or popular lore like 
the popular proverbs of modern English and other traditional usage, 
but that they were backed up by a distinct authority in the sense 
that they were intended, under the direction of heads or clans, to 
regulate the behaviour of the clan society which preceded the forma
tion of an Israelite state with its national legal system. Their 
assembly into collections may have been due to a desire on the part 
of later scribes to form a written corpus of Israelite traditional wis
dom which was in danger of being forgotten. 

On the other hand, chapters I -g, 22: 17-24:22 and possibly 
24:23-34, whose style is in the main quite different from that of the 
short proverbs, are clearly educational in character and seem to be 
designed to instruct the young, possibly in institutional "schools" 
perhaps originally connected with the royal court, more probably 
in the more informal setting of instruction given by fathers to sons 
in hereditary scribal families. The authority behind this instruction 
would be that of father or teacher. This would, then, be "upper
class" material. Much of it has a "family relationship" with extant 
educational works from other countries, notably from Egypt; and 
some scholars detect the direct influence on it of such foreign litera
ture. Von Rad in particular propounded the theory that the literary 
wisdom literature of Israel had its origins in the time of Solomon 
when, according to him, the newly established Israelite court was 
particularly open to foreign, especially Egyptian, influence - a cir
cumstance which led to Solomon's reputation for wisdom ( 1 Kg. 
4:29-34 [Heb. yg-14]) which is reflected in the attribution to him 
of parts of Proverbs ( 1: 1; IO: 1; 25: 1). The heading in 2s: 1 would 
point to further such activity in the reign of Hezekiah. 

The question of the dating of the composition of Proverbs is a 
complex one. The majority of scholars now believe that the book 
contains a good deal of material originating in the period of the 
Israelite monarchy, and possibly in the earlier part of that period. 
But if the theories of "popular" or of "clan" origin of parts of the 
book are correct, much may be considerably older than that. On 
the other hand, it is also universally believed, mainly on the basis 
of the development of ideas in the book, that Proverbs in its present 
form cannot be earlier than the early post-exilic period. The book 
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shows no sign, however, of the emphasis on the Mosaic Law which 
developed during the latter part of that period as exemplified in the 
early second century Ecclesiasticus (Ben Sira). 

It must be stressed, finally, that none of the theories alluded to 
above is susceptible of actual proof, and that some of the questions 
remain completely open. There is a sense in which Proverbs is "time
less". Much of its teaching is relevant to almost any age, and there 
is a sense in which dating is irrelevant. It may be noted that some 
of the comparable literature of ancient Egypt continued to be read 
and copied for three thousand years, presumably because of its 
continued relevance. On the other hand, it is of importance for 
the purpose of interpretation of the text to attempt to assess the 
social background of the different parts of the book and also to at
tempt to detect any development of thought which may have taken 
place over the period of its composition. This will be attempted 
below mainly on the basis of the internal evidence of the material 
itself. 

C. RELATIONSHIP TO 

ISRAEL'S RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS 

It used frequently to be maintained that the "wisdom" of Proverbs 
has little or nothing to do with the religion of Israel: it was an 
alien concept introduced from outside Israel, and it long remained 
exclusive to a small educated elite at first closely connected with the 
royal court, which, though nominally Yahwist in belief, had evolved 
a mode of thought quite different from that of the rest of the nation. 
This "wisdom" was often described as "secular", and was thought 
to have provided the basis for a ruthless Realpolitik practised by the 
Israelite kings and their advisers. Although later, with the addition 
of more "religious proverbs" to the older ones, and of chapters 1-9 
- generally believed to be the latest additions to the book - Proverbs 
acquired a more "theological" character, foreign influences con
tinued to inspire the mode of thought of its authors; and it was not 
until the time of Ben Sira, the author of Ecclesiasticus in the second 
century BC that Israelite wisdom became fully integrated with tra
ditional Israelite religious beliefs. This understanding of the situ
ation consequently represented Proverbs as a corpus alienum within 
the Old Testament, impossible to fit into a comprehensive Old 
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Testament theology and of little interest to the student of Israelite 
reli!];ion. 

This ,·iew of the matter, though still maintained in its main fea
tures by a few scholars (notably Preuss) is no longer generally 
accepted. It is now widely recognized that it rests both on an inad
equate understanding of Israel's religion and on a somewhat 
inaccurate picture of the nature of the Egyptian Instructions and of 
the circumstances of their composition. 

To take the second of these points first, the association between 
Egyptian wisdom literature itself and both school and court is now 
perceived to be much less close than was once supposed. As Hellmut 
Brunner points out in his Altagyptische Weisheit ( 1988), the extant 
Egyptian Instructions from the time of the New Kingdom onwards 
- i.e., from about the fifteenth century BC - make no reference to 
the king or the royal court, and are certainly not intended as advice 
to courtiers or officials. Nor were they composed in or for the use 
of schools, although subsequently they became and long remained 
standard school texts. They were composed by fathers for their sons. 
Although the words "father" and "son" in Egyptian could be used 
in an extended rather than a literal sense to mean teacher and pupil, 
in several of the Instructions the son who is the recipient of the 
teaching is specifically named or otherwise identified; and at least 
in the New Kingdom and later Instructions there is no reason to 
take these references other than literally. Such Instructions, then, 
seem to have originated as private communications. This does not 
tell us anything directly about the origins of the various sections of 
Proverbs, where no comparable headings are now extant, and whose 
editors have simply attributed the main sections to Solomon or to 
"the wise"; but these facts render theories of a court or school origin 
for Proverbs extremely fragile, and, incidentally, suggest that the 
words "my son" and "a/your father" which occur frequently in 
the book may well reflect instruction actually carried on within the 
family. 

Two further considerations suggest that blanket theories of Egyp
tian influence on Proverbs need to be modified. The first is con
cerned with style and form: those parts of Proverbs generally held 
to be the oldest - 10: 1 -22: 16 and 25-9 - consist of collections of 
short proverbs, a literary form which is almost entirely absent from 
Egyptian wisdom literature, which is written almost exclusively in 
the quite different form of the longer "Instruction". On the other 
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hand, the short proverb form is more characteristic of Mesopotam
ian wisdom literature, although only in a few cases is there any 
indication of a possibility of direct borrowing from the latter. 

The second consideration concerns the theory of a court origin 
for Proverbs. It is obvious that this, even if it has some validity, can 
only apply to parts of Proverbs composed before the fall of the 
Judaean monarchy in 587 BC. The later sections of the book, even 
if their authors were influenced by foreign models, cannot have been 
composed at a royal court which no longer existed or for schools 
attached to such an institution; and some other social background 
must be sought for them. 

Modern study of Egyptian wisdom literature has also, by implica
tion, challenged the theory that the older substratum of Proverbs 
was "secular", and that "religious" notions were added to it only 
later. It has been conclusively shown that it is incorrect to label any 
of the Egyptian wisdom literature as "secular" (De Buck, Anthes, 
and, more recently, Brunner). It is true that the later Egyptian 
Instructions, notably that of Amenemope (now dated c. 1100 ac), 
express a deeply held personal, interior religion which is absent from 
the earlier ones; but it is now universally recognized that the teach
ing of the earlier Instructions also is based on the fundamentally 
"religious" concept of maat, which may variously - though only 
approximately - be rendered by "order", "truth", "justice" and the 
like, which was not just an abstract principle but was accorded 
divine status. This literature thus gives no support to the idea of an 
originally "secular" concept of wisdom. The question is now there
fore not whether the older wisdom in Proverbs was secular, but 
whether the religion of Proverbs was dependent on a foreign religious 
system such as that of Egypt, or whether it was fundamentally of 
Israelite origin. 

To return to the first point: the view that the teaching of Proverbs 
is alien to Israel's religious traditions is based on an unduly narrow 
definition of the religion of Israel ("Yahwism"). Von Rad's view 
that "in principle Israel's faith is grounded in a theology of history. 
It regards itself as based upon historical acts" ( Old Testament Theol
ogy, 1962, vol. I, p. w6) was for long the dominant one, even though 
he himself later considerably modified this view ( Wisdom in Israel, 
1972, pp. 289-96). He asserted, further, that "Even where this 
reference to divine acts in history is not immediately apparent, 
as for example in some of the Psalms, it is, however, present by 



PROVERBS 

implication"! Since the "wisdom teaching" of the older parts of 
Pro,·erbs is based entirely on unaided empirical human experience, 
it "ought not to be at all considered in relation to the central content 
of lsrad's faith and cult" (Theology, vol. 1, p. 435). 

This definition of the religion of Israel has now more and more 
been revealed as inadequate. It ignores or treats as irrelevant an 
important clement of Israelite faith - the relationship of the indi
,·idual Israelite to his God, and the expression of that relationship 
in his daily life. 

The Israelite's religion was hardly restricted to his presence at 
the annual festivals and the public recitation ofa "creed" recounting 
the historical events through which Yahweh had created and 
delivered the nation. Besides this corporate aspect ofYahwism there 
was the sense of an abiding divine presence (Westermann, Terrien), 
expressed, among its other manifestations, by the personal names 
given to newborn infants, which incorporate the name Yahweh in 
various forms and testify in a variety of ways to a confidence in 
Yahweh's care for the individual. Some aspects of this personal faith 
arc of course to be found in the Psalter, in the psalms of the indi
vidual, in which, as stated earlier, von Rad gratuitously found 
implied references to the history of the salvation of the nation 
(Heilsgeschichte). In Proverbs this kind of individual piety rarely 
appears on the surface (though see 30:7-9); but there is a strong sense 
of life lived under the divine blessing for the "righteous". It was in 
the down-to-earth everyday life of which Proverbs speaks that the 
ordinary Israelite felt the presence of God. 

Further, the total absence from Proverbs of reference to the 
Heilsgeschichte should not be taken as an indication that its authors 
were unaware of it, or that they ignored it. It cannot be too strongly 
emphasized that Proverbs is an entirely different kind of book from 
the other Old Testament books: indeed, that it is unique. It served 
an entirely different purpose. It is addressed to the individual and 
to his personal concerns. There is nothing here which is contradic
tory to the public affirmations of salvation-faith found elsewhere in 
the Old Testament, and there is no reason to suppose that that 
historic faith was not taken for granted by its authors. 

It has been argued that Proverbs differs from the rest of the Old 
Testament in its doctrine of God. This view presupposes that there 
is an entirely consistent doctrine of God throughout the pages of the 
Old Testament, which is manifestly not the case. But setting aside 
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this consideration, it has been argued that the God of Proverbs, 
even though he is always referred lo by his name Yahweh, lacks 
most of the characteristics of the God of Israel: that he is perceived 
only as the One who presides over a system of rewards and punish
ments which is self-operative and grounded in the very nature of 
things, simply setting his seal, as it were, on it (Koch). This view 
rests mainly on the fact that in many of the proverbs in 10:1-22:16 

and 25-9 the operation of the principle of retribution, in which 
persons are rewarded or penalized according to what they deserve, 
is stated without reference to God. This conclusion, however, is not 
necessarily correct. A number of proverbs make it clear that 
Yahweh, far from being a mere rubber stamp, is perceived as funda
mentally unknowable and as frequently intervening to frustrate 
human expectations; that human knowledge is limited. While it is 
possible that these proverbs are later "religious" additions to an 
earlier, less "religious" substratum, this cannot be demonstrated, 
and there is a danger of circular argumentation here. Moreover, 
such a concept of God is not that of the later Egyptian Instructions, 
on which Proverbs is often held to be based. It remains more prob
able that in those proverbs which do not specifically mention 
Yahweh as the arbiter of human destiny there is nevertheless an 
unspoken assumption that when "blessings" and their opposites are 
spoken of, it is he who dispenses them. The picture of Yahweh 
which then emerges is, then, of a God who rewards and punishes 
in accordance with the principles of justice, but who nevertheless 
remains free and inscrutable in his decisions. This picture is fully 
in accordance with traditional Old Testament teaching, even though 
the Heilsgeschichte element, only peripheral to the concerns of daily 
living, is absent. 

It has been said, and with some justification, that the wisdom 
theology of the Old Testament is primarily a theology of creation: 
that is, that God is seen as active in the world primarily as Creator 
(rather than as Redeemer). Once again it was above all von Rad in 
his Old Testament Theology who asserted that this doctrine of creation 
was a latecomer to Israelite religious thought and an alien one 
imported from outside: a doctrine which gives the Old Testament 
wisdom literature, including Proverbs, an entirely different 
approach to reality from that of traditional Israelite beliefs, in that 
it leads to an anthropocentric rather than a theocentric attitude. 
The emphasis, it is alleged, is on man's attempt to discover the 
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structure of the created world and so, as far as possible, to master 
it. Later, attempts were made to integrate the doctrine of creation 
into the Israelite religious tradition; but in as far as wisdom thought 
and the historical tradition of the redeeming God constituted two 
totally different modes of thought, wisdom remained sui generis a 
theological outsider. It is now increasingly realized that this is an 
exaggeration. Although the wisdom teaching of Proverbs un
doubtedly acquired its special form partly from influences from out
side Israel, it is impossible to believe that in its early period Israel 
was unique among the peoples of the ancient Near East in having 
no concept of a creator-god; and in fact there is evidence in some 
of the oldest Old Testament texts that it did have such a concept, 
and that - for example, in Gen. 2 - man and his wellbeing are 
central to that concept, as in Proverbs. 

W c arc justified in concluding from the above considerations that, 
while Proverbs has much in common with a wider wisdom thought 
and literature which flourished throughout the ancient Near Eastern 
world, its teaching should be seen as complementary to that of the 
historical Israelite religious tradition rather than as opposed to it. 
It reflects and illustrates an aspect of the Yahwism of individual 
Israelites about which we should otherwise know little, and has its 
own contribution to make to our knowledge of that religion. 

D. THE FORMS OF SPEECH 

EMPLOYED IN THE BOOK 

Three sections of the book are entitled "proverbs of Solomon" ( 1: I; 

JO:,; 2y 1). The first of these headings may be intended to refer to 
the whole book, or at least as far .as chapter 29. The Hebrew word 
here translated by "proverb" is miiiiil. However, this word tells us 
very little about the literary forms in which the book is couched. 
miiiiil occurs fairly frequently in the other books of the Old Testa
ment, where it has a wide distribution. But it is there used in a 
\'ariety of senses some of which appear to have little in common. 
These include short popular proverbs or sayings, prophetic oracles 
(!\um. 23-4), speeches or discourses (Job 27:1; 29:1), psalms (Ps. 
78:2), taunts or mocking songs (Isa. 14:4) and parables (Ezck. 17:2). 
Some of the utterances so designated arc very short while others arc 
of considerable length. So also in Proverbs: the material which 
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follows the headings in I o: 1 and 2 s: 1 consists of short proverhs, 
while that which follows 1: 1 ( chapters 1-9) consists almost entirely 
of much longer poems. The only common feature of the masal as it 
is understood in Proverbs is that it is an utterance proper only to 
the "wise": in the mouths of fools it is ludicrously inappropriate 
(26:7, g). 

Formally, Proverbs has one unifying characteristic: it is written 
entirely in poetry. Quite apart from the technical differences between 
prose and poetical styles, there is a profound difference between 
prose and poetry in the ways in which they convey their message 
to the audience or the reader, which cannot be discussed in detail 
here. Suffice it to say that in general poetry makes up in allusiveness 
what it lacks in precision. The poetical saying or proverb, for 
example, is frequently "open-ended" in that it is deliberately formu
lated in such a way as to permit a variety of interpretations and 
applications which go beyond its "literal" meaning but which are 
equally legitimate and which make it relevant to different circum
stances and different ages. This characteristic must be kept in mind 
in the attempt to interpret Proverbs, both the short proverbs and 
the longer poems. 

The reason why the authors of Proverbs chose the poetical form 
is not easy to determine; but it probably has something to do with 
the nature of the authority to which the authors lay claim. For the 
giving of precise instruction and the laying down of moral and 
religious rules, the prose style would seem to be perfectly suited; 
and it was the prose form which was selected by the compilers 
of the law codes of the Old Testament, and of the Deuteronomic 
"sermons" found in the opening chapters of Deuteronomy and in 
the Book of Jeremiah. Moreover, these had the backing of the au th
ority of Moses in the one case and Jeremiah in the other. It may 
also be that the authority of the wisdom instruction and the wisdom 
proverb depend less on logic and argument than on persuasion 
through the actual forms of the language which they use: the per
suasive power lay in the sound of the words themselves and in the 
pictures which they created in the mind of the listener. In this sense 
these were "powerful words". (It may be noted that this kind of 
"power" has been linked by some scholars to one of the etymologies 
proposed for the word ma.iii!, that it is related to the verb miisal, "to 
rule".) 

A further possible reason for the use of the poetical form in 
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Prm-crbs is its mnemonic value. Poetry is easier to memorize than 
prose: and it is probable that both the short proverbs and the longer 
"instructions" were intended to be memorized - the former in order 
to secure their transmission through succeeding generations, and 
the latter as an educational method, to impress their teaching on 
the voung mind. For the same reason, much of the wisdom literature 
of the ancient Near East is in poetical form. 

"'\Visdom literature' is not a form-critical term; it is merely a 
term of convenience to designate the books of Proverbs, Job and 
Ecclesiastes, and among the Apocrypha, Ben Sira and the Wisdom 
of Solomon. It has been adopted also by Egyptologists and cunei
form specialists to designate a variety of extrabiblical literature that 
is similar to the biblical works" (Murphy, FOTL, p. 3). Within 
Proverbs alone, the diversity of forms is quite obvious. The two 
main types occurring in the book are the short proverb (sometimes 
called the "sentence" - hence the term "sentence literature") and 
the instruction. The former is mainly represented in 10: 1-22: 16 and 
25-29; the latter in chapters 1 -9, in 22: 1 7-24:23 and in 31: 1 -9. 
Several other forms also occur, notably the "wisdom speech" - that 
is, a speech placed in the mouth of a figure called "Wisdom", rep
resented as a woman ( 1 :20-33; 8;- 9: 1-6) -; the "example story", 
in which a teacher uses a (supposed) account of his own personal 
experience to teach a lesson (7:6-27; 24: 30-34); the prayer (30:7-
9); the acrostic poem (30: 10-31). Some of these categories, especi
ally the "sentence literature", can be divided into clearly distin
guished sub-categories. These will be discussed below in the 
introductions to those sections of the book. 

The origins and settings of the sentence and instruction forms will 
also be discussed in the sectional introductions. Here it is necessary 
only to consider what relationship, if any, exists between these two 
genres. One thing that is now clear is that the latter is not a "devel
opment" from the former. At one time it was generally believed that 
in the casr of the wisdom literature as also of other types of Old 
Testament literature, the length and degree of organization of a 
composition reflected the degree of cultural development of the 
author: early compositions belonged to a relatively simple cultural 
level, while longer and more complex compositions showed a devel
opment in ability to formulate more complex thoughts and to express 
them in literary form. This opinion has been shown to be erroneous, 
both in respect of the Old Testament and in terms of the history of 
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human cultural development generally; and indeed, when ror 
example we compare the prolixity of an epic like Beowulr with a 
witty epigram of the eighteenth century, it is somewhat surprising 
that this should not have been recognized from the first. Certainly 
the length of a literary composition is, taken by itself, no criterion 
of literary skill: to say much in a few well-chosen words may be a 
sign of the most sophisticated artistry, though equally a short, plain 
saying may be the product of almost any stage of culture. 

In fact, although links between the sentence type and the longer 
wisdom composition are not lacking, in that an author of the latter 
type not infrequently finds it useful to incorporate examples of the 
former into his own work, the two are quite distinct forms of 
expression, and existed contemporaneously in ancient Israel as well 
as in the literature of other ancient peoples. For example, in the 
case of Egyptian literature, where relative dating is easier to deter
mi.1e than in the case of Proverbs, it is noteworthy that of two works 
which are probably the latest of the so-called "Instructions" and 
not far apart in time of composition, one, PapyTUS lnsinger, perhaps 
composed c. 300 BC, is "an organized work" of some eight hundred 
lines divided into twenty-five chapters each with its own theme and 
each provided with its own heading (Lichtheim, p. 109), while the 
Instruction of Ankhsheshonqy, probably of an only slightly earlier date, 
though it was in intention an "Instruction", belonged to "an anthol
ogizing type of wisdom, in which individual precepts were loosely 
strung together in shorter or longer sequences and without an overall 
order, though some rudiments of organization may have been pre
sent" (Lichtheim, p. 2 1). Consisting in fact of a mixture of "indi
vidual precepts and proverbs", Ankhsheshonqy thus has features 
reminiscent of the "sentence-literature" of the Book of Proverbs. 

E. THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK 

In as far as Proverbs may be said to have a structural - as distinct 
from a thematic - unity, this is due to a final editor who has imposed 
his stamp on his collection of originally disparate works. Each of 
those earlier works may well have had its own history of composition 
and redaction, but these do not concern us at this point. It is reason
able to suppose that one of the purposes of the final editor was to 
make a compendium of the whole corpus of Israel's wisdom litrra-
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ture with which he was familiar, or at least of such works as he 
deemed worthy of inclusion. The question to be asked here is 
whether it is possible to discover why he arranged it in this particular 
order. 

The seven headings which now divide the book into sections give 
some indication of the editor's plan, irrespective of whether he him
self composed all or some of these headings. In view of Solomon's 
reputation for wisdom, and in particular of the statement in I Kg 
4:32 (Heb. 5:12) that he "spoke three thousand proverbs", it is not 
surprising that the first two sections of the book are claimed as 
"proverbs of Solomon" ( 1: 1; JO: 1). There follow two headings intro
ducing "words of wise men" (22: 17; 24:23), the second of which 
links these two sections with the phrase "These also are from the 
wise". The next heading ( 25: 1) rather surprisingly reverts to a claim 
of Solomonic authorship ("These also are proverbs of Solomon"); 
but the reference there to the subsequent editorial work of the "men 
of Hezekiah" may suggest that this section does not have quite the 
same stamp of Solomonic authority as the first two sections of 
the book. This may account for its not being placed next to them. 
The final two headings (30: 1 and 31: 1) state clearly that the sections 
which follow (though this does not necessarily apply to the whole 
of these chapters) are the work of non-Israelites, one Agur and one 
King Lemuel - the latter derived from his mother's teaching. The 
appending of these two sections may be connected in some way with 
the reference to foreign wise men in I Kg. 4:30-31 (Heb. 5: 10-11), 
which recognizes the value of some foreign wisdom though it regards 
it as inferior to that of Solomon, and perhaps even suggests that 
Solomon's wisdom provided a model which was imitated abroad. 
Although the editor of proverbs deemed these works to be worthy 
of inclusion, he placed them at the end, after the works composed 
by Israelite wise men. 

Besides such considerations, however, there are indications that 
the arrangement of the book had some deeper purpose. This purpose 
is evident in the placing of the first section, particularly of the open
ing verses, and probably also in the choice and placing of the final 
section. 

As has already been suggested, 1: 1-7 reads like a preface, not 
merely to chapters 1-9, but to the whole book. To the heading in 
v. 1 there is loosely attached a series of assertions (vv. 2-6) that 
these proverbs will confer on those who attend to them a comprehen-
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sive set or intellectual and moral qualities. Finally in v. 7, which 
has been described as a "motto" summing up the teaching of the 
whole book, the true source and foundation of the "knowledge" and 
wisdom so offered is identified: it is the "fear of Yahweh"; and only 
fools will despise it. How much, if any, of these seven verses is the 
work of the final editor himself is not certain; but in using them as 
the preface he has set the tone for the whole book. The reader, as 
he reads on, will now see every reference to the wise and to wisdom 
through the editorial spectacles; and, however mundane and even 
trivial some parts of the book may appear, he will see all its teaching 
as directed towards the formation of the complete person, both wise 
and pious: wise because pious, and pious because wise. 

The placing of the remainder of chapters 1-9 immediately after 
the preface serves to add further emphasis to the promises there 
made and to clothe them, as it were, with flesh and blood. In their 
present form these chapters serve both to elevate the character of 
the wisdom teacher who, it will be assumed by the reader, is respon
sible for everything which follows, and, at the same time, in impress
ive and mysterious, quasi-mythical language, to stress the intimate 
relationship of wisdom with God, its attractiveness to the learner, 
and the indispensability of its acquisition. 

It has been suggested with some plausibility that the final section 
of the book (31: 10-31) corresponds to the first section, thus forming 
an "envelope" within which the rest of the book is contained. 
Although this section has no heading, its literary form - that of an 
"alphabetic acrostic" - shows that it is distinct from the preceding 
section. It is a description of the "good" or ideal wire; but whatever 
may have been its original purpose, it has been remarked that this 
"wife" has some of the characteristics of that other female figure, the 
personified Wisdom of chapters 1-9. (We may note the "marital" 
language of 4: 5-9.) At the very least, she is clearly a supreme 
example of wise behaviour as taught throughout the book; she is 
also one who "speaks wisdom" and teaches it (v. 26); and she is 
praised as "a woman who fears Yahweh" (v. 30). That Proverbs, 
which elsewhere has little to say about women - and some of that 
little far from complimentary! - should conclude with such a eulogy 
is surprising, unless the editor who arranged the book in this way 
wished to give a final reminder to the reader of the compelling 
qualities of "Lady Wisdom". 

A quite different theory of the unity and structure of Proverbs 
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was proposrd by P. W. Skrhan and has enjoyed a certain amount 
of fa,·our. According to Skehan, the master key to the book is to be 
found in the statement in g:, that 

Wisdom has built her house; 
she has hewn her seven pillars. 

This "house of Wisdom" is, he claims, none other than the Book of 
Proverbs itself, a building which has the appearance and dimensions 
of Solomon's Temple. The compiler of the book arranged his 
material in a series of columns of varying length so that the work 
had the shape and relative dimensions of that building: first its front 
elevation ( 1 -g), then the side elevation of the nave ( 1 o: 1-22:16) 

and finally the side and rear elevations of the inner sanctuary 
(22: 17-31 :31 ). This elaborate theory is supported by various calcu
lations based on the numerical values of the letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet. Thus the words "Solomon", "David" and "Israel" in 1: 1 

when added together give a total of 930, which is almost exactly the 
number of the units in the book. 

A theory of this kind is always difficult to disprove; but the burden 
of proof lies upon its proponent. Skehan himself admits that there 
is no evidence of the use of these devices in any other Old Testament 
book; he also admits that some adjustments to the text are required 
to make it fit the theory. Further, the "architectural" arrangement 
of the text in columns of specific lengths which Skehan supposes to 
have been visible in the compiler's own original autograph must 
have soon been forgotten and obliterated by copyists, since there is 
no trace of it either in any Hebrew manuscript or in the earliest 
Versions, nor any reference to it in any ancient authority. 

F. TEXT AND VERSIONS 

The Hebrew text (MT) of some parts of Proverbs is fairly free of 
problems; but in other parts, especially in the case of the individual 
proverbs in the "sentence literature", there are numerous obscurities 
which may simply be due to the presence of otherwise unknown 
words - particularly to be found in poetical works; compare especi
ally Job - whose meaning is not, moreover, easily determined from 
the immediate context, which frequently does not exceed the com
pass of a single, brief proverb. Hence the immense volume of 
attempts by modern scholars to wrestle with the text, of which a 
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sample will be found in the commentary which follows. Many of 
the more obvious obscurities, however, appear to be due to careless 
copying; in some cases the restoration of the text has so far remained 
a completely insoluble problem. 

Of the ancient Versions, the Greek Septuagint (LXx) is by far the 
most important for the correction of the Hebrew, but it can only be 
used with great caution. It is longer than MT, having some , 30 
additional lines, though there are also some omissions. Some of the 
additional material may go back to a Hebrew Vorlage which lay 
before the translators; but this did not necessarily constitute part of 
the text of Proverbs as originally written; other "pluses" were evi
dently first composed in Greek. Some of the variants are probably 
due to a misunderstanding of the Hebrew by the translator, to a 
desire to present an idiomatic translation, or to corruption within 
the Lxx text itself. The various Lxx manuscripts sometimes show 
inner-Greek variants. Many of the additions and variants are due 
to a tendency to modify the teaching of the book by spiritualizing 
or moralizing what seemed to the translator to be unacceptable, or 
to produce an "up-to-date", topical version for the Hellenistic 
reader. For details, reference may be made to the introduction to 
McKane's commentary (pp. 33-47), where some 140 variants are 
listed and an attempt is made to classify these and to suggest which 
of them may help to restore the original Hebrew text. 

The other ancient Versions are of relatively minor importance for 
the establishment of the text of Proverbs. The Syriac and Coptic 
Versions were translated from the Greek. Jerome's (Latin) Vulgate 
is basically a fairly faithful rendering of the Hebrew, but also shows 
some influence from the Greek. 

1-9 
1:1-7 
1:8-19 
1:20-33 
2:1-22 

G. OUTLINE OF CONTENTS 

"Proverbs of Solomon" 
Preface 
First instruction: avoidance of evil company 
Speech by Wisdom 
Second instruction: avoidance of the "strange 
woman" 
Third instruction: behaviour towards God 
The praise of Wisdom 
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3: 2 I -35 
4: 1 -9 

4:rn-19 
4:20-27 
s:1-23 

6:1-19 
6:20-35 
Tl-27 
8:1-36 
9:1-18 

rn:1-22:16 

31:1-9 

31:10-31 

PROVERBS 

Wisdom and creation 
Fourth instruction: behaviour towards neighbours 
Fifth instruction: the importance of traditional 
wisdom 
Sixth instruction: avoidance of evil company 
Seventh instruction: the importance of vigilance 
Eighth instruction: avoidance of the "strange 
woman" 
Admonitions and warnings 
Ninth instruction: avoidance of the "strange woman" 
Tenth instruction: avoidance of the "strange woman" 
Speech by Wisdom 
Wisdom and Folly 

"Proverbs of Solomon" 
A collection of short proverbs 
"Sayings of wise men" 
A series of instructions 
More "sayings of wise men" 
Proverbs, admonitions and an example story 
More "proverbs of Solomon" transcribed by the men 
of Hezekiah 
"Words of Agur" 
Miscellaneous sayings, a prayer, and numerical 
proverbs 
"Words of King Lemuel" 
An instruction 
A poem in praise of the "good wife" 
An acrostic poem 
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"PROVERBS OF SOLOMON" 

1-9 

These chapters consist mainly of two kinds of material: a series of 
ten Instructions given by a father to his son, and two speeches by 
"Wisdom" depicted as a female figure. The whole is preceded by a 
general Preface, and concludes with a "diptych" contrasting in vivid 
terms what Wisdom and "the woman Folly" have to offer to those 
whom they invite to their "houses": life and death respectively. (See 
the Outline of Contents.) 

The series of Instructions (1:8-7:27) is not consecutive but is inter
rupted by three insertions: the first speech by Wisdom ( 1 :20-33); 
two consecutive short sections referring to Wisdom in the third 
person (3:13-20); and a miscellaneous collection of admonitions 
and warnings (6:1-19). Thus the two speeches by Wisdom are also 
not consecutive but are widely separated, the first occurring after 
the first Instruction ( 1 :20-33) and the second at the conclusion of 
the series of Instructions (8: 1-36). Several of the Instructions have, 
in addition, undergone considerable expansion. (See Whybray, Wis
dom in Proverbs). However, while there thus seems to be some lack 
of logical arrangement in detail, the section has a certain unity in 
that the first eight chapters can be seen as a detailed exposition of 
the theme of the Preface, especially of 1 :7, while the final "diptych" 
(9:1-6, 13-18) gives vivid expression to the theme of wisdom versus 
folly which is the keynote of the whole section, forming an impressive 
conclusion to what may at one time have been a self-contained 
composition. 

The Instructions all have a close "family relationship". This is 
particularly obvious when one compares their introductory words. 
In every case the word "my son" - in one instance, "sons" - occurs 
as either the first or the second word; and the first two lines - or in 
some cases four - of each Instruction consist of a strong affirmation 
about the importance of the Instruction for the conduct of the pupil's 
life. It is remarkable - and no satisfactory explanation has been 
found for this - that although in every case the language used is 
similar, it is never quite identical: a remarkable number of synonyms 
is used, and often the same words occur in slightly different combi
nations. Thus the father refers to his teaching in a variety of ways, 
speaking of his instruction (musar), his teaching (torah), his wisdom 
(4okmah), his commands (mi~wot), or simply his words ( "marim, 



PROVERBS J-9 

rfbiirim), whik the pupil is enjoined to "hear" them (fama'), to pay 
attention to them (hiqfih), not to forget them or reject them, and, in 
a ,·ariety of expressions, to "treasure them in his heart" and so on. 
The varieties of wording seem endless; yet the basic meaning is 
always the same. There is greater variety in the main body of the 
Instruction, and there is a variety of themes; but a constant feature 
is the contrast drawn between the blessings and advantages which 
will be conferred on those who heed and obey the Instruction and 
the dire fate of those who do not. 

If each of these ten passages dealt with a different subject, it might 
be possible to see them as a single Instruction divided, like some of 
the Egyptian Instructions, into ten "chapters" - though even so, 
the fact that each is provided with a fairly elaborate introduction 
covering the same ground would seem to militate against this. But 
the fact that no fewer than four of them have exactly the same theme 
- the avoidance of the "strange woman" - seems to rule out entirely 
the possibility that they might be a single composition. Yet the 
strong resemblance between them, which - especially in the case of 
those concerning the "strange woman" - amounts sometimes to 
identical phraseology, suggests that there must be some kind of link 
between them. Unity of authorship is less probable than two other 
explanations: either that some are conscious imitations of others, or 
that they are all examples of a common "instructional" literary 
genre current in Israel, at which, so to speak, various writers "tried 
their hand", sometimes rather slavishly. This last is perhaps the 
most probable explanation. The reason for their having been editori
ally combined into a single work may be that the editor wished to 
form a comprehensive collection of Instructions known to him, or 
that he hoped that repetition would drive home the teaching more 
effectively. 

There can be no doubt that the main purpose of the Instructions 
is the education of young men. This is shown quite clearly by their 
general tone, by the address to "sons", and by the fact that two 
topics - the avoidance of evil company and the avoidance of immoral 
women - account for no fewer than six of them. It is also clear that 
the pupils belonged to the upper class of urban society. The Instruct
ions obviously presuppose the ability to read and write. There arc no 
references to agricultural or other manual labour. Wealth appears 
to be taken for granted; and - in complete contrast with the sentence 
literature of 10:, -22: 16 and 25-29 - there are no references at all 



PROVERBS )-9 2.'j 

to poverty or the poor: not even a recommendation to help or pity 
the poor, or to refrain from oppressing them. The main concern of 
these Instructions is with the happiness and success of the pupil as 
he will go through life. 

Yet, as has already been suggested, it would be wrong to class 
these Instructions as "secular". In the wisdom literature, both of 
Israel and of Egypt, it is always taken for granted that no happiness 
or success in life can be obtained if duties towards God (or the gods) 
are neglected, or if one's moral conduct is displeasing to God. At 
the same time, there is reason to suppose that at least some of the 
references to Yahweh in these Instructions have been added to make 
this fact explicit. In fact such "theologizing" was not carried out 
very thoroughly. Six of the ten Instructions ( 1 :8-19; 4: 1 -9; 4: I0-

19; 4:20-27; 6:20-35; 7:1-27) contain no references to God at all, 
while some at least of the references to Yahweh in the others give 
the impression of having been added to a text which makes excellent 
sense without them. 

The question of the relationship of these chapters to the "instruc
tion" literature of ancient Egypt has been studied by Kayatz. She 
pointed to similarities between the two bodies of literature with 
regard to their literary form, especially with reference to 1: 1 -7, 
though she also noted differences of form best explained as due to 
a distinct Israelite tradition. In other respects also she noted quite 
significant differences. Of these perhaps the most important is that 
in the Egyptian Instructions neither the standard word for "wis
dom" nor any comparable term plays a significant role. Nor is there 
any notion there which may be compared with the equation of wis
dom with the fear of Yahweh which occurs in 1 :7 and also in the 
"theological" verses 1 :29 and 2:5. Lesser differences include the 
expression "my son", which is rare in the Egyptian examples, 
the references in Proverbs to the role of the mother as co-teacher with 
the father, which Kayatz believes may indicate a family background 
rather than that of the school, and the frequency of exhortations to 
"hear", generally associated with admonitions to strive after wis
dom, which appear in the Egyptian Instructions only in the Pro
logues. The Instructions in Prov. 1-9 are also much shorter than 
the Egyptian ones. Kayatz's conclusion that, though not directly 
dependent on Egyptian Instructions, those in Proverbs 1 -g were 
considerably influenced by the Egyptian literary tradition may be 
correct, although parallel development from a common Near East-
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crn matrix, which would probably also account for the few Instruc
tions from Mesopotamia which have come down to us, should also 
be borne in mind as a possibility. 

The two speeches by Wisdom ( 1 :20-33 and 8: 1 -36) are without paral
lel in the Old Testament. According to Kayatz, their genre is derived 
from the Egyptian genre of the self-praising speech by a god or 
goddess. Kayatz lists the characteristics which are common to both: 
address, demand, self-praise, promise of life or protection to adher
ents. But Wisdom is not a goddess; and even Kayatz fails to detect 
Egyptian influence, other than the "I-form", in 1 :20-33, where there 
are very clear connections with purely Israelite forms of speech, 
notably the prophetic oracle. 

Although it may not be possible to explain the origin of this 
personified Wisdom (see below), traces of its earlier development 
are to be found elsewhere in the Old Testament. The personification 
of abstract qualities (for example, of love, faithfulness, justice and 
peace in Ps.85=10-11 [Heb.11-12)), whether it is merely a poetical 
device or whether mythological notions lie behind it, is fairly 
common in the poetical books. In the wisdom literature, wisdom is 
often represented as something infinitely valuable to be sought and 
obtained at all costs (Job 28, especially vv. 15-19; Prov. 3:15). In 
one of the Instructions in Prov. 1 -9 (4:5-9) the teacher, in an 
attempt to make this pursuit more attractive to the pupil, goes 
further and uses imagery in which wisdom is presented not as a 
precious object but in the form ofa marriageable girl who, somewhat 
like the "good wife" of 31: 10-3 1, will when married support and 
protect her husband and enhance his reputation and status. (The 
fact that wisdom is a feminine noun [ ~okmii.h] in Hebrew was particu
larly favourable to the use of this imagery.) 

In a sense, the picture of Wisdom in chapters I and 8 as a woman 
speaking in public places to the passers-by and calling to them to 
accept the gifts which she has to offer may be seen simply as a rather 
spectacular extension of this imagery; but this is not a sufficient 
explanation of this new and startling phenomenon: it is clear that 
some further influences have come into play here. One of these is 
to be found in the motif of the so-called "strange woman" against 
whom the pupil is warned in the Instructions in chapters 2, 5, 6 
and 7. These Instructions depict the danger to the young man of 
falling into the clutches of immoral women; the pursuit of Wisdom 
is presented as the infinitely rewarding alternative. That this is so 
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is already clear in 6:22-6, and it is further elaborated in chapter 9, 
where the "strange woman" motif has blossomed into the "Woman 
Folly", whose invitation and the consequence of accepting it - death 
- are starkly contrasted with Wisdom's invitation and its conse
quence - life. 

Even this, however, does not account for much of what Wisdom 
claims for herself in chapters I and 8, in particular 8:22-31, where 
she asserts that she was created by Yahweh before the creation of 
the world, that she was present during his acts of creation, and that 
she is beloved by him. In one sense this passage may be regarded 
as a "theological" statement which makes it clear that Wisdom is 
no independent figure or goddess, but that her existence and her 
influence over mankind are wholly derived from him. But the resem
blance of the imagery employed here to that of various Near Eastern 
mythological literature cannot be ignored. 

The extent of this influence, however, and also its origin, have 
been variously assessed. Some scholars maintain that the figure of 
Wisdom can be explained without the need to posit a substantial 
mythological influence. For example, von Rad saw its development 
as a literary phenomenon which was the result of theological reflec
tion: the figure was not the personification of a divine attribute; 
rather, it stands for the concept of the nature of reality - the "mean
ing" or "secret" of life which God has placed in the universe as a 
mediator between himself and the created world. Fox took a similar 
view. Camp ( 1988) regarded personified Wisdom as a "poetic 
device" intended to emphasize the importance of women and the 
central place of the family in post-exilic Judaism. 

These views do not necessarily conflict with the findings of those 
scholars who have pointed to features in the portrayal of Wisdom 
in these chapters which appear to be derived from non-Israelite 
mythologies. Unfortunately there is no unanimity on this question. 
Only a few examples can be given here of such theories. Albright, 
on the basis of the strange form ~okmot - rather than the usual 
Hebrew ~okmah in g: 1 - and of some somewhat obscure U garitic 
texts, postulated the existence of a Canaanite-Phoenician goddess 
with that name. Others, notably Bostrom, saw the "Queen of 
Heaven", the Babylonian lstar-Astarte, as a source. Kayatz argued 
for the influence of the Egyptian maat. Recently Lang ( 1986) has 
put forward a theory which accepts the existence of mythological 
features in the picture of personified Wisdom while regarding them 
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as of purely Israelite origin: the Wisdom speeches in these chapters 
were originally composed in praise of an Israelite goddess called 
Wisdom who was the daughter of El and was worshipped side by 
side with him in a polytheistic pre-exilic Israel. In the text as it now 
stands, however, she has been "demythologized" and subordinated 
to Yahweh. 

In fact, all the proponents of mythological influence agree on some 
kind of "demythologization" of the figure of Wisdom. Whatever 
remnants of polytheism may be detected in these chapters, there is 
no question that the text in its present form is monotheistic. Wisdom 
is completely subordinate to Yahweh. But the question remains 
whether she was thought of as an actual, living being - the word 
"hypostasis" is sometimes used in this connection (e.g. by Ringgren) 
- existing in the divine realm (something like an angelic being in 
Yahweh's entourage) or whether her representation as such a being 
is a purely poetical conceit. There is no certainty on this point, and 
it has been suggested that the distinction between the two may 
have been beyond the comprehension of the author and his original 
readers. 

Nor is there any agreement about the purpose or function of the 
figure as conceived by the author. It has already been suggested 
that it may originally have been created to direct the attention of 
the young pupil of the Instructions away from the temptations of 
the flesh; but this hardly accounts for all the features of the Wisdom 
speeches. Two more profound "theological" purposes have been 
suggested: that it is intended to act as a kind of"bridge" between God 
and man at a time when the concern of a transcendent God for his 
creatures was being questioned (Crenshaw, 1981; Fox), or as a 
means of bridging another gap, that between the wisdom tradition 
and traditional Yahwism, by emphasizing that all human wisdom 
comes from Yahweh (Whybray, 1965). In any case, the incorpor
ation of the two Wisdom speeches of chapters I and 8, together with 
the "diptych" of chapter 9, into this section of the book suggests 
that these chapters were intended to form part of the teaching given 
to the young pupil addressed in the Instructions. 

Date. There is no agreement among scholars about even the 
approximate date of these chapters. The view that because they 
consist mainly of relatively long units in contrast with the short 
proverbs of 10: 1-22: 16 and 25-9 they must come from a later period 
has now been shown to be erroneous. The long form is not a develop-
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ment from the short. The short proverb or "sentence" and the longer 
Instruction belong to quite different genres (sec especially McKane), 
which could therefore have been employed contemporaneously, as 
was in fact the case with the non-Israelite wisdom literature. The 
Instruction form was used in Egypt from the third millennium BC 

onwards. As far at least as form is concerned, the Wisdom speeches 
in these chapters also could have been composed at a relatively early 
time. 

Until fairly recently, however, it was generally believed that chap
ters 1 -9 are entirely post-exilic compositions. This view has now 
been challenged by several scholars. Kayatz, who believes that -
apart from the personification of Wisdom in chapters I and 8 - the 
theological gap between 1 -9 and the sentence literature of Proverbs 
has been overstated, places these chapters in the period of the early 
monarchy. McKane, who follows von Rad in regarding the reign of 
Solomon as the period when Egyptian wisdom was introduced into 
Israel through the medium of schools established by that king for 
the training of an elite class of officials, suggested that the Instruc
tion genre in Israel went back to that time, and that the examples 
in Prov. 1 -9 could consequently have been composed at any time 
after that, though the Wisdom speeches represent a somewhat later 
development. Lang, as has already been stated, regards even the 
Wisdom speeches as having originated in a pre-exilic, polytheistic 
period, though they were subsequently re-edited and "demytholog
ized" after the Exile. 

In the Instructions in these chapters there is in fact almost no 
internal evidence pointing to any particular period. If they were 
composed in connection with the service of the Israelite state, there 
is nothing to indicate this: there are no references there to officials 
or their training or to the royal court, and the word "king" does 
not occur there at all. (The reference to Solomon in 1: 1 is hardly part 
of the Instructions themselves, and in fact the only other reference to 
kings in the whole of chapters 1 -9 occurs in 8: 15, which speaks in 
general terms of "kings" and "rulers" deriving their powers from 
Wisdom.) However, this "negative evidence" is obviously not con
clusive. 

The main argument for a post-exilic date for these chapters is 
theological. But the situation is complicated by the possibility that 
the texts in their present form are the result ofa "theological" editing 
of earlier compositions less overtly theological. In fact, it is extremely 
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unlikch· that they arc the t"Csult of a single act of composition. 
But the dating of the various stages of composition remains quite 
uncertain. 

THE PREFACE 

l:l-7 

Verses 1 -6, consisting of an attribution of authorship and a state
ment about the purpose of the teaching which will follow and its 
,·alue to the reader, have often been compared with the opening 
sections of Egyptian Instructions, especially with that of the Instruc
tion of Amenemope (ANET, p. 421; DOTT, p. 175). While there is 
undoubtedly a similarity with the latter sufficient to indicate a 
"family relationship", there is little similarity of detail. Both pref
aces, though in entirely different terms, claim that the teaching will 
act as a guide to the attentive reader and show him how to live his 
life successfully, and there is a similarity of grammatical form in 
that infinitives are used in both texts to list the various benefits 
conferred on the reader by the teacher (in Prov. 1 :2-4, 6 there are 
six of these, but they have not been rendered as such in RSV); but 
there the resemblance ends. Whereas the Egyptian text is addressed 
specifically to the aspiring government official, promising to show 
him how to deal with "elders" and "courtiers" and how to carry 
out specific duties of his profession, these matters are entirely lacking 
in the Hebrew text. The latter is not addressed to members of any 
particular social class or to aspirants to any particular profession, 
but is apparently of quite general application: it states that the 
simple or inexperienced, the youth and also the experienced wise 
man and man of understanding will alike profit by the teaching 
which will be given. Only v. 6, which promises the ability to under
stand a proverb and a figure, the words of the wise and their 
riddles, makes a more specific claim, but that claim has no parallel 
in the Egyptian text. Some of the other Egyptian Instructions (see 
Brunner, 1988) begin in somewhat similar ways, but their resem
blance to Prov. 1: 1 -6 is even less striking. 

Since the Instructions which follow are a collection of originally 
separate compositions, it is probable that the Preface was added by 
an editor, either when that collection was formed or when the whole 
book of Proverbs attained its present form. This may account for 
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the apparent difference between it and the Instructions as regards 
the persons addressed: whereas the Instructions arc addressed to 
young men of a particular social class, the Preface envisages a much 
wider readership. 

It is also probable that the Preface was not composed in a single 
act of composition but has received various additions to an original 
text, which may have consisted ofvv. 1-4, (6). The title or heading 
(v. 1) is integrally related to vv. 2-4, 6 in that the infinitives with 
which each of those verses begins cannot stand alone: they are syn
tactically dependent on v. 1. V. 5, however, breaks the syntactical 
sequence in that it is couched not in infinitive clauses but in jussive 
clauses. It gives notice that the book as a whole was written not 
only for the young, but that it contains teaching from which even 
the experienced and wise adult can profit. But v. 6 also may be an 
addition. Whereas the previous verses speak in quite general terms 
of the value of the teaching, this verse refers quite specifically to a 
particular skill of a literary nature: the ability to understand obscure 
sayings. The words proverb (miifal), figure (m'li~ah) and riddles 
(~idol) may refer to different kinds of sayings which occur later in the 
book. The words of the wise (plural, ~•kamim) may refer to the 
sections so entitled in 22:17 and 24:23. V. 7, the only verse of the 
Preface in which Yahweh is mentioned, also appears to be an 
addition tacked on to the end of the Preface. It is a reminder that 
the beginning of all knowledge, wisdom and instruction is rever
ence for Yahweh the God of Israel, to ignore which is sheer folly. 
Wisdom is not simply a human faculty but comes from God. (See 
also on 9:10.) 

A remarkable feature of these verses is the way in which words 
of similar meaning have been piled up. Thus in vv. 2-5 it is claimed 
that the teaching which follows will enable the reader to acquire 
wisdom (~okmah), instruction (musar), insight or understanding 
(binah), wise dealing or intelligence (hafkel), prudence or shrewd
ness ('ormah), knowledge (da'al), discretion (m';:_immah), learning 
(leqa~) and skill (ta~bulol). These words are not synonyms, though 
the precise distinctions between some of them are not clear. It would 
be profitless to attempt to understand them as each expressing a 
different aspect of the teaching. The intention of the author was no 
doubt to dazzle the reader-pupil with an impressive display of the 
inexhaustible range of accomplishments to be obtained by g1vmg 
attention to these "proverbs". 
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I. On the meaning of proverb (miiJal) and the attribution to 
Solomon see the Introduction. 

2. instruction: this word (mustir) occurs more frequently in 
Proverbs than in the whole of the rest of the Old Testament. It is 
particularly frequent in chs. I -g and must be regarded as one of 
the key words of these chapters. It always denotes some form of 
correction or discipline exercised by one in command - whether 
God, a father or human teacher, or "Wisdom" - over those in his 
charge - Israel, the nations, a son or pupil - and often has the 
meaning of rebuke or, more strongly, punishment: compare, for 
example, the reference to "the rod of musar" in Prov. 22: 15 and the 
contrast drawn between mustir and "sparing the rod" in 13:24. But 
in Prov. 1-9 and frequently elsewhere in Proverbs it has the milder 
sense of education or teaching. Hence here it is paralleled with 
wisdom and words of insight as something which the pupil is 
urged to "hear" (v. 5) and take to heart. In this verse it is not 
specified whether the teacher is the human instructor, "Wisdom" 
or God; but the contents of the instruction are clearly to be found 
in the book which follows. words of insight ( 'imre bintih): that is, 
words which will lead the pupil to gain understanding. 

3. wise dealing: this word (haikil) is the infinitive absolute of 
the hiphil of the verb fkl used as a noun ( GK 113e). Elsewhere (Job 
34:35;Jer. 3:15; Dan. 1:17) it is paralleled with "knowledge" (da'at). 
But the verb fkl - and this is true also of da'at (v. 4) - does not 
simply denote the acquisition of facts: it carries the implication of 
an intelligent assessment of situations which can lead to practical 
decisions: hence "insight" may be an appropriate translation. The 
phrase musar haikil (instruction in wise dealing), then, refers to 
the training of the perceptive and intellectual faculties. REB para
phrases it as "well-instructed intelligence"; JB as "an enlightened 
state of mind". 

righteousness, justice, and equity: these purely moral qualities 
are different in kind from all the other abstract qualities listed in 
these verses, and it has been suggested that they are a later addition 
to the text. However, the line is integral to the poetical structure, 
and to remove it would involve a re-ordering of the sequence of 
lines, which is hardly justified. The three terms occur together again 
in 2:9. Probably their purpose is to indicate in non-wisdom terms 
Lhe way in which hafkil, "insight", is to be exercised. The first two 
- ~edeq and mifpa/- often appear in conjunction in the Old Testament 
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as summing up the kind of conduct towards others which God 
requires of his people. The third, mefarim (cognate with yo.far, 
"upright, honest"), is frequently used in the Old Testament of giving 
honest or fair decisions; elsewhere in Proverbs (8:6; 23: 16) it is used 
of speaking the truth or speaking what is right. 

4. that ... may be given: as in vv. 2a, 3ab, 6, this phrase is 
expressed in the Hebrew simply by an infinitive: "for knowing ... 
for understanding ... for receiving ... for giving ... " etc. The 
gifts offered here to the simple and the youth are in themselves 
morally neutral, but regarded as essential for success in life. prn
dence ( 'ormah) signifies shrewdness; like the cognate adjective 'arum 
it is sometimes used in a bad sense of cunning or treachery ( cf. Gen. 
3: 1 ), but in Proverbs almost always in a morally neutral sense; the 
adjective is several times contrasted with "foolish" or "simple". In 
8:5, 12 'ormah is one of the gifts offered by Wisdom. knowledge 
(da'at) is also frequently associated with wisdom. m'zimmah (dis
cretion), like 'ormah, has both a neutral and a negative sense, but 
in Proverbs almost always simply denotes an ability to form practical 
plans ( except in 12:2 and 24:8 [ RSV"evil devices" and "mischief"]). 
p'ta' yim (the simple - on the spelling of this word see GK 93x) 
denotes an inexperienced person prone to foolish and so disastrous 
behaviour, but who is still open to persuasion or to the fruits of 
experience and so may acquire wisdom ( cf. 1: 2 2; 2 1 : 1 1). 

5. the wise man also may ... : the Hebrew has the jussive: "let 
the wise man ... ". RSV has added also, which is not represented 
in the Hebrew, in order to make a better connection with the preced
ing verse - though the dash which it has inserted after v. 4 is an 
indication that v. 5 breaks the syntactical sequence. The idea 
expressed in this verse is also found in 9:9. Both verses contain the 
identical phrase and increase in learning, and it has been sug
gested by some commentators that v. 5 is a gloss inspired by 9:9. 
The intention was to point out that the acquisition of wisdom does 
not end with the attainment of adulthood, but is a lifelong process: 
there is always more to learn, even for those who are accounted 
"wise". wise man (Mkam), paralleled with man of understanding, 
is here clearly used in a non-technical sense. 

learning (leqa4): the use of this word, derived from laqa4, "to 
receive", together with hear, recalls the tradition of oral teaching 
in which the teacher hands on to the pupil what he himself has 
learned from his own teachers ( cf. 4: 1 -9). Even written Instructions 



34 PROVERBS l:J-7 

such as those which follow were no doubt used in oral teaching. 
skill: this rare word, ta&bulot (it occurs only five times in Proverbs 
and once in Job) has its origin in a metaphor taken from navigation 
(Lxx here renders it by kubemisis, "steering, pilotage"). It is related 
to &ebel. "cord, rope" and to Mbil, "sailor" (as one who pulls on 
ropes). It thus means "guidance" or the ability to steer one's course 
successfully through life. McKane renders the phrase by "learn the 
ropes". A similar metaphor occurs frequently in the Egyptian 
Instructions. 

6. The syntactical series broken off in v. 4 is here resumed, 
although the content is somewhat different. This verse seems to be 
concerned, at least partly, with understanding certain forms of the 
teaching whose meaning is not immediately apparent, rather than 
simply with its reception. The meaning of one of the terms used, 
however, is uncertain. m'l¼ah (figure) has been generally thought 
to be derived from the root !JI, and so to be cognate with the noun 
liI. This noun, which occurs freely in Proverbs, is rendered by RSV 
by "scoffer". m'l¼ah in its only other occurrence in the Old Testa
ment (Hab. 2:6) has the meaning "taunt, mockery". But this mean
ing is hardly appropriate here, unless, as has been suggested, the 
underlying meaning of lif is "one whose speech is tortuous". Another 
meaning of the root is represented by the hiphil participle of the 
verb liI (milif), "interpreter"; but it is difficult to derive from this a 
meaning for m'l¼ah such as "a saying needing interpretation", which 
would fit the context here in Prov. 1 :6. An alternative suggestion 
(Richardson, 1955, p. 178) is that m'lirah is derived not from !YI but 
from ma!Qf, "to be smooth, slippery": if that is so, here it could 
mean "a slippery saying" or "an allusive saying", that is, one whose 
meaning is elusive. But there is no certainty about this. The view 
that it denotes a saying needing interpretation may be supported 
by its parallelism with IJ,idot, riddles, at the end of the verse. 

But the connection of these two terms with the other two terms, 
proverb (masal) and the words of the wise is not clear. In particu
lar, mafal may also be intended to imply an obscure saying, or it 
may be intended as a contrast with m'liriih: the teaching will enable 
the reader or pupil to understand not onry plain sayings but also 
obscure ones. A further point which may be made about this verse 
is that the use of the word proverb here is an indication that this 
\'erse is not original to the Preface, as "The proverbs of Solomon 
(v. 1 J for understanding a proverb" (v. 6) is a tautology. 
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Neither m'lirah nor ~idah occurs again in Proverbs, and it is difficult 
to say whether any particular passages or verses in the book would 
have been so described. The view that the "numerical proverbs" in 
eh. 30 are based on riddles is probably unfounded (Roth, Sauer). 
~idah is used in the Old Testament for a variety of types of saying; 
the common element seems to be the notion of speech whose mean
ing does not lie on the surface but is hidden or mysterious (compare, 
for example, Samson's riddles in Jg. 14:12-19 and the Queen of 
Sheba's "hard questions" in I Kg. 10: 1 -3; 2 Chr. 9: 1-2) and which 
can only be understood by a keen-witted person. 

7. Gemser and Ploger regard this verse as connected with VY. 8-
9 rather than as the final verse of, or an addendum to, the Preface. 
But a comparison of VY. 8-9 with the introductions to the other 
Instructions in these chapters, especially 4: 1 -2 and 6:20-23, where 
there are verbal similarities, shows that v. 8 marks a new beginning. 

The fear of the Lord is the beginning (re' fit) of knowledge: 
this line is found, with some variations, elsewhere. Prov. 9: 10a has 
"the beginning (t'~illat) of wisdom, and also reverses the order; 
Prov. 15:33 has" ... is inrlruction in wisdom"; Job 28:28 has simply 
"is wisdom"; Sir. 1: 14, probably citing Prov. 1 :7, has "the beginning 
of wisdom" (this is identical with the Lxx version of Prov. 1:7a). All 
these variants have "wisdom" rather than "knowledge". But the 
Hebrew text of I :7a is probably original, since it is unlikely that 
knowledge should have been substituted for "wisdom". Each of 
these variants has a second line which is different, and different also 
from Prov. 1:76. These facts suggest that the sentence "The fear of 
the Lord is the beginning of knowledge/wisdom" was an independent 
aphorism which various authors cited and expanded each in his 
own way. The LXX has in fact expanded the two lines of the verse 
into four. 

The fact that 9: 10a virtually repeats 1 :7a may suggest that these 
two lines were at some stage intended to mark the beginning and 
end ofa section of the book which included almost the whole of what 
is now chs. 1 -9 ( the technical term for this device is "inclusio"). 

This first line is a nominal (non-verbal) sentence in which one of 
two clauses defines or qualifies the meaning of the other. But which 
is the subject and which the predicate? In other words, does the line 
define the fear of the Lord in terms of knowledge, or knowledge 
in terms of the fear of the Lord? Grammatically either alternative 
is a possibility: in nominal sentences the subject normally comes 
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first. but if it is desired to emphasize the predicate, the order may 
be re,-crsed (GK 141 I). The question is important if one is to 
understand what the author had in mind here. Gcmscr is no doubt 
right in arguing that in addressing an Israelite readership or audi
ence ( the use of the Lord rather than "God" here and throughout 
the book is significant) it was knowledge which the author thought it 
necessary to commend in terms of Yahwism rather than the 
opposite. 

the fear of the Lord: "fear" in such contexts as this means 
rc,·erence rather than terror. To be a "fearer of Yahweh" is to be 
devoted to the exclusive service of Yahweh (see, for example, 1 Kg. 
18:3, 12), or, in modern terms, to be a "Yahwist". In Proverbs, 
where the phrase "the fear of Yahweh" occurs more frequently than 
in any other Old Testament book, it is the ethical aspect of the 
service of Yahweh which is most prominent (in 8: r 3 it is defined as 
"hatred of evil"). It will have its reward in the gift of"life" - that 
is, a long and successful life ( ro:27; 14:27; 19:23). Here, as elsewhere 
in the book, it is closely associated with knowledge or wisdom: that 
is, it is asserted that true wisdom consists in obedience to the stan
dard of behaviour required by Yahweh of his people; hence to 
despise wisdom - that is, to reject the conduct recommended in 
the chapters which follow - is the mark of fools. 

The line does not, however, equate knowledge with the fear of 
Yahweh; rather, it is with the fear of Yahweh that knowledge (and 
so true wisdom) begins: in other words, there is no other to way set 
about acquiring it. ri'fzt (beginning) in the Old Testament denotes 
what is first, either in time ("beginning") or in quality ("best", 
"best part", "best feature"). There is little or no evidence that it 
can mean "essence" or "sum", as some commentators have pro
posed. Here beginning makes the best sense. 

fools ( .,wilim): in Proverbs there are three words usually trans
lated by "fool" or "foolish": .,wil, k'sil and nabal. No clear distinction 
between them can be discerned. All arc frequently contrasted with 
the "wise man". The fool seals his own fate by his behaviour. 27:22 
considers the .,wil to be incorrigible; in this he differs from the 
"simple" person (v. 4), who may be open to salutary advice. 
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FIRST INSTRUCTION 

AVOIDANCE OF EVIL COMPANY 

1:8-19 

37 

In this Instruction the young man is warned against joining vicious 
gangs intent on robbery with violence. Since such warnings are 
needed in every society including our own, there is no reason not 
to understand it literally. As befits the Instruction form, the pupil 
is addressed predominantly in the imperative. It is also character
istic that the teacher's warnings are supported with motive-clauses 
introduced by kz, "for, because" (vv. 9, 16, 17). 

This is a well-constructed and effective work. After an introduc
tion (vv. 8-g) the teacher states his theme briefly and in general 
terms (v. rn) and then fills it out with a vivid picture of the way in 
which the pupil may be persuaded to join in the activities of a gang 
(vv. 11 -14). In vv. 15-16 he repeats his warning, emphasizing once 
again the wickedness of such a gang's operation; and finally in 
vv. 17-19 he bluntly describes the dreadful consequences which will 
befall its participants. 

8. It is not certain whether the terms son and father in these 
Instructions are to be taken literally or whether they have the more 
impersonal meaning of "pupil" and "teacher". But the reference to 
the mother's teaching side by side with that of the father, which 
is not found either in the Egyptian Instructions or in what remains 
of the Babylonian ones, makes a family setting plausible. Mothers 
are mentioned with perhaps unusual frequency in Proverbs in con
junction with references to fathers and in a way which may reflect 
the importance given in Israel to family life. Apart from this verse 
there are two other clear references to mothers as teachers. 6:20 is 
almost identical with 1 :8 (the only differences are that the former 
has "keep" instead of hear and "command" instead of instruction); 
and in 31: 1 the instruction of Lemuel is attributed to the mother 
alone. The fact that the Instruction of Lemuel is of foreign, probably 
Edomite or Arabian, origin may suggest that this role of mothers 
as teachers represents a different tradition from that of Egypt and 
Mesopotamia. This co-operation between mother and father in the 
education of their children is clearly not to be explained simply in 
terms of the obvious role of mothers in bringing up very young chil
dren, while the father was responsible for later more serious edu
cation. The use of the word toriih (teaching) of the mother's activity 
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probably precludes this interpretation, and the recipient is clearly 
not a ,·cry young child. 

It should be noted that, unlike the others (4:20-27 is an excep
tion) this Instruction does not develop the idea of Wisdom in 
personified or quasi-personified terms and also contains no reference 
to God. Although it would be wrong to speak of its tone as "secular" 
for reasons given above, the author regards the education provided 
by father and mother as in itself a sufficient guide to right behaviour 
and a safe passage through life. 

9. These metaphors express the idea of the great value of the 
parents' teaching. Their implications are made more explicit in their 
further development in 3:21-4, where it is said that "sound wisdom 
and discretion", if they are the pupil's constant companions, will 
be not only "adornment (Mn) for your neck" but also "life for your 
soul", and will guarantee that "you will walk on your way securely". 
In 4:7-9 it is a personified Wisdom who will confer honour on the 
pupil, placing on his head a "fair garland" (the same phrase as 
here) and "a beautiful crown". These passages have often been 
compared with the Introduction to Amenemope; but there the meta
phor is used quite differently: the words of the teacher are not exter
nal ornaments, but are to be put "in thy heart" and "in the casket 
of thy belly". Ornaments such as are mentioned here were worn by 
men as well as women: see especially Exod. 32:2; Num. 31:50. 

a fair garland (liwyat Mn): liwyah, which occurs in the Old Testa
ment only here and in 4:9, was probably a kind of plaited wreath 
or crown signifying a status of honour. The noun Mn (fair), used 
here with an adjectival function, means "beauty, grace", with regard 
to women, especially in Proverbs ( cf. 31 :30, where it is described 
as "deceitful" or "deceptive"!); but its other meaning of "honour, 
esteem" is probably also implied here. pendants: that is, a necklace 
or perhaps a "chain of honour" (REB). The word occurs only in 
the plural. Thomas ( VT 15 [ I 965], p. 27 I), in view of LXx's "a chain 
of gold" and of the shortness of this line, suggested that a word ("of 
gold") has dropped out after pendants; but this is purely specu
lative. 

10-11. V. 10b is metrically unusually short and v. I I unusually 
long. It has been suggested that the omission of do not consent 
would help to solve the metrical problem (Gemser); but such an 
emendation would spoil the effect made by this sharp warning. 
Pl6ger rightly warns against such conjectural alterations of the text. 
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It is true that the phrase is missing from Lxx; but Lxx's translation 
is too free to be a reliable guide to the Hebrew. 

10. My son (b'ni): this word, although it - or the plural banim, 
"sons", in 4: 1 - appears at the beginning of each of these Instruc
tions as either the first or the second word, also occurs in the course 
of several of them for particular reasons. In this Instruction it occurs 
in such a position twice: here and in 1: 1 5. It usually precedes an 
imperative (1:10, 15; 3:11; 5:7; 7'.24 banim). It is used to resume the 
teacher's admonitions after a description of the situation envisaged 
( 1: 15; 5:7; 7:24); to resume after a digression (5:20, resuming the 
warning against the "strange woman"); or to introduce a new item 
in a series of admonitions (3: 11). The fact that it is not accompanied 
by the elaborate formula characteristic of an introductory preface 
indicates its incidental function. consent: this word (lobe) is an 
unusual form of the jussive qal of 'abah, "to be willing, consent" 
(GK 68h, 75hh). Many MSS have the normal form t'bh. The sugges
tion that it should be pointed as to.ho' ("go") as in some MSS (see 
BHS and compare Barucq) is improbable. 

11. lie in wait for blood: the meaning of this elliptical phrase 
is clarified in v. 16: "they make haste to shed blood". Gemser accepts 
an older proposal to emend blood (dam) to lam, "the blameless 
(man)" (cf., e.g., Job 1:8). This would admittedly make a better 
parallel with the innocent in the second line; but would be an 
unnecessary and speculative emendation, especially improbable in 
view of the corresponding phrase in v. 18a, where "blood" is clearly 
the correct reading. wantonly (~innam): Oesterley regarded this 
word as "meaningless" in the context and proposed its omission. 
But in fact it is essential, as it provides a clue to what is going on 
in these verses. In their attempt to persuade the young man to join 
their gang, the first attraction which these "sinners" offer is violence 
for its own sake: this is what they propose first, robbery apparently 
being a secondary consideration. Like some modern muggers, they 
take pleasure in attacking the innocent wantonly - that is, without 
any reason, indiscriminately. 

12. Like Sheol let us swallow (ho.la') them alive (~ayyim): this 
rather overstated simile is reminiscent of the account of the fates of 
Korah, Dathan and Abiram in Num. 16, especially v. 30: "If .. . 
the ground opens its mouth and swallows (biila') them up, .. . 
and they go down (yo.rad) alive (~~im) into Sheol". (Cf. also the late 
of Pharaoh's army in Exod. 1y12.) In other passages Shcol is con-
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ceiYed as a monster with a large mouth and an insatiable appetite 
which swallows its victims (Isa. 5: 14; Hab. 2:5; cf. Prov. 27:20; 
30: 16). In Isa. 28: 15 and Hab. 2:5 death (miiwet) is similarly pictured 
in personal or quasi-personal terms. Behind this imagery stands the 
Canaanite mythology represented in the texts from Ugarit: in the 
myth of Baal and Mot, Baal "goes down into the throat of divine 
Mot" - that is, of Mot (Death), son of El - and so dies (Gibson, 
p. 68). Here in Prov. 1: 12 the boast of the gang that they will not 
only kill their victims but swallow them alive is hyperbole intended 
to convey total extermination. In the second line, like those who 
go down (yiirad) to the Pit reiterates the sense of the first, again 
using the familiar imagery. Pit (bor) is a synonym for Sheol occurring 
frequently in Old Testament poetry, often in the same phrase as 
here, yor'de bor, meaning the dead. 

13. all: meaning "all kinds of" (cf. Gen. 24:10; Lev. 19:23; Neh. 
13: 16). our houses: the speakers are not vagabonds or outcasts, 
but citizens of the town. They are proposing to raid the houses of 
fellow-citizens not to steal out of necessity but to take away precious 
goods to embellish their own houses. spoil: "plunder" would be a 
more appropriate translation. 

14. throw in your lot among us (literally, "your lot you shall 
cast in our midst" (goriil'kii tappil b'tokinu). In English this phrase, 
though presumably derived from this verse, has a somewhat different 
meaning: "to throw in one's lot" with someone is "to associate 
oneself with the fortunes" of that person or persons (OED). In bibli
cal Hebrew the casting of a lot (hippil goriil) always signifies, quite 
literally, the use of this means to select someone to receive a particu
lar thing: land, a stolen piece of clothing, a housing privilege, specific 
duties, or blame for a disaster. It is never used metaphorically 
( though goriil by itself can mean "fate" or "portion in life" assigned 
to a person by God). Here in 1:14, then, this first line is not just a 
general invitation to join the gang and share in its risks and rewards, 
but, quite specifically, a promise or statement that the proceeds of 
the proposed robberies will not be kept by individual members 
of the gang, but will be distributed "fairly", like the distribution of 
territory ("lots") by Joshua or of booty acquired in war, by the 
casting of lots. That this is the correct interpretation is made clear 
by the second line: the loot will be counted as property common to 
the gang and gathered into one purse before being distributed to 
individuals. 
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15. The teacher now resumes the warning which he gave in v. 1 o 
rather more fully before giving his reasons in the verses which follow. 
My son is lacking in the Lxx; but it gives additional solemnity to 
the warning, and there is no justification for its omission. 

16. This verse is virtually identical with Isa. 59:7a, and there can 
be no doubt that one is copied from the other. Here in Prov. 1:16, 
however, it is entirely lacking in the best MSS of Lxx, and this may 
suggest that it is a gloss - that is, that it has been inserted into the 
text by a copyist who thought a quotation from Isa. 59:7 appropriate 
in this context. In support of this view it has been argued that, 
although ostensibly offering an argument in support of the teacher's 
appeal (for), it adds nothing to what has already been said, and 
also breaks the connection between v. 15 and a more relevant 
motive-clause in v. 17 (though see below on the problems ofv. 17!). 
There is a clearly intentional verbal link between vv. 15 and 16 
(foot/feet) - and also, more remotely, between vv. 11 and 16 (to 
shed blood) - , but this could be either an indication of an original 
continuity or, on the other hand, could account for the interpolation 
as due to an association of words in the mind of the interpolator 
between the Proverbs passage and the Isaiah text. If the verse is 
simply an author's citation of an older text, the borrowing could have 
been in either direction, the dates of both passages being unknown. 

17. This is an exceptionally difficult verse, and the commentators 
are divided about its meaning. There is admittedly general agree
ment that this is a reference to fowling: to snaring birds with a net. 
But even at this surface level the meaning is not clear, since the 
word ~innam (in vain) can be interpreted in two different ways: it 
may mean that even if the birds see the net they are too stupid to 
understand that it is a trap, or that it is pointless to let the birds 
see the net spread, as they will know what ·is happening and will 
avoid the trap. The next, but related, problem is to understand how 
this illustration is related to the matter in hand. Inv. 15 the teacher 
has warned the pupil not to allow himself to be persuaded the join 
the gang of ruffians, and in vv. I 8- I 9 he gives his reason: the mur
derers will themselves eventually suffer the same fate as their vic
tims. The question is whether the bird ofv. I 7 stands for the victims 
or for their murderers. The most plausible interpretation ofv. 17 in 
this context is the first of those outlined above: it is the murderers 
who, even though they must know - according to generally received 
wisdom - that "sinners" come to a bad end, go ahead and, like the 
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stupid birds, are caught (so Toy, Barucq, McKane, Ploger). 
spread: there is some doubt whether this can be a correct transla

tion of m'::.oriih, the pual participle feminine of ::.iiriih, which elsewhere 
means "to scatter". Since a net cannot be "scattered", Thomas 
(1955, pp. 281-2), following Rashi and lbn Ezra, took it to mean 
"strewn (with seed)", the seed being used as bait to catch the birds. 
But on the grounds that this supposes an otherwise unattested exten
sion of meaning for this verb, two other suggestions have been made. 
Driver (Bib. 32 [1951), p. 173) proposed that the word should be 
repainted as either mu::_iiriih, the hophal participle of ::.wr, or m'zuriih, 
the qal passive participle of miizar, either of which, he argued, could 
yield the meaning "drawn together" (of the net). Fortunately the 
general sense of the verse is unaffected. Most commentators and 
modern translations accept the translation "spread". 

bird: the Hebrew has ha 'al kiiniip, literally "possessor of wings", 
"winged creature". This poetical phrase occurs in only one other 
place in the Old Testament: Ee. rn:20. 

18. The murderers are like the birds of v. 1 7: they cannot, 
through their greed and lust for blood, help themselves, but will fall 
unawares into the trap which waits for them. There is a fine irony 
here, expressed through the use of the same words - lie in wait, 
ambush - as in v. I I, but with an unexpected consequence: for 
their own blood, for their own lives. This is an example of the 
traditional belief that sinners will not only be punished, but that 
they will be punished in a way which precisely corresponds to their 
deeds. Though this is not stated, it must be presumed that the agent 
of the punishment is Yahweh. 

19. The Instruction closes with a proverb-like generalized state
ment about the fate of those who commit deeds of violence, charac
teristically introduced by ken, "so" (here Such). Ploger, commenting 
on the passage as a whole, observes that in illustrating this axiom 
in the preceding verses ( 11 - 18) the teacher has deliberately cited 
an extreme and probably very rare example in order to make his 
warning more impressive; but violent gangs are in fact by no means 
as rare a phenomenon in most societies as he supposes. who get 
gain by violence: this phrase (bo,rea' bii,ra') may have a double 
meaning: the verb bii,ra' can mean "cut off (life)" (Job 27:8; Isa. 
38:12). The same point would then be made as in v. 18: in cutting 
off the lives of their victims these men destroy their own lives. 

the ways ( 'or!J,ot): many commentators emend to 'a4"rzt, "the end", 
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pointing out that in Job 8: 13a, which is very similar to this line, Lxx 

has ta eschata, "the end", where again the Hebrew has 'orMt (in the 
consonantal text this would involve only the transposition of two 
adjacent letters). The meaning would then be "Such is the fate of 
all who get gain by violence". This would obviously make good 
sense; however, "ways" is not an impossible reading: the idea that 
these men have taken a road which will lead to death is a perfectly 
Hebraic one. its possessors (b"i.ilaw): perhaps better, "those who 
are addicted to it". For this meaning of ba'al compare, e.g., ba'al 
nepef, "given to appetite", that is, "greedy", in 23:2. takes away 
the life (nepef yiqqi.i/J): the same phrase in the sense of "kill, put to 
death" occurs also in I Kg. 19:10, 14; Ps. 31:13 (Heb. 14);Jon. 4:3. 

SPEECH BY WISDOM 

1:20-33 

On these speeches by Wisdom and on the figure of Wisdom in 
general sec the Introduction, pp. 26-28. 

This is a well-constructed poem (Trible, 1975, pp. 509-18 dis
cerns in it a chiasmic pattern) in three parts. The first, vv. 20-23, 
is introductory: Wisdom is introduced as a public speaker (vv. 20-
21) and then begins her speech, addressing the "simple ones" who 
are passing by, challenging their lack of sense (v. 22) and summon
ing them to hear what she has to say (v. 23). The main body of her 
message (vv. 24-31) comprises two condemnations of those who 
ignore her advice. These are couched in a style reminiscent of the 
denunciations of the pre-exilic prophets, each consisting of an accu
sation and an announcement of judgement. Presumably in order to 
impress her hearers with the gravity of their predicament, Wisdom 
condemns them, using the perfect tense, as if they have already 
rejected her teaching and so come under inescapable judgement. 
The first of these denunciations (vv. 24-7) is, as one would expect, 
addressed to the listeners - presumably the "simple" of v. 22a - in 
the second person ("you"); but the second (vv. 28-31) suddenly 
switches to the third person ("they"). (This sudden switch has never 
been satisfactorily explained: sec below.) The speech concludes 
(vv. 32-3) with a general summing-up of the fate of those con
demned (v. 32; cf. v. 19) followed by a corresponding promise to 
those who pay attention to Wisdom (v. 33). 
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One of the most striking characteristics of Wisdom's speech here 
is that she makes claims for herself which are elsewhere made only 
by, or for, God. Whereas in the preaching of prophets like Jeremiah 
and in the homiletic passages of Deuteronomy it is obedience or 
disobedience to God's commands which will determine the fate of 
his people for good or evil, here it is the reception or rejection of 
Wisdom's teaching which will bring either security or disaster 
(vv. 29-33). Even some of the language used by Wisdom about 
herself is the same as that used elsewhere of God. This is especially 
apparent in vv. 23 and 28. Inv. 28 they will call upon me, but I 
will not answer and they will seek me diligently but will not 
find me echo many passages in the Psalms and prophets which 
speak of calling upon and seeking God. Inv. 23 two words in particu
lar belong to the prophetic tradition, though these have been 
obscured in RSV's translation. The Hebrew verb rendered there by 
Give heed is sub, "to return", frequently used in the prophetical 
books in appeals to "return" to God in repentance; and I will pour 
out my thoughts is, in the Hebrew, "I will pour out my spirit 
(ruaff' (but see below). 

V. 2gb, the only reference to God in the poem, comes as a surprise 
in a passage in which otherwise Wisdom speaks exclusively about 
herself ("I", "my" and "me" occur no fewer than sixteen times in 
twelve verses) and in a strongly authoritative vein. This verse may 
be a later addition to the text. Lang's view that the poem was 
originally a self-praising speech by an Israelite goddess is, however, 
unduly speculative. Nevertheless Wisdom's quasi-divine claims here 
require an explanation. It may be that she is to be understood as 
in some way Yahweh's intermediary, speaking in his name, though 
this also remains a speculation. But whatever may have been the 
reason for presenting the voice of wisdom or common sense in such 
personal terms, in the present context Wisdom may be seen here as 
the antithesis of the "sinners" of the preceding Instruction: she 
makes her counter-appeal to the pupil, in the very streets in which 
he is tempted to listen to their persuasive voices, and so adds weight 
to the father's own appeal in vv. 8-IO. 

20-21. Respectable Israelite women did not normally frequent 
public places; and in particular, a woman shouting to passers-by was 
liable to be misunderstood. Like the women of the town, Wisdom too 
has something to offer to the men of the city which can only be 
communicated in this way, and which is offered in opposition to 
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what the "sinners" have to offer in vv. I I - 14 ( compare also the 
"diptych" of 9:, -6, 13- 18, where she has to compete with "Folly"). 
Moreover, by making her appeal in public she reaches the widest 
possible audience, and also asserts her relevance to the mundane 
reality of the market place. Lang's view that the poem has a "class
room setting" with Wisdom representing a teacher with his school 
in the open air is attractive, but presupposes a knowledge of ancient 
Israelite education which we do not possess. However, Wisdom here 
is a teacher in the sense that what she has to offer is, like that of 
the father in vv. 8-19, advice to the young (counsel, v. 25; know
ledge, v. 29; reproof, vv. 23, 25, 30). The ideas of womanly per
suasion and sound teaching are combined in the figure of Wisdom 
presented in this poem. 

20. Wisdom: here the Hebrew has not the usual Qokmah but the 
apparently plural form hqkmol. This form occurs only here and in 
9: 1; 24:7 and Ps. 49:3 (Heb. 4). Two main types of explanation have 
been given of it. That it is not plural in meaning is clear from 
the fact that it is construed throughout the passage with singular 
(feminine) verbs: there is no doubt that, as elsewhere where the 
singular noun Qokmah is used ( e.g. in a similar context in 8: 1) it is the 
single figure of Wisdom that is meant. The majority of commentators 
regard Qokmot as an intensive plural form emphasizing the honour
able or pre-eminent status of Wisdom or the amplitude of the gifts 
which she confers (see GK 124e for other examples). Albright ( VT 
Suppl 3, 1955, p. 8), Scott, Gemser and Dahood, however, regard 
it as a rare singular form of a Phoenician type. This view is not 
universally accepted (McKane and Ploger are undecided). 

cries aloud: this form (taronnah) is also unusual. It has been 
explained as a cohortative or as a rare emphatic form of the qal 
imperfect feminine ofrnn, comparable with the Arabic modus energicus, 
a form which Dahood claimed to have been current in Ugaritic. 
Another possibility is to point it as tirneh, the qal imperfect of ranah 
which occurs elsewhere only in Job 39:23 of the rattling of armour, 
but which might conceivably be used of a piercing human voice. 
in the street: Israelite towns were innocent of town planning. 
The meaning is "outside", "in the open air". in the markets: 
better, "in the public places" such as the open space inside the 
city gates where people assembled to conduct business (compare 
V. 21b). 

21. walls: RSV has here emended Hebrew homiyyot to Mmot, fol-
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ltrn·in'2," 1.xx. But the change of '1 to h is not easy to explain, and the 
Hebrew text is probably correct. homiyyot (on the form sec GK 75v) 
is the qal feminine plural participle of hii.mii.h, "to make a noise, be 
tumultuous"; in the singular it is used in Isa. 22:2 of the city of 
Jerusalem. Here in Prov. 1 :21 it is apparently used as a noun, mean
ing thronged or noisy places in the city, such as the entrance of 
the city gates with which it is paralleled in the second line. (REB 
has "the bustling streets"). If there is no reference to walls here, 
on the top of (h'ro'sl clearly does not refer to height. Similar phrases 
occur in Isa. 51 :20 and Lam. 2: 19 (h'ro'I ko[-!J.u.fol), rendered by "at 
every street corner" in REB, and in Ezek. 16:25 (kol-ro'I derek), REB 
"at the top of every street", ro'I having the sense of "beginning, 
entrance". city: this line is very full; Gemser suggests the omission 
of this word as an unnecessary gloss. 

22. simple ones: see on 1 + will you love: for different views 
on the unusual form see GK 63m and Meyer, VT 7 (1957), p. 140, 
n. I. 

How long will scoffers ... knowledge?: there is a sudden 
change here from the second person (0 simple ones) to the third 
person. V. 23 reverts to the second person. This, together with the 
fact that the verse is unusually long (three lines) has suggested the 
possibility that this is an interpolation or that these lines have been 
misplaced. REB, following NEB, transposes them to follow v. 27. It 
should be noted that this second How long in RSV has no equivalent 
in the Hebrew: it has been added in an attempt to conceal the 
difficulty. scoffers (lefzm); scoffing (li4on): there is no agreement 
about the meaning of this root Un), which is particularly frequent 
in Proverbs, where it occurs almost twenty times, but apparently 
with somewhat different connotations. delight in: Hebrew /Jii.m'du 
[ii.hem. [ii.hem, literally "with regard to themselves," is an "ethic 
dative" ( GK 11 gs), hardly translatable in English. fools: this word 
(k'szl) is by far the most common word for "fool" in Proverbs, occur
ring forty-nine times, almost as frequently as its opposite /Jii.kam 
( wise). 

23. If the last two lines of v. 22 did not originally stand here, its 
first line (How long ... simple?) needs a second line to complete 
the couplet. This could be provided by the first line ofv. 23 (Give 
heed to my reproof), leaving the rest of v. 23 to form another 
couplet. 

Give heed: in the Hebrew this is not an imperative but an imper-
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feel (tiifubu, literally "you shall return". Emerton UTS 19 [1968], 
pp. 609- 14) suggests that an initial word miitay, "when ... ?", has 
been omitted by homoioteleuton: that is, because the scribe was 
confused by the similarity of the words p'ti, the last word of v. 22a, 
and miitay, in the consonantal text (pty and mty in the unpointed text). 
V. 23a would then have originally read "When will you return ... ?" 
Others, however, regard the line as a conditional phrase, "If you 
will return ... " (on the construction see GK 1596-d), or transpose 
hinnih (behold) from the second line, rendering it as "If" (Driver, 
Bib. 32 [ 1951], p. I 74) with the same result. 

I will pour out my thoughts: the word here translated by 
thoughts is rua~, which in the majority of instances is correctly 
rendered by "spirit". Some commentators (Ringgren, McKane, 
Ploger; also REB) so translate it here. If this is the meaning it is a 
further indication of the close relationship between Wisdom and 
Ya.nweh, whose prerogative Wisdom appears here to exercise ( cf. 
Isa. 44:3, where however, a different verb is used, and Isa. 11 :2, 
where the spirit of wisdom is an aspect of the Spirit of Yahweh), 
going beyond even the prophets' claim to speak on Yahweh's behalf 
(so Kayatz [1966], p. 127). But this interpretation is probably mis
taken. The verb here translated pour out (nb' hiphil) is regularly 
used of verbal communication of a person's mind or thoughts (e.g. 
Ps. 94:4, "They pour out their arrogant words"; Prov. 15:2, "the 
mouths of fools pour out folly"; Prov. 15:28, "the mouth of the 
wicked pours out evil things"). Here in Prov. 1 :23 rua~ is paralleled 
by words: and since rua~ can mean "mind" or "thought" (see R. N. 
Whybray, The Heavenly Counsellor in Isaiah xl:13-14, Cambridge, 
1971, pp. J0-13) RSV's pour out my thoughts makes the best 
sense. 

24-33. There is a dramatic sequence here. How long in v. 22 
assumes that the hearers have up to now rejected Wisdom. She 
offers them another chance (v. 23), and then, presumably after a 
pause during which no one has heeded (v. 24), issues her predic
tion of the inevitable consequence. But this is not quite like a pro
phetic judgement scene: Wisdom is not the agent of the calamity 
but a scornful observer of it (vv. 26-8). Moreover, in its wider 
context this section is rhetorical, part of the technique of persuasion 
rather than condemnation, since at the end of the speech ( v. 33) an 
escape route is still open for the person who listens to Wisdom. 
Lang sees vv. 24-6 as "the words of an angry teacher". 
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24. This verse - and also v. 28 - is reminiscent of Isa. 65:1-2, 
which is the beginning of a judgement speech of Yahweh. But the 
similarities are not sufficiently close to suggest that there is a direct 
relationship between the two passages. Such language is conceivable 
in a variety of circumstances. 

26. also: here and in many other passages this translation of the 
particle gam is incorrect. Here it should be rendered by "on my 
part" (sec Labuschagne, 1966, pp. 193-203, especially p. 198, n. 1). 
laugh, mock: these verbs are used of Yahweh's reaction to those 
who attack him or his adherents (Ps. 2:4; 59:8 [Heb. 9]; cf. also 
3r13). This - to us - unpleasant practice was evidently a normal 
expression of confidence in one's own superior strength and immun
ity from harm or defeat - compare the "good wife" who "laughs at 
the time to come" (31 :25). Here, however, the mockery suggests 
pique at being ignored. The harsh tone of these verses is, however, 
intended to frighten the listeners into mending their ways. 

27. Like verse 23, this verse is unusually long, and some commen
tators regard the third line (when distress and anguish come 
upon you) as a redundant addition merely repeating the previous 
line in other words. 

28. call, answer: in v. 24 it was Wisdom who called (qiirii'), but 
she was ignored. Now the tables will be turned: those who 
ignored her will in turn call or cry out (qiirii') to her for help, 
and it will be she who will not answer them. This language calls to 
mind a similarly double aspect of the relationship between Yahweh 
and his people: on the one hand Yahweh, speaking through his 
prophets, calls his people to turn from their evil ways, but they do 
not answer, and so bring disaster on themselves (Jer. 35: 17); while 
on the other hand, distressed persons, especially in many of the 
Psalms, call to Yahweh for help. In most cases these passages express 
confidence that he will answer, or appeal to him to do so; but as 
with Wisdom in 1 :28, it is envisaged that he might refuse to do so: 
in Ps. 22:2 (Heb. 3) the psalmist complains, "O my God, I cry ... 
but you do not answer". 

seek, find: this language also recalls an aspect of the relationship 
between God and his people, although other words (diiraI, bqI piel) 
are used for "seek" than that which is employed here (IIJr piel). In 
Dt. 4:29; J er. 29: 13 Yahweh promises to be found by his people 
when they seek him in times of distress; but in Hos. 5:6 (cf. Am. 
8: 12) he warns his sinful people in oracles of judgement that though 
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they may seek him they will not find him, because he has withdrawn 
his presence from them. 

All the third person plural verbs in this verse are in the emphatic 
form in -un (see GK 47m, 6oe). 

29. the fear of the Lord: see on , : 7. 
31. eat the fruit of their way: that is, suffer the consequences 

of their way of life. Compare similar expressions in Prov. , 8:21; Isa. 
3:10. be sated: a similar metaphor (cf. Prov. 25:16; Ps. 88:3 
[Heb. 4]). The principle is the same as in Gal. 67 "Whatever a 
man sows, that shall he also reap". 

32. simple: see on 1 + turning away: elsewhere in the Old 
Testament this word (m'fubah) always denotes apostasy from 
Yahweh. are killed, destroys: one's attitude towards wisdom, like 
one's attitude towards Yahweh, is not just a desirable option but a 
matter of life and death. 

33. evil: here as frequently this word (rii,'ii,h) is not used in an 
ethical sense but means harm or misfortune such as is to be the lot 
of those who ignore Wisdom's teaching according to the previous 
verses. 

SECOND INSTRUCTION 

AVOIDANCE OF THE "STRANGE WOMAN" 

2:1-22 

Although this is not apparent from RSV, this chapter in Hebrew 
consists of a single sentence of great complexity. Shorn of its embel
lishments, its basic grammatical structure consists of a conditional 
sentence (if, v. 1, then, v. 5) followed by two types of explicatory 
or qualificatory clause: an infinitive construction defining more pre
cisely the contents of the preceding apodosis (delivering you, v. 12) 
and a final clause indicating the desired outcome (l'ma'an, "so that 
... may", RSV So you will, v. 20). This already complex structure 
is given even greater complexity in two respects: first by the doubling 
or even tripling of the basic clauses (if three times, vv. 1, 3, 4; then 
twice, vv. 5, g; two infinitive constructions [l'ha.nil'ka, delivering 
you, both in v. 12 and also in v. 16, where RSV has You will be 
saved]); and by the addition of further doubly subordinate clauses, 
both causal (for, vv. 6, 1 o, 18, 2 1) and relative ( expressed by parti
ciples but with the sense of who, vv. 13, 14, 17); and so on. There 



.'JO PROVERBS 2:1-22 

is also much repetition in the chapter: in vv. 2-11 wisdom and its 
cqui,·aknts arc mentioned twelve times; and in vv. 12-22 words for 
"path" occur nine times. There is a constant wearisome repetition 
of the same thoughts. 

As an example of teaching method this cumbersome discourse 
lacks both precision and compactness; it gives the impression that 
successive layers have been added to an originally much shorter and 
crisper Instruction of which 5: 1-6 might be taken as a model. In 
view of the syntactical structure the addition of new lines would 
have been a simple process, and conversely, much of the chapter 
could be omitted without mutilating the syntactical coherence. For 
example, vv. 1, 9, 16-19 alone would constitute a well-constructed 
and satisfactory composition (see Whybray, 1966, pp. 486-92). 

The nub of the original Instruction - that is, the description of 
the disastrous behaviour against which the pupil is warned - is 
clearly to be found in vv. 16-19. These verses, with their vivid 
picture of the loose woman who lures the young man to her house 
which is really the anteroom to death and the shades (v. 18) contain 
the only concrete and precise statements in the chapter. It is true 
that grammatically they are parallel with vv. 12- 15, in which 
another set of villians appear: men of perverted speech; but these 
are described in the same generalizing and moralizing style as much 
of the rest of the chapter, and are very shadowy characters compared 
with the "loose woman". Moreover, it is unlikely that the original 
Instruction had a double theme, since in all the other Instructions 
in these chapters which deal with the theme of sexual temptations 
and the loose woman (5:1ff.; 6:20ff.; riff.} there is no competing 
theme. 

If it is correct to say that this chapter is an expansion of an 
originally much shorter Instruction, an analysis of its contents may 
provide the clue to the reasons for such an expansion. It begins 
(v. 1), like the first Instruction ( 1 :8) with an appeal to the pupil to 
pay serious attention to the teacher's words. But in v. 2 this teaching 
is equated with Wisdom; and vv. 2-4 and 9- 15 expatiate on the 
benefits that will be conferred on those who follow Wisdom's teach
ing. Inserted into this section about Wisdom is a passage (vv. 5-8) 
which introduces Yahweh: it begins (vv. 5-6) by stressing that it is 
he who is the source of wisdom, and then expatiates on the benefits 
of listening to his teaching (his mouth, v. 6). In other words, the 
teaching of the human teacher, which in the first Instruction is 
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presented as the sole and sufficient authority, is here first identified 
with a partly personified Wisdom (will come into your heart, will 
watch over you, vv. IO, 1 1); and then this Wisdom is stated to he 
Yahwch's own wisdom which comes from his mouth (v. 6) as his 
gift. A similar process of identification of Wisdom with the fear of 
Yahweh may have taken place in 1 :29. 

Thus in this chapter no fewer than three persons are presented as 
offering advice and guidance to the pupil, and in quite similar terms: 
the human teacher, Wisdom, and Yahweh. Clearly, as in 1:8-19, it 
is the human teacher who is the speaker throughout the chapter. 
But in contrast to 1 :8-19, where he alone is said to offer efficacious 
advice, his claim here in v. 1 has been used in order to introduce 
successively two further concepts: that of Wisdom as the source of 
true instruction (cf. 1:20-33), and that of Yahweh as the authority 
with which Wisdom speaks. The original Instruction may have con
sisted of an initial appeal by the teacher (vv. 1, 9 - cf. 1 :8, but here 
in the form of a conditional sentence rather than of an imperative), 
a specific warning (vv. 16-19 - cf. 1: I0-18), and possibly a general 
conclusion (vv. 20-22 - cf. 1:19). (See Whybray, 1966, pp. 486-
92.) 

I. my commandments: elsewhere in the Old Testament this 
word (mi~wiih) refers to the Law of Moses; but in Proverbs, where 
it occurs most frequently in these chapters (3: 1; 4:4; 6:20; T 1, 2) it 
refers to the words of the parent or teacher, indicating his position 
of authority over the young pupil. 

2-3. understanding (t'buniih), insight (bzniih): these are simply 
synonyms of wisdom. The love of pleonasm has even led the author 
to use understanding twice. 

2. and inclining your heart: literally, "(and if) you incline your 
heart" - taking up the if ofv. 1. heart (lib): better, "mind". 

3. yes, if (ki 'im); ki here, as often, simply gives emphasis to the 
words which follow, seek it, search for it. The singular it (or, 
"she") shows that understanding and insight are not regarded by 
the author as distinct entities, but are simply other words for wis
dom. Cry out/raise your voice for: better, "to". The pupil is to 
try to make contact with wisdom by calling out to her. 

5-8. There are close parallels between these verses, which are 
concerned with the Lord, and vv. g- 11, which are concerned solely 
with wisdom. Both begin with the words then you will under
stand ('iiz tiibin), the object of the verb being the fear of the Lord 
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in '"· 5 and righteousness and justice in v. 9; in both cases the 
initial assertion (vv. 5, 9) is followed by a motive clause beginning 
with ki. for, vv. 6, rn) stating, in the first case that the Lord gives 
wisdom and, in the other, wisdom will come into your heart; in 
both passages (vv. 8, 11) the two verbs niirar (guard) and fiimar 
(RSV "presenre" and "watch over") occur in parallel, though in the 
reverse order, the subject being in the first case the Lord and in 
the second discretion and understanding, which are synonyms of 
wisdom: and finally the words da 'a{, knowledge (vv. 6, rn), t'bunah, 
understanding (vv. 6, 11) and miipiit (vv. 8, 9) occur in both pass
ages among the gifts of Yahweh and Wisdom respectively. 

These similarities are too great to be unintentional. Whoever was 
responsible for the text in its present form clearly intended to draw 
a parallel between the benefits conferred by Wisdom on the one 
hand and Yahweh on the other. But if both passages are the work 
of the same author it is strange that having made the relationship 
between them clear already in v. 6 he should then speak in vv. JO

I I of Wisdom alone as conferring these gifts. There is, then, some 
reason to suppose that vv. 5-8 are a "theological" addition to a 
text which originally spoke only of Wisdom. 

5. the fear of the Lord: see on 1: 7. 
6. the Lord gives wisdom: the placing of the Lord at the begin

ning of the sentence in the Hebrew instead of in its normal position 
following the verb gives it a strong emphasis. The pupil is now told 
that only God can give what the pupil is told to seek to attain in 
attending to the teacher and in searching for Wisdom. 

7. Read Qere'syirpon rather than Kethib's w'rapan. The meaning 
is the same. sound wisdom: not 4okmah, but tusiyyiih. This word, 
which apart from Mic. 6:9 and Isa. 28:29 occurs only in Job and 
Proverbs probably means something like "practical ability". he is 
a shield: the Hebrew has simply "a shield". In view of the deficient 
syntax, van der Weiden (pp. 26-7) derives the word (magin) from 
the root mgn which occurs as a verb in 4:9, and renders it by "a 
gift", seeing it as a second object ofhe stores up; but this is probably 
simply a case of ellipsis and so correctly translated by RSV. 

8. guarding: an infinitive used gerundially (GK I 14 o). Emen
dation (see Dahood, pp. 26-7; van der Weiden, pp. 7-8) is not 
necessary. his saints: read 4•sidaw with Qere. A better translation 
would be "those who are loyal to him" (REB "his loyal servants"). 

9-1 I. On the relationship of these verses to vv. 5-8 see above. 
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9. righteousness and justice and equity: these three terms 
occur logether also in 1 :3. Several commentators, however, have 
questioned the text of the second line. every good path seems to 
be only loosely connected with the preceding words; and various 
suggestions have been made to read a verb here in place of mesarim 
(equity): either a participle (m'fammir, "keeping (to)", m"afsir, 
"making straight", m'yaffir, "making smooth") or an imperfect 
(tifmiir, "you will keep (to)", te"far, "you will step forward (on)". 
MT, however, is not impossible. 

10. heart (lib): see on v. 2. The imagery may be conventional: 
compare Amenemope I 3:11-14 (ANET, p. 421). soul (nepef): the seat 
of the emotions. 

11. will guard you ( tin.{rekka): on the form see GK 66f. 
12-15. See the comments above on these verses. They consist 

entirely of colourless generalities compared with the description of 
the "loose woman" ofvv. 16-19 or of the criminal gang of 1:11-
14. 

12. the way: the metaphor of the two roads as alternative ways 
of life, the one leading to safety and the other to destruction, is 
particularly frequent in Proverbs, where its use is characterized by 
the occurrence of a variety of synonyms for road or path. In 1: 15, 
19, 31 it has already been used of wicked behaviour. Here (2:12-
15) - where its reiteration is in keeping with the generalized style 
of the passage - there is a contrast intended with the path taken by 
those who accept Yahweh's gift of wisdom (vv. 7-9). of evil: or, 
"of the evildoer". men of perverted speech: literally, "the man who 
speaks tahpiikot". This word, which is virtually peculiar to Proverbs 
(Dt. 32:20 is the only other occurrence in the Old Testament), is 
cognate with the verb hapak, "to overturn, overthrow"; it often, as 
here, denotes wickedness in general, but particularly with regard to 
the use of speech to achieve evil ends. 

14. This verse reveals stylistic poverty not only by repeating the 
word tahpiikot (perverseness) already used in v. 1 2, but also by the 
double use of evil (ra'). There is no justification for emendation as 
proposed by some commentators. 

16-19. At first sight these verses seem quite straightforward: 
only an attachment to Wisdom who will set the pupil on the right 
paths (vv. 8- 11) can save the pupil from the temptation to associate 
with immoral women (the loose woman, the adventuress), an 
association which will lead him irrevocably away rrom the paths 
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of life - that is, to his death. This warning is parallel to the warning 
in ,.". 1 2-15 about associating with men of perverted speech who 
also forsake the paths of righteousness. (What is meant by death 
here is not made clear; but it is contrasted with the "life" offered 
bv Wisdom.) In other words, this is a plain warning to the young 
man about the consequences of sexual immorality, which was a stock 
theme of ancient Near Eastern, especially Egyptian, Instructions. 

However, there are clearly overtones here which are mainly absent 
from the non-Israelite Instructions. Lang ( 1972, pp. 87-8) drew 
attention to the fact that in these chapters there are no fewer than 
four prominent female figures: Wisdom, the "woman Folly" (9: 13-
18), the immoral woman depicted here and in three other Instruc
tions, and the flesh-and-blood wife - present or future - to whom the 
pupil is urged to remain faithful (s:15-20). This is no coincidence: 
throughout these chapters analogies are drawn and contrasts made 
which in various ways link all these figures together. This suggests 
that in the passage here under consideration the figure of the 
immoral woman represents more than a purely carnal temptation, 
though that remains the primary meaning. If chapter 2 is taken as 
a whole, the woman of vv. 16- 19 undoubtedly stands in some degree 
as the antithesis of wisdom, and her smooth words (v. 16) with 
which she entices the young man anticipate the persuasive speech 
of the "woman F oily" in 9: 16-1 7, which in turn echoes the call of 
Wisdom in 9:4-6. 

Overtones of a somewhat different kind have been discerned by 
some commentators. This is, as has been pointed out, not an isolated 
passage, but requires to be interpreted in conjunction with y3ff.; 
6:24ff and r5ff. Each of these passages contains a similar warning 
against associating with immoral women, and all four passages are 
to a considerable extent parallel, even in the language employed: 
loose woman ( 'iffah zarah) and adventuress (nokriyyah) occur again 
in parallelism in 7:5, a verse which is almost identical with 2: 16; 
and the woman in question is referred to as zarah also in 5:3 (cf. 
y17, 20) and as nokriyyah in 6:24. All these passages refer to her 
seductive speech, and all refer to the fatal or at least disastrous 
consequences of association with her. The discussion has therefore 
necessarily taken into account evidence from all four passages. 

Bostrom ( 1935) proposed a cul tic interpretation. He understood 
the woman in question to be not an Israelite but a foreigner who 
attempted to lure the Israelite young man into participation in fertil-
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ity rites associated with the Babylonian/Canaanite goddess Ishtar/ 
Astartc. The main evidence for this thesis as far as 2: 16- 19 is con
cerned is to be found in the use of the words ziiriih and nokriyyiih to 
describe the woman, the reference in v. 17 to her God rather than 
"Yahweh" as elsewhere in the book, and the reference to death in 
vv. 18-19. More recent scholars, however (notably Humbert, 1939 
and Snijders, 1954) have demonstrated the improbability of Bos
troms thesis, though some recent commentators (Gemser, Ringgren, 
McKane) have retained some features of it. 

Whether the kind of sexual cult presupposed by Bostrom ever 
existed is now regarded as doubtful. Apart from this, it is by no 
means certain that the words ziir and nokri have an ethnic conno
tation here. Certainly both words frequently mean "foreign", that 
is, not Israelite. But they are both ambiguous. ziir frequently denotes 
simply what is outside one's own possession or social group, especi
ally outside one's family or tribe. In the priestly legislation in the 
Pentateuch, for example, 'if ziir means a man who is not a member 
of a priestly family. In job 19:27; Prov. 14: w; 27=2 ziir simply means 
"another (person)", i.e., not oneself. Somewhat similarly nokri can 
mean no more than "unknown, unfamiliar". Thus although the 
woman in question may be a foreigner, she could also be simply a 
prostitute from outside the city (there is a similar ambiguity in 
Egyptian Instructions on the same theme, especially the Instruction 
of Ani, 3:13 ff. [ANET, p. 420]. But a comparison with the more 
detailed account of the woman in 7:5-23 suggests a simpler expla
nation. There there is a reference (vv. 19-20) to the absence of 
the husband, which suggests that after all the woman is simply an 
adulteress (we may compare Ani: "a woman whose husband is far 
away"). 'iHiih ziirdh would then mean "the wife of another man", 
and nokriyyiih would further designate her as a woman belonging to 
another family ( cf. Gen. 31: 15) and therefore to be avoided. (This 
down-to-earth interpretation does not, however, conflict with what 
has been said above about the overtones which imply that she is 
the counterpart of Wisdom, who herself is not without mythological 
overtones.) On the other points raised above, namely the meaning 
of the covenant of her God in v. 17 and the references to death in 
vv. 18-19 see the comments on those verses below. 

17. the companion of her youth: the most natural interpret
ation of this phrase is that it refers to the woman's husband - cf. 
Mai. 2: 14, which speaks of the "wife of your youth" and ''your 
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companion" (though here a different word is used). covenant: the 
same \'erse in Malachi also refers to marriage as a covenant to which 
Yahweh is witness. Less probable is the view that the verse refers 
to the woman's acting contrary to her early upbringing ( 'allup, com
panion, here means "fatherly teaching" according to McKane) and 
abandoning her status as a member of the covenanted people of 
Israel rather than specifically to her abandoning her husband and 
renouncing her marriage vows. The phrase the covenant of her 
God (b'rit "'liihehii) could be better rendered as "her sacred {or 'sol
emn') covenant": the her qualifies covenant rather than God (GK 
135n); and "'liihim (God) here could be understood primarily as an 
expression of the superlative emphasizing the solemn nature of the 
marriage covenant {so van der Ploeg), though also retaining some
thing of its original sense {see Thomas, VT3, 1953, pp. 2rn-19). If 
this interpretation is correct, the argument that her God must refer 
to a foreign deity loses its force. 

18-19. The general theme of these verses occurs again, though 
in different forms, in 5:5; 7:27; 9: 18. Here the pupil is warned, in 
highly charged metaphors intended to make a deep impression on 
him in a way comparable to the "hell-fire sermon" of later times, 
that to enter the house of the adulteress irrevocably leads to death. 
"Death" is to be understood here as the antithesis of the "life" 
regularly offered by Wisdom in these chapters, for example in 3: 16-
1.8, which comprises such things as long life, riches, honour, pros
perity. The pupil must choose to pay attention to Wisdom or to 
reject her; and if he once chooses the latter course there can be no 
going back. The adulteress, like the "woman Folly" in 9:13-18, 
stands for all that is morally evil {in the final form of this chapter 
this is equated with the rejection of the "fear of Yahweh", v. 5); 
and those who choose evil will pay the penalty in a short and miser
able life which is a kind of death. 

18. As in 7:27 and 9:18, the adulteress's house is dramatically 
represented as itself part of the abode of the dead, or at least a kind 
of antechamber to it. her house sinks down to death: there is a 
grammatical problem here in that house (bayit) is a masculine noun 
whereas the verb (iii.}Jah) as accentuated in MT is feminine (the femi
nine third person perfect singular of iua~). Of the many attempts to 
solve this problem, Emerton's proposal to repaint the word as iiiqii.h, 
"pit" (1979, pp. 153-8; cf. Prov. 22:14; 23:27) is perhaps the most 
plausible. The line would then read "her house is a pit (leading) to 
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death". the shades (r'pii'im): that is, the dead, conceived as .~athercd 
in Sheol - cf. 9:18; 21:16; Isa. 14:9 etc. 

19. The concept of dying as a journey to the nether world from 
which there is no return is frequently found in Babylonian literature, 
and this verse is particularly reminiscent of a passage in the Baby
lonian Descent of lshtar to the Nether World, when the goddess is said 
to go down to "the Land of no Return ... , to the house which 
none leave who have entered it, to the road from which there is no 
way back", (ANET, p. 107), a passage which is almost verbally 
identical with a passage in the Epic of Gilgamesh (ANET, p. 87). This 
imagery, which is also found in Greek mythology, was probably 
current over a wide area. 

20-22. These verses are only very loosely connected with what 
precedes. The first two words ofv. 20, l'ma'an tilik, do not mean So 
you will walk (result) but "in order that you may walk" {purpose 
or intention). This does not follow syntactically or in sense from 
v. 19, but hangs in the air. Toy supposed that v. 20 has been mis
placed from after v. 9, but there is no evidence for this. Moreover, 
the generalities expressed in vv. 20-22 detract from and weaken the 
dramatic effect of v. 19, which makes an excellent climax. These 
verses are quite different from 1:19 and 1:32-3, which are more 
closely related to their contexts. They appear to comprise two separ
ate additions to the original Instruction. Vv. 21-2 has its own dis
tinctive character and style, being an impersonal comment in the 
third person plural, and having a close resemblance to the sentence 
literature and to certain moralizing psalms, especially to Ps. 
37=286-29, as well as to Deuteronomic theology (see below). 

21-22. the land ( 'ere.f) referred to here cannot be other than the 
land of Canaan which was regarded throughout the Old Testament 
as the land promised and then given by Yahweh to Israel. The 
teaching that their continued possession ofit is conditional on obedi
ence to the law of Yahweh while disobedience will entail its loss is 
constantly stressed in Deuteronomy; it also occurs almost as a refrain 
in Ps. 37 {vv. 3, 9, 11, 22, 29), where it is addressed to individuals 
as distinct from the wicked (especially in vv. 9 & 22, where they 
will be cut off from it). The same assertion is made in Prov. rn:30. 
This is a reinterpretation of the preceding teaching in terms of 
Yahwistic orthodoxy. 

22. will be rooted out: the verb (niisa~) is used in Dt. 28:63 in 
the passive (niphal) in a threat by Yahweh to remove Israel from 
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the land if it is disobedient. Here also a passive sense is required, 
but the form (yiss'~u) is active (qal). It has been suggested that this 
is an impersonal use of the verb, and that the line should be trans
lated by "they (impersonal) will root out the treacherous". But in 
view of the parallel verb will be cut off it is probably preferable to 
rcpoint the verb asyuss'~u (pual). 

THIRD INSTRUCTION 

BEHAVIOUR TOWARDS GOD 

3:1-12 

In this Instruction there is no direct mention of the need to acquire 
wisdom. After an introduction in which the teacher stresses the 
importance of paying attention to his teaching (vv. 1-4, cf. 1 :8-g; 
2: 1 ), that teaching, as regards behaviour towards God, is set out in 
the form of three positive admonitions. The first two of these (vv. 5-
6 and 7-8) are similar in contents: indeed, do not rely on your 
own insight in the first and Be not wise in your own eyes in the 
second are indistinguishable in meaning. The advice is very general. 
The third admonition (vv. g-rn) is more specific: it counsels the 
pupil to be careful to pay his sacrificial dues to Yahweh. All three 
admonitions are similar in form: a statement of what is required, 
expressed in imperatives and jussives, is followed by a promise of 
reward. It is probable that it was the certainty here expressed about 
the operation of a principle of automatic reward which prompted 
the addition of the fourth admonition (vv. 11-12). Here there is no 
mention of rewards, but ofYahweh's discipline and reproof. The 
author of these verses was aware of the problem raised by cases 
where expected reward was absent. His solution is that the Lord 
reproves him whom he loves: in other words, that suffering or 
misfortune may be educative in intention. This admonition is not 
about human behaviour towards God but about human reaction to 
God's actions. 

The lack of reference to wisdom in this Instruction is no doubt 
the reason for the subsequent addition of vv. 13-20, which may, 
however, have originally existed separately. As in chapter 2 where 
two additional layers have been added to the original Instruction, 
the first associating Wisdom with the teacher's words (vv. 2-4, IO

I I J and the second associating Wisdom with God (vv. 5-9), so also 
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here; but in this case the additions have been made at the end 
of the Instruction rather than inserted into it at the end of the 
introduction. 

The impression given by the first Instruction (, :8-, 9) that the 
pupil addressed is well-to-do is further confirmed here. Vv. 9-1 o, 
presumably laying down rules for the pupil's future adult life, speak 
of "your wealth" (honeka, RSV your substance), your produce, 
your barns, your vats. Material wealth is to the fore here, and 
there is no reference to generosity towards the poor. If, as other 
passages in these chapters suggest, the setting is an urban one, the 
pupil's family may be substantial landowners who do not necessarily 
live on their land. 

1-4. A number of commentators have noted similarities between 
these verses and some passages in Deuteronomy, a book which, like 
the Instructions in Prov. 1-9, is educational in intention, Yahweh 
- through the medium of Moses - being the teacher and the nation 
of Israel the pupil. In Dt. 6: 1-15 it is promised that if Israel keeps 
Yahweh's commandments (mi,rwot, v. 2) it will be rewarded with a 
long life (he"rik yamim, v. 2) and with prosperity. Israel, addressed 
like the pupil in Proverbs in the masculine singular, is to keep 
Yahweh's words in their heart ('al-l'babeka, v. 6), to teach them to 
its children (banim, v. 7), to bind them (qa,rar) as a sign on its hands 
and forehead (v. 8) and to write them (katab, v. 9) on the doorposts 
of its house. It is also warned not to forget (faka/J,) Yahweh (v. 12), 

for if it does it will be destroyed (v. 15). There are, in addition, 
many references in Deuteronomy to Yahweh's law (torah) and to the 
tablets (lii/J,ot, plural of lua/J,; RSV "tables") of the Ten Command
ments given to Moses, which are described in 9:9, 11 as "the tablets 
of stone, the tablets of the covenant". 

In Prov. 3: 1-4 the teacher employs much of the same language 
in referring to his own instruction: he speaks of his teaching (torah) 
and commandments (mi,rwot, v. 1) which must not be forgotten (fak
a/J), but which if they are heeded will give his "son" (bin) a long 
life ('orekyamim) and wellbeing (v. 2). They are to be bound (qa,rar) 
round the neck (3bc - on 3a see below) and written (katab) on the 
tablet of the heart ( 'al-lua/J, libbeka). 

What significance, if any, is there in these coincidences of lan
guage? Some of them, like the use of lua/J,, which has quite different 
referents in the two passages, may be dismissed as purely fortuitous; 
others can no doubt be explained as showing no more than the 



60 PROVERBS 3:)-)2 

existence- of a common vocabulary of education. Some of the 
expressions referred to above occur in other Instructions in these 
chapters and can be to some extent paralleled, as McKane pointed 
out, with language used in Egyptian Instructions. Nevertheless the 
concentration of parallels with Deuteronomy in this short passage 
is too striking to be totally ignored, though the claims of Robert 
( I 934) for a close dependence of these chapters as a whole on Deu
teronomy seem overstated. It may be that the influence, if such it 
is, operated in the opposite direction. Dt. 8:5 may provide support 
for this view: "Know in your heart that, as a man disciplines his 
son, Y ahwch your God disciplines you". This suggests that the 
author of the homiletic introductory chapters of Deuteronomy may 
have used the already existent language of family education in order 
to emphasize the mandatory nature of the law of Yahweh, the 
rewards of obedience to it and the dire consequences of disobedience. 
Precisely the same idea is to be found in vv. 11-12 of this chapter, 
though this, as has been suggested above, is a later addition to the 
original Instruction. 

I. teaching ( torii.h); commandments ( mi,rwot): see on 1 :8 and 
2: 1. These two words reappear in the introductions to subsequent 
Instructions, together with others (musar, "instruction"; d'bii.rim, 
"words"; "'ma.rim, also "words") in combinations which show that 
they are all interchangeable ( cf. 1 :8; 2: 1 ; 3: 1 ; 4: I ; 4: 20; s: 1; 6: 20; 

T, -2). They occur mainly in parallel pairs, not always in the same 
order. The verbs which govern them are also interchangeable: hear, 
receive, treasure up, keep, be attentive, incline the ear, and the 
negatives "do not reject", "do not forsake", "do not forget". 

2. Literally, "for length of days and years of life and wellbeing 
(salom) will they add (or, 'increase') to you". It has been suggested 
that a distinction is made here between length of days and years 
of life in that, while the former simply denotes a long life, in the 
latter the word life (4ayyim), refers, as frequently in the wisdom 
literature and especially in Proverbs, to the quality of life. But the 
same expression is used in 4: JO, where this docs not seem to be the 
case. salom, however, does denote a state of unalloyed happiness and 
contentment, free from anxiety ( cf. 3: 17). 

3. This verse differs from the rest of the passage in that it consists 
of three lines rather than the usual two. The third line (write them 
on the tablet of your heart) is identical with T3b, and is lacking 
in Lxxl:!. Many commentators, therefore, have regarded it as a gloss 
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introduced from T3· However, there is good reason to suppose that 
it is the first line (Let not loyalty and faithfulness forsake you) 
which is the added line. Elsewhere in these Instructions (6:21; r3; 
er. 1 :g; 3:22) it is the father's ( or parents') teachings which arc to 
be bound or written on the heart. It is therefore probable that the 
them of lines two and three here originally referred not to loyalty 
and faithfulness but to the father's teachings ofv. 1. V. 3a interrupts 
the flow of discourse, which otherwise follows the same pattern as 
in the Instructions mentioned above. V. 3a may have skilfully been 
added in order to associate the father's teaching with virtues charac
teristic of Yahwism: the double phrase loyalty and faithfulness 
(~esed we"met), which in 16:6 is paralleled with the fear of Yahweh, 
is a standard expression which describes the relationship between 
Yahweh and his people, both collectively and individually. 

bind them about your neck: in Dt. 6:8; 11: 18 it is enjoined on 
the Israelites that they should bind Yahweh's words on their hands 
and foreheads. This was probably intended as a metaphor for keep
ing them constantly in mind, though later Judaism took it literally 
in the custom of wearing phylacteries. Whether there is an echo of 
Deuteronomy here or whether this was simply a current metaphor 
like that in the following line is not clear. write them on the tablet 
of your heart: J er. 31 :33 uses a similar metaphor. It is also found 
in Amenemope, where the reader is told, with regard to the teachings 
which follow, "to put them in your heart is beneficial" (I 3:11). 

4. So you will find: the Hebrew here has the imperative. On 
this use of the imperative see GK I IOf. good repute (fikel-(ob): 
RSVmg. indicates an emendation of fikel to Jim, "name, reputation", 
as is proposed by some commentaries. The usual meaning of fikel 
is "insight, understanding", which hardly fits the context. However, 
no emendation is necessary. Insight or competence and the success 
which normally followed it were closely linked in the Hebrew mind, 
a fact which is illustrated by the cognate verb hifk'il, which means 
both "to have insight" and "to be successful". fikel here should 
probably be rendered by "success", or, in view of the context, by 
"approval" (so Gemser, McKane, Ploger). in the sight of God 
and man: the use of the word God ( "loh'im) rather than the usual 
"Yahweh" favoured by Proverbs has no theological implication. 
This is probably a set phrase (cf. Lk. 2:52), an example ofmerismus, 
in which polar opposites arc cited to indicate totality. The meaning 
is thus "in the sight of all". 
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5-8. In these twin admonitions (vv. 5-6, 7-8) the pupil is 
admonished to Trust in the Lord with all your heart (v. 5a) 
and to fear the Lord, and turn away from evil (v. 76). Such 
wholehearted reliance on Yahweh and fulfilment of his moral 
requirements, it is promised, will lead to wholly beneficial and desir
able consequences (vv. 66, 8). Each admonition is accompanied by 
a warning against adopting what is presumably the contrary atti
tude: trust in one's own competence (v. 56) and - what is virtually 
the same thing - confidence in one's own wisdom (v. 76). These, 
one may presume, will lead to disaster. But there is a difference 
between them and the recipes for disaster discouraged in the pre
,;ous two Instructions: there it was criminal or immoral conduct of 
a concrete kind; here it is an attitude of mind, which is held to be 
incompatible with a proper attitude towards God. 

McKane sees in these verses an attack on traditional wisdom 
teaching and an exhortation to substitute the moral teaching of 
Yahwism for it. But traditional wisdom teaching itself deprecates 
precisely the kind of self-confidence warned against here. It is again 
and again emphasized in these Instructions that the conduct of the 
pupil is to be based not on self-confidence but on strict observance 
of the father's rules. These are sometimes equated with wisdom, 
which is to be sought for by the pupil and which, when attained, 
will form the character of its possessor: he will become "wise". But 
this wisdom is not the same as being "wise in one's own eyes" (cf. 
26:5, 12, 16; 28:11, where also this phrase is used). The need for 
humility about one's own attainments in this sphere is frequently 
stressed in the sentence literature, for example in 11 :2 ("When pride 
comes, then comes disgrace, but with the humble is wisdom") and 
12: 1 5 ("The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man 
listens to advice"). Although in Isa. 5:21 those who are "wise in 
their own eyes" are listed among those who have "rejected the law 
of the Lord of hosts" (v. 24), no such harsh condemnation is 
intended here. This is simply a statement that submission to the 
moral demands of Yahweh is one essential element in the conduct 
of the young man who wishes to be successful and prosperous, no 
more and no less than submission to his cultic demands (set out in 
vv. 9-10), and that such submission is inconsistent with pride in 
one's ability to manage one's own affairs single-handed. No specific 
moral advice is given here: turn away from evil (v. 76) is too 
general to constitute a specific line of conduct peculiar to Yahwism. 
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5. insight (biniih): McKane argues that this word, which is else
where always used in a positive sense, has here been given a new 
meaning: it is "a sinful hubris which is incompatible with trust in 
Yahweh". But this is to overstate the case. At most the word is 
simply used here ironically of a supposed insight: compare Isa. 29, 
where it is first used (v. 14) contemptuously of those who unjustifi
ably claim it for themselves, but then, in v. 24, in a positive sense. 

6. acknowledge him (dii'ehi1, literally "know him", from yiida', 
"to know"). In the Old Testament the "knowledge" of God includes 
obedience to his will. Van der Weiden (p. 31) suggested the possibil
ity that dii'ehi1 here is derived from a recently postulated verb dii'iih, 
"to seek"; but the usual derivation makes excellent sense. make 
straight: better, "make smooth" ( compare Isa. 40:3; 45: 13). 

8. The reward for following the father's advice is expressed in 
terms of bodily health; but probably it is the well being of the whole 
person which is meant and not only physical health. RSV's flesh 
presupposes an emendation of the Hebrew for to biifiir or possibly 
to f"er; but this is unnecessary. for, which occurs in the Old Testa
ment only here and in Ezek. 16:4; Ca. 7=3, means "navel"; but there 
is reason to suppose that it can also mean "strength, health" (Driver, 
Bib. 32 [1951], p. 175). fiqquy (refreshment), literally "drink", here 
means "medicine". bones: that is, the bodily frame or the body as 
a whole (cf. 16:24). 

9-10. This is the only passage in Proverbs in which sacrificial 
offerings such as are prescribed in the laws of the Pentateuch are 
positively enjoined. This may simply mean that the cult was a sphere 
of activity which did not normally fall within the scope of interest 
of Israel's wisdom teachers. But the reason for its recommendation 
here is clear. This is the most blatant expression in the Old Testa
ment of the principle of do ut des - the offering of gifts to God solely 
in order to elicit material rewards from him (Ploger; Perdue [1977], 
pp. 144-6). It goes well beyond the general understanding in Israel 
that Yahweh was pleased with sacrifice (if offered in sincerity and 
with pure motives) and would show his pleasure in blessing. This 
passage confirms the view that in vv. 5-8 also the motive for the 
admonition to acknowledge Yahweh and submit to his demands 
was to obtain success and happiness in life rather than a pious desire 
to serve him. 

9. Honour: this verb (kibbed) here means to make sacrificial offer
ings as in Isa. 43:23; Dan. 1 1 :38. with your substance: literally, 
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"of all your wealth". The particle min - (with) is partitive: the 
offerer brought a part of his produce to Yahweh. first fruits: as 
prescribed in the Pentateuchal legislation (Exod. 23: 19; 34:26; Dt. 
26: 1 -1 I; Lev. 23: 10-14 and elsewhere). produce: that is, agricultu
ral produce. 

10. plenty (faba'): elsewhere in the Old Testament this word is 
used only adverbially; hence it has been suggested that it should be 
emended to feber, "corn", which would make a suitable parallel for 
wine (tirof). But the discovery of a Phoenician parallel has made it 
possible that faba' itself should be understood as meaning "corn" 
here. 

ll-12. On these verses as an addition to the Instruction see on 
vv. 1-12 above. This is the only passage in Proverbs which attempts 
an explanation of the apparent failure of God to give the expected 
reward to those who faithfully serve him. Vv. 6 and 8 have, even 
though rather crudely, stated the traditional view, which is con
stantly reiterated in the book, that such rewards can be taken for 
granted; these verses, on the contrary, express the awareness that 
this is not always borne out by experience, and offer a solution based 
on the analogy of the discipline, or punishment, meted out by 
human fathers (mu.sar, "discipline", in that context, may imply cor
poral punishment, as in 19:18; 23:13). In the passages in Proverbs 
which advise the father to exercise such "discipline" ( 19: 18; 23: 13; 
29: I 7) there is no suggestion that the child has done anything which 
deserves punishment: punishment is, rather, seen as a necessary fea
ture of the educational process which helps to form the child's 
character, and so is a sign of the father's love. (The same view 
appears frequently in Egyptian literature.) So here: the Lord's disci
pline and reproof are not seen as punishment for disobedience, but 
as meted out simply for the good of the recipient. 

The problem to which these verses attempt a solution is one which 
is frequently raised elsewhere in the Old Testament, especially in 
the Book of Job and in some of the psalms of lamentation; and 
various solutions are proposed there. The solution offered here is 
also found elsewhere, the most striking parallel to these verses being 
Job 5:17-18, whose wording is so similar that some commentators 
have suggested that one passage influenced the other, although there 
is no agreement about the chronological priority. But it is also found 
in such works as Ps. 119, especially vv. 71 and 75. The view that it 
is derived from Deuteronomic theology seems hardly justified: pass-
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ages like 2 Sam. 7: 14- I 6 and Ps. 89:30-33 (Heb. 31 -34) are con
cerned with God's keeping his promises to a sinful person or people, 
which is quite a different matter. As McKane points out, only Dt. 
8:5 in the Deuteronomic literature is sufficiently close to Prov. 3: 11-
12 to justify the theory of a direct relationship, and this may well 
be a case where Deuteronomy has been influenced by wisdom 
thought rather than the contrary (see M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and 
the Deuteronomic School, Oxford, 1972, pp. 26off.; 316, and compare 
the late Egyptian Instruction Papyrus lnsinger, 20: 13: "Whatever 
hardship may come, give yourself into the hand of God"). 

ll. be weary: better, "recoil from" (so REE) or "take amiss" 
(qu~, "to loathe"). In other words, misfortunes should not be attri
buted to God's malignancy (as did Job) but should be accepted as 
part of his mysterious educational purpose. 

12. as a father (uk"ii.b): Lxx has a verb here; and the very similar 
passage in Job (s: 18) has yak'ib, "he inflicts pain". Emendation to 
a form of this verb - e.g. the pie! (w')ke'eb, yielding the line "and 
he inflicts suffering on the son in whom he delights" - would be 
syntactically an improvement, and would still preserve the "father
son" analogy. However, MT may be correct. 

THE PRAISE OF WISDOM 

3:13-18 

This poem is quite different in style from the preceding Instruction. 
It is a hymn in praise of Wisdom, and is to that extent similar to 
hymns in praise of various goddesses from the ancient Near East. 
It differs, however, from the self-praising speeches by Wisdom in 
1 :20-33 and 8: I -36 in that it is couched in the third person, and 
in that respect it resembles the poem about Wisdom in Job 28. It 
would seem that it once existed as a separate composition: it is 
complete in itself and self-sufficient; it begins with the word 'aire, 
Happy (is), which often marks the beginning of a religious poem 
(soPss. 1:1;32:1;41:1 [Heb.2]; 112:1; 119:1; 128:1;onitsmeaning 
see H. Cazelles, TDOT 1, pp. 445-8); and its conclusion is marked 
by the repetition of happy (m"uifiir) ( cognate with 'oire) in its final 
word. It is wholly concerned with .Wisdom and makes no mention 
of God. 

There is good reason to believe that this wisdom poem has been 
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placed here for tlw same reason as the additions to the second 
Instruction (2:2-4, I0-11): that is, to equate Wisdom with the 
words of the teacher with which the preceding Instruction begins 
(3: 1 -2), a procedure which is particularly appropriate in that it 
portrays Wisdom as having in her possession and so able to offer to 
those who find her, among other things, two specific gifts which the 
teacher has himself already offered to the pupil: long life ( 'orek 
yamim, v. 16, rendered by RSV in v. 2 by "length of days"), and 
peace (siilom, V. 17), rendered by RSVin V. 2 as "welfare"). 

As in 1 :20ff. and 8: 1 ff. Wisdom appears here to be thought of in 
personal terms (v. 16), yet at the same time as an object, to be 
acquired at all costs (as in 2:4). This ambiguity runs through much 
of these chapters, and suggests that, despite the mythological allu
sions, we are dealing here with what is basically poetical imagery. 
The two types of imagery do not necessarily go together: it is note
worthy that in Job 28, the only comparable passage in the Old 
Testament (apart from Ben Sira), the personal representation is 
lacking. Most of the epithets applied to Wisdom in 3:13-18 are 
applied to her also elsewhere in these chapters ( 1 :28; 2:4; 4: 13; 8: 1, 
IO, 11, 18, 19, 35), but some are applied to the words of the teacher 
(3:2, 22; 4:22; 6:23). The motif of Wisdom as infinitely precious 
(vv. 14-15) occurs also in Job 28:15-19. Since there is no reason 
to suppose a direct connection between Job 28 and Prov. 1-9, this 
motif at least was probably conventional hyperbole- compare 31: 10, 
where the "good wife" is similarly described as "far more precious 
than jewels". 

13. the man: the repetition of 'adam in the two halves of the verse 
is surprising. Some commentators suggest that 'is or '"nof would be 
more satisfactory in the second case, especially as LXX uses two 
different words; bui there is no justification for rewriting the Hebrew 
text. 

No distinction is intended between wisdom (Mkmah) and under
standing (t'bunah) here: they are regarded as one in the verses which 
follow. The variation is for stylistic reasons. 

14. gain (sa!J,ar), profit (t'bu'ah): it is clear from v. 16 (riches) 
that, as in the preceding Instruction (v. rn), it is material advantages 
that the author has in mind. In other words, it is more advantageous 
Lo put the acquisition of wisdom first as an immediate goal rather 
than silver or gold, because in the end it will bring even greater 
and more durable material rewards. 
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15. jewels: rather, "(red) corals", regarded as extremely valu
able. Read p'ninim with Qere and the Versions rather than Kethib's 
p'niyyim (cf.8:11, which is almost identical with this verse). nothing 
you desire (4•pafekii): the you is surprising as the rest of the poem 
has no address in the second person. 8: 11 has simply 4•p<4im, "desir
able things" ( despite RSV's rendering!). This may be a reference to 
jewellery: cf. 'abne MPef, "precious stones", in Isa. 54: 12. 

16. Wisdom is here clearly personified. Kayatz, ( 1966, pp. I05-
I06) has pointed out a remarkable similarity between what is said 
of her in this verse and Egyptian pictorial representations of the 
goddess Maat in which she is shown as holding precisely the symbols 
of life and riches and honour in her hands. 

18. a tree of life: this expression ( 'ef 4ayyim) occurs also in 11 :30; 
13: 12; 15:4, where it is not associated in any way with wisdom but 
is simply one of many expressions used in the sentence literature 
denoting a happy outcome in life. It has been widely believed to be 
a metaphor ultimately derived from a mythological concept attested 
in Mesopotamian literature and art of a sacred tree whose fruit 
would confer immortality, a concept possibly reflected in the tree of 
life in Gen. 2:9; 3:22, 24. However, it is by no means certain that 
"tree oflife" is the correct meaning here. Since 'if in biblical Hebrew 
does not always mean "tree" but is frequently used in the sense of 
"wood" or a wooden object, and in some passages refers to a stick 
or staff (2 Sam. 21:19; 23:7; 2 Kg. 6:6; Ezek. 37:16), and since the 
verbs lay hold of or grasp (he4'ziq) and hold ... fast (tiimak) are 
not readily associated with trees and, moreover, there is no mention 
here of the fruit, "staff of life" may well be the meaning of the 
expression here (see Whybray, Wisdom in Proverbs, p. 87, note 2). 

are called happy (m"u.Ifiir): better, "are made happy". There is 
a slight difference of nuance between this pual participle and the 
interjection 'afre, "Happy are ... " of v. 13. It is fortunate to find 
Wisdom because she will then confer a state of good fortune on those 
who, having found her, hold on to her. There is no need to emend 
this word, which is in the singular, to a plural (BHS): see GK 145 l. 
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WISDOM AND CREATION 

3:19-20 

There is reason to suppose that these verses were originally indepen
dent of what precedes them. After a passage (vv. 13-18) in which 
\Visdom has held centre stage and its possession by the individual 
has been so strongly presented, without any reference to God, as 
offering full satisfaction of all conceivable desires and ambitions, 
v. 19 changes the subject completely: it is Yahweh (the fact is 
emphasized by the placing of his name at the very beginning, before 
the verb) who now holds centre stage, with Wisdom taking 
the inferior role as no more than the instrument of his action. The 
theme has also suddenly changed: we are transported, without 
previous warning, to the creation of the world, a theme which 
at first sight has no immediate relevance to what has just been 
said. The introduction of this new theme can only be accounted 
for if it is seen as intended to define, as the previous poem had 
not done, the stal1JS of this apparently omnipotent and generous 
Wisdom. Vv. 19-20 state, or imply, that this status has both its 
negative and positive sides: on the one hand, Wisdom is from 
the very beginning inferior to and dependent on Yahweh, a tool in 
his hands, so that, by implication, her gifts are not hers but his: 
she is an intermediary between God and mankind. On the other 
hand, she is superior to mankind, having existed before the world 
was created; and Yahweh guarantees the authority which she de
rives from him. Thus viewed in the context of vv. 13-18 Wisdom 
appears to be personified; but taken by themselves vv. 19-20 
by no means necessarily imply personification, any more than 
Yahweh's hand, which is stated to have founded the universe in 
Isa. 48: 13. 

These verses may be a fragment ofa longer poem praising Yahweh 
as Creator (compare Isa. 40:12-17) placed here not primarily as a 
statement of Yahweh's creative actions but in order to assert that 
the wisdom eulogized in vv. 13-18 is Yahweh's wisdom. The theme 
is more fully expressed in 8:22-31. 

19. by wisdom (b'4okmah); that is, by means of his wisdom. 
founded the earth; established the heavens: the two verbs (yasad, 
konen), especially the former, belong to the standard terminology 
found elsewhere - especially in Second Isaiah and the Psalms - in 
descriptions ofYahweh's creative activity. This activity is expressed 
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in terms of the generally accepted cosmology of the time ( cf. Gen. 
1:6-8). 

20. It is not clear why these particular aspects of the creation of 
the world should be singled out ( contrast the fuller description in 
8:24-9), though the reference to the deeps and the clouds is appro
priate after "the earth" and "the heavens" in v. 19. It may be that 
a longer poem has been curtailed. broke forth (baqa', niphal): this 
word is used in Gen. 7: 1 1 of the flooding of the earth by the "foun
tains of the great deep", together with the opening of the windows 
of heaven, at the Deluge. But here it is clearly used of the emergence 
of spring water to fertilize the earth together with the equally gentle 
fertilization by the dew from above. 

FOURTH INSTRUCTION 

BEHAVIOUR TOWARDS NEIGHBOURS 

3:21-35 

There is a widespread agreement among commentators that this 
passage is not an original unit. Several commentators (among them 
Toy, McKane and Ploger) divide it into two separate pieces, vv.21-
6 and 27-35, with a possible further division between vv. 30 and 3 I. 

Both form and content, however, suggest a quite different analysis. 
Vv. 21 -4 are easily recognizable as an introduction, comparable to 
1 :8-9; 2: 1, 9; 3: 1 -4 and similar introductions in subsequent Instruc
tions, in which the father commends his teaching to his son. Vv. 25-
32 comprise a series of six (negative) admonitions expressed in the 
jussive preceded by 'al, "Do not". This form - introduction followed 
by specific admonition - is the regular form of the Instructions in 
these chapters. Some of them ( e.g. 1: 19) but not all end with a 
general comment usually referring in the third person to the fate of 
the wicked or foolish in contrast with that of the righteous or wise, 
a comment which appears in some cases to have been expanded in 
various ways with material of a similar kind. 

From this analysis it appears - contrary to the view of some 
commentators, who regard these as later additions - that the main 
content of the Instruction, after the introduction, is to be found in 
the admonitions. However, the first of these, vv. 25-6, is quite differ
ent from the others. It is closely related in theme to that of the 
introduction rather than to what follows; it differs from the other 
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admonitions in being provided with a motive-clause (v. 26); and it 
was probably added in order to introduce a reference to Yahweh, 
which is otherwise missing from this Instruction. V. 32 is a similar 
moti,-e-clause, added in this case to the last of the original admon
itions. The original form of the Instruction thus probably consisted 
of introduction (vv. 21-4) followed by five admonitions (vv. 27-
3 I). 

21. RSV and some other modern versions - e.g. REB - have 
reversed the order of the lines of this verse. In the Hebrew text 
the phrase let them not escape, preceding sound wisdom and 
discretion, has no clear antecedent unless, as some commentators 
hold, it refers to the "wisdom" and "understanding" of v. 13; but 
this would be improbable in view of the large gap between the 
two verses, even if it were accepted that both verses belonged to a 
single composition. If an accidental transposition of the two lines 
in the process of transmission is accepted, them refers naturally 
to sound wisdom and discretion, and the whole verse makes 
good sense. 

This Instruction differs from all the others in that the father does 
not refer specifically to his own teaching. Nevertheless, this seems 
to be implied. The word discretion (m'zimmah) is associated with 
the father's words in s:2; the admonition let them not escape from 
your sight is repeated almost word for word in 4:21 with a similar 
reference; and the imagery of v. 22 is similarly applied in 1 :9 and 
6:2 I. 

sound wisdom: the word is tii.Jiyyah as in 2: 7. let them not escape 
( 'al-yalii.di.): this verb, which is in the qal, is found in the hiphil 
(yallizu) in the similar 4:21. escape (in the sense of "depart") is a 
not entirely satisfactory meaning for this verb; it has been suggested 
that this is a different verb cognate with Arabic ladha (Gemser). 
However this may be, the general meaning is clear. 

22. life: compare 4:22. soul: nepef here refers to human vitality, 
which can ebb and flow according to circumstances. McKane ren
ders w'yihyu !Jayyim l'nap?ka (and they will be life for your soul) 
by "that they may increase your vitality". REB has "They will be 
a charm hung about your neck". It is true that nepef can mean 
"neck" or "throat", which would give a suitable parallel for garg'ro
teka, your neck; but the translation of !Jayyim (life) by "a charm" 
is dubious. !Jin (adornment), however, whose usual meaning is 
"grace" or "favour", may mean something like this: compare 1 ]:8, 
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where 'eben Mn, "a stone of Mn", is something which brings success. 
24. If you sit down: the Hebrew text has "if you lie down" 

( 'im-tifkab). RSV, together with many commentators and translators, 
has here followed Lxx, assuming a scribal error in MT consisting of 
the accidental addition of one letter (so tfkb) for tfb, "you sit". This 
emendation, if correct, would avoid the unlikely repetition of the 
same verb in the two halves of the verse and, with v. 23, make an 
appropriate triad: walk, sit, sleep (cf. Dt. 6:7; 11:19). Ploger, how
ever, retains the Hebrew text, taking the verb Jakab on its second 
occurrence as meaning "to sleep". This is a rather forced interpret
ation. be afraid: this verb (pii.4ad') denotes extreme fear or terror 
(compare the noun pa&ad in v. 25). 

25-26. These verses form a kind of appendix to vv. 2 1 -4, but 
one which is somewhat at variance with their message. In v. 25 
panic (pa&ad') clearly picks up the verb (pii.4ad') of v. 24a; but since 
the pupil or reader has already been assured that constant attention 
to "sound wisdom and discretion" will infallibly preserve him from 
such fear, this additional admonition is redundant. Then in v. 26 
Yahweh is suddenly and belatedly introduced as providing an 
alternative reason for confidence, with no attempt to indicate that 
he is in any way connected with the above "sound wisdom". He 
does not reappear in any of the subsequent admonitions, but only 
at the end (vv. 32-4). 

25. sudden panic: this is probably correct, although some 
commentators repoint pit'om (sudden) as p'tii.'yim, "fools, sim
pletons" (so, e.g., REB). ruin of the wicked: LXX takes this as a sub
jective genitive, that is, as meaning ruin caused by the wicked. 
But RSV is probably correct: the panic in question would then 
be fear of being counted among the wicked and so suffering their 
fate. 

26. the Lord: the position of this word at the beginning of the 
sentence in Hebrew emphasizes the subject. your confidence (b'kis
lekii.): this may be the correct translation, in which case the beth 
which stands at the beginning of the word is the so-called "beth 
essentiae", which defines the way in which someone ( or something) 
- here Yahweh - shows himself ( GK 119 h,i). But Dahood, followed 
by REB, sees kesel here as a word meaning "flank" on the basis of 
Ugaritic ksl, and translates the word by "at your side". from being 
caught: literally, "from the !eked". This word, which occurs only 
here, may mean a snare or trap. The corresponding verb lii.kad means 
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to capture (people or animals). The metaphor is similar to that in 
,·. 23b: as often in the wisdom books, life is pictured as a journey 
on foot attended by various dangers. 

27. to whom it is due (mibb"iilaw): this is probably the correct 
translation, and it is accepted by most commentators. Others, how
ever, have argued that since ba'al elsewhere in the Old Testament 
means "possessor", it cannot denote a person who receives some
thing from another person (so RSVmg. has "its owners"). But since 
"its owners" does not make acceptable sense, a number of emen
dations have been proposed. On the other hand, it has been pointed 
out that in Akkadian the phrase bi[ IJubulli means "creditor", that 
is, someone to whom something is due. If RSV is correct, it still 
remains unclear what is meant by persons to whom something is 
due - that is, who are entitled to something. Partly on the basis 
of LXx's "the poor", some have interpreted the verse as a simple 
recommendation to beneficence. But Lxx's rendering may be based 
on a different text; and this would in any case be a strange mode 
of speech. The solution may lie in the word (oh (good), which may 
mean material wealth or "goods", as in 12:14; 13:2 and elsewhere. 
If that is so, the verse may refer to a practice of delaying payment 
for goods or repayment of loans, which is here condemned. V. 28 
is closely linked with this verse and is little more than an echo of 
it. 

29. plan: the reference is to premeditated and malicious crime. 
The admonition is general: it may refer to such things as spreading 
malicious rumours or making unfounded accusations against a 
neighbour (ria'), that is, against a fellow-member of the community. 
The second line emphasizes the serious nature of the offence as a 
breach of communal solidarity. Two contrasting scenes are here 
vividly portrayed with a minimum of words: we see clearly the 
scheming villian and his unsuspecting neighbour who is the intended 
victim. 

30. Do not contend: the behaviour condemned in this verse may 
be regarded as an example of that referred to in v. 29. rib (contend; 
the normal form of the jussive would be tiirib) implies a deliberate 
dispute - often ending in the lawcourt - rather than a sudden flash 
of temper: "pick a quarrel" might be an appropriate rendering. a 
man ('iidiim): this term (often used in Proverbs of individuals rather 
than collectively) has a wider range than ria', "neighbour", but it is 
doubtful whether any distinction is intended here. Warnings against 
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quarrels and disputes as disruptive of society form a frequent theme 
in the wisdom literatures of the ancient Near East. 

31. This final admonition is a general warning against the temp
tation of thinking that crime pays. M,mii.s (violence) often means 
physical brutality, but may refer simply to wickedness in general. 
choose: that is, decide (to follow his example). The sense is quite 
satisfactory, and a proposed emendation of tiMar to tit~ar, "be indig
nant at", based on Lxx and a comparison with 24:19 and Ps. 3TI, 
is improbable (see Ploger). 

32. On this verse sec above on vv. 21-35. It has the form of an 
independent antithetical proverb of a generalizing kind such as is 
found in abundance in the sentence literature of Proverbs, especially 
10: 1-22:16. Those chapters also abound in proverbs which declare 
that certain persons or actions arc an abomination (to'ebii.h) to 
Yahweh; this verse is particularly close to 11 :20 and 15:9. The per
verse man (nii.loz), here contrasted with the upright (y'iarim), is the 
person who is morally crooked or "not straight" (cf. 2:15; 14:2). the 
upright are in his confidence: literally, "his sod is with the upright". 
sod denotes an intimate and confidential relationship, sometimes 
involving secret discussion of policy ( 15:22) and thus a position of 
trust. In Jcr. 23:18, 22 Yahwch's sod is the heavenly council into 
which the true prophet is admitted, and at which Yahweh reveals 
his message (cf. Am. 3:7). Thus the state of closeness to God referred 
to in this proverb is the exact opposite of what is designated as 
Yahweh's to'ebii.h (abomination), that is, that which God loathes 
and cannot endure. (See further on 6:16.) 

33-35. These are further antithetical proverbs of the same type 
as v. 32. This lengthy epilogue is unlikely to have been part of the 
original Instruction. Vv. 33-4 arc linked together by a common 
subject, but there is no progression of thought from one to the other. 
They were probably originally separate proverbs. LXX repeats "the 
Lord" at the beginning ofv. 34. 

33. abode: this word, nii.weh, properly refers to a shepherd's hut; 
but here it is apparently used simply as a variant of bet, house, 
without distinction of meaning. 

34. Toward the scorners ('im-lallerim): RSV, following BHS and 
many commentators, is based here on an emendation of the phrase 
to 'im-lerim, "with the scorners". Ps. 18:25-6 (Hcb. 26-7), which is 
similar to this verse, uses 'im in the same way. Driver (Bib. 32 [ I 95 I], 

p. I 76) retains MT, translating the line by "Though he treats the 
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arrogant arrogantly"; but this involves a somewhat unusual mean
ing for 'im and the understanding of/' as governing the direct object 
(an Aramaism). 

On the meaning of the verb lif (is scornful) and the noun [if see 
on 1 :22. However the line is rendered it expresses the principle of 
exact retribution or repayment in kind. the humble: Kethib has 
"'n9yim, Qere "'nawim, a confusion which occurs elsewhere, especially 
in the Psalms. Whether these are different words, 'iini meaning 
"poor'' and 'aniiw "humble" is disputed; but the contrast with lifim 
makes it clear that, although elsewhere in Proverbs 'aniyyim/"'niiwim 
means "the poor", here it means "the humble". 

35. The change of theme from wicked and righteous and scorners 
and humble to wise and fools is an indication that this verse was 
not originally attached to vv. 33-4. get disgrace (mirim qiilon): 
although the general sense of this line is clear, the meaning of mirim 
is not, and there is no agreement among the commentators about 
it. As RSVmg. points out, mirim as the hiphil participle singular of 
rum, "to be high", would mean "exalts". Thomas (VT Suppl. 3 
[ I 955], pp. 282-3), followed by McKane, defends MT and renders 
the word by "enhance, increase", rather improbably suggesting that 
the singular form - which would otherwise have to be emended to 
the plural - may qualify as a "distributive singular" (see GK I 35 
I. Ploger, referring to Hos. 4:7, "I will change their honour into 
disgrace", takes it to be the hiphil participle plural of mur, "to 
exchange". Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], p. 177) cites Ps. w9:18, "He 
clothed himself with cursing as with a cloak (k'maddo)" and emends 
mirim to maddiim: "disgrace will be their garment". 

FIFTH INSTRUCTION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF TRADITIONAL WISDOM 

4:1-9 

The text of this Instruction is somewhat in disarray. In an attempt 
to improve the sense, RSV, following some commentators, has 
rearranged the three lines ofv. 5, moving the first line of the Hebrew 
text (Get wisdom; get insight) to the end of the verse. The reason 
for this is that this line belongs in sense to the verses which follow, 
which are concerned with wisdom, rather than with v. 4, which is 
concerned with the importance of the words of the human "father", 
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and that in their position in MT they interrupt what is being said 
about that. But the difficulties of the text go further than this, and 
other rearrangements, and some omissions, have been proposed. 
V. 7, for example, looks like the beginning of a section about wisdom 
rather than its continuation; and the "Get wisdom; get insight" of 
v. 5 is oddly repeated there. The original text may have been shorter: 
Lxx8 omits and live from the end of v. 4 and also "Get wisdom; get 
insight" from v. 5; it also omits v. 7 altogether. It makes no mention 
of wisdom at all; but this also can hardly be the original text, since 
much of what follows is inappropriate if spoken simply about the 
teacher's instruction. Other MSS of Lxx have further substantial vari
ations. McKane remarks that the text is "not stable"; and it is 
probably impossible to restore an "original" text here. 

Apart from its textual problems, this Instruction has some pecu
liar characteristics. It contains no specific admonitions at all; rather, 
it corresponds in its entirety to the introductions to the other Instruc
tions in chapters 1 -9, after which it abruptly ends. It may be a 
fragment of a longer piece, lacking the whole of the original body 
of the Instruction. But this "introduction" is disproportionately 
long, and has probably been expanded. The first part (vv. 1 -5, 
excluding the misplaced interpolated reference to Wisdom) is a rec
ommendation by the "father" of his own teaching backed up by a 
reminiscence of his own education, while the remainder (vv. 6-9) 
commends the acquisition of a personified Wisdom who has special 
gifts to bestow on the pupil. But whereas in the other Instructions 
(e.g. 2: 1.) there is an attempt to identify or at least to relate the 
two, here no such attempt has been made: the section on Wisdom 
seems, as far as the text can be relied on, to be an independent and 
self-contained piece. 

A unique characteristic of this Instruction is the father's remi
niscence of his own education (vv. 3-5; it is not clear whether the 
quotation of the instruction received by the pupil's father actually 
extends to the end of the Instruction or not). It closely resembles 
some Egyptian texts, notably the Kemit, a school text from the Egyp
tian Middle Kingdom. It should also be noted that this Instruction, 
like the majority of those in these chapters (the others are I, VI, 
VII, IX, X), makes no mention of God at all. 

l-2. The introduction is similar to that of other Instructions in 
these chapters, especially 1 :8; 3: 1; 4: 1 o, 20; y 1. 

l. Hear, 0 sons: elsewhere in the introductions to these lnstruc-
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tions the pupil is addressed in the singular ("my son"). The plural 
form is, however, also found in 5:7 and 7:24; but those two verses 
appear to be interpolations and not original to the Instructions in 
which they appear, which otherwise keep to the singular. It has 
been argued that the use of the plural shows that the "father" here 
- and presumably, therefore, in the other Instructions - must be a 
"professional" teacher in a "school". Against this are not only the 
reference to the two parents in the reminiscence in v. 3, but also the 
specific allusion to the mother's teaching in I :8 and 6:20 (see above 
on r :8). It has been suggested that btinim, sons, is a mistake for b'ni 
("my son"); but this would not account for the fact that the whole 
of vv. I -2 is expressed in the plural. BHS proposes a wholesale 
emendation of these verses to read the singular; but there is no 
justification for this whatever. Since these ten Instructions are prob
ably not the work of a single author, there is nothing surprising 
about this particular variation. There is no reason why a father 
should not have had more than one son needing instruction. There 
is also probably no significance in the choice of 'tib, "a father" 
instead of the "your father" of the other Instructions. 

2. precepts (leqafr see on 1:5 (RSV"learning"). 
3. a son with my father (bin ... l"tibi): literally, "a son to my 

father". The meaning is "when I was in the same position with 
regard to my father as you now are to me". The lamedh probably 
has the sense of "under the authority of". tender (rak): that is, "of 
tender age" (Toy). the only one (yti4zd): Lxx has "beloved". This 
could be a translation of ytidzd, though elsewhere (e.g. Gen. 22:2) 
LXX also rendersyti4zd by "beloved". But there is probably an impli
cation here that this was an especially beloved child. The point of 
the verse is that his education began early: it is never too soon, is 
the implication, to inculcate sound principles. in the sight of (lip
'ne): this probably means "under the care of" ( cf. Gen. 17: r 8; Hos. 
6:2). 

4. he taught me: that is, he then began to teach the child. and 
live: the imperative is used here to give an assurance: "and you will 
live" ( GK r r o f). On the meaning of "living" in the wisdom litera
ture see the note on "life" in 3:2. The whole phrase from keep my 
commandments occurs again in 7:2. Compare the Egyptian Kemit: 
"My father likewise taught me useful writings which had come down 
to him .... I then found that people praised me, after I became 
wise, after my eyes were opened". 
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5. Get wisdom: the verb employed here (qanah) can mean either 
"get, acquire" or "buy". There is a reference in 1r16 to a fool who 
has the money (m'~ir) with which he hopes to "buy" wisdom, and 
23:23 refers to "buying" truth (and perhaps also wisdom) and to 
"selling" it (makar). It has been supposed, especially on the basis 
of 17:16, that there were teachers in Israel who taught for a fee; but 
this is disputed. In this verse (and v. 7) there is no reason to suppose 
that the verb means more than simply "acquire" - that is, by 
undergoing instruction. insight: as elsewhere (e.g. 2:2-3) this is 
treated as a synonym of wisdom. 

6-9. In these verses Wisdom, referred to in the third person, is 
personified in a way similar to her self-presentation in 1 :20-35 and 
chapter 8. 

6. keep; guard: compare 2:11-12, where the implication of this 
activity is more fully explained. love her: to "love wisdom" does 
not necessarily mean more than to apply oneself wholeheartedly to 
its acquisition (12:1; 29:3). But here the context shows that the 
phrase is used, metaphorically, of the love of a person. In 8: 1 7 
personified Wisdom speaks of a reciprocal love between herself and 
those who seek her out. Kayatz (pp. 99-102) remarks that the Egyp
tians could speak of "loving" the goddess Maat, which meant recog
nition of her authority; but she points out that as a reciprocal 
relationship this seems to have been confined to kings. There seems 
to be no need to suppose an Egyptian influence here. 

7. REB, following Lxx, omits this verse altogether (see above on 
4: 1 -9). The first line presents considerable difficulty, and there is 
no agreement among the commentators about its syntax. A literal 
translation would be "The beginning/essence of wisdom get wis
dom". Some commentators regard this as impossible Hebrew and 
unintelligible. Gemser, Barucq and Pli:iger, with some hesitation, 
translate roughly as RSV, which joins the two halves with is this; 
van der Weiden similarly, except that he renders ri'Iit by "essence". 
Ringgren takes the first two words (ri'Iit ~okmii.fi) as a nominal sen
tence: "Wisdom is the noblest thing" (cf. AV, RV "Wisdom is the 
principal thing"), adding "therefore ... ". MacKane, somewhat 
similarly, prefers "wisdom comes first". whatever you get: better, 
"at the price (even) of all your possessions" (qinyii.n). 

8. Prize her highly: this form (silsil, pilpel of sii.lal), is found 
only here, and its meaning is uncertain. Since the qal salal means 
"to lift up, take up", it may mean exalt, esteem highly"; but "Exalt 
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her and she will exalt (t'romim) you" is perhaps somewhat odd. 
Others have suggested that silsil means "gather up" in the sense of 
"embrace" ( compare sal, "basket" into which things are gathered). 
This would make a good parallel with "embrace" (~hq) in the second 
line. This verse, then, would provide the best evidence for the view 
that \Visdom is here regarded as a bride or lover. However, 
McKane and Ploger point out that in v. 9 her actions appear to be 
those of a patroness conferring honours on a protege rather than of 
a loved one. • 

9. a fair garland: compare 1 :9, where it is the parents' teaching 
which is said to "crown" the pupil. she will bestow on you (t'mag
g'nekkii.): this verb, mgn (pie!), is unconnected with magin, "shield", 
which occurs in 2:7. In the other two passages in which it occurs 
(Gen. 14:20; Hos. II:8) it is equivalent to natan, "give". On the 
construction with a double accusative see GK , , 7ff. 

a beautiful crown ( "'(eret tip 'eret): the wearing of a crown was not 
confined to kings. A bridegroom could be crowned at his wedding 
(Ca. 3: 11 ), and crowns may have been worn on other festal occasions 
(Isa. 28: I) or as ornaments signifying honourable status (Ezek. 
16: 1 2; Lam s: I 6). The word was also used, as here, metaphorically 
(e.g. Prov. 12:4; 14:24; 16:31; 17:6). In Isa. 62:3 the identical phrase 
"a beautiful crown" is used in a passage predicting Zion's future 
restoration to honour. 

SIXTH INSTRUCTION 

AVOIDANCE OF EVIL COMPANY 

4:10-19 

This Instruction might be called "The Two Ways". The represen
tation of life as a journey is a frequent theme of these Instructions 
(compare, e.g., 1:15, 19; 2:7-9, 12-15, 18-19; 3:6, 23). This seems 
to have been a standard topos of the wisdom literature, as it has 
been in much subsequent moral teaching: compare, e.g. Ps. 1). In 
this Instruction it is all-pervasive and gives unity to the whole pass
age. It affirms human freedom to make a choice about the conduct 
of one's life, and sets out the inevitable consequences of these two 
"ways of life", that of righteousness and that of wickedness. There 
is apparently no middle way, and no possibility of changing course 
is mentioned: it seems to be taken for granted that the choice once 
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made stamps the character indelibly. A strong pressure is thus put 
on the pupil to choose now, and to choose rightly and wisely. 

The Instruction appears to have undergone almost no subsequent 
expansion: the only intrusive verse, which breaks the flow of dis
course, is v. 13. The word "wisdom" occurs only once (v. 11), and 
as in 5: 1, where the teacher speaks of "my wisdom", wisdom here 
simply describes the content of the teaching: contrast the elaborate 
development and personification in 2:2 ff. (On the question whether 
instruction (musar) is personified in the intrusive v. 13 see below.) 
There is also no mention of God in the Instruction. The passage 
falls into three parts: vv. 10-12 form the introduction and vv. 14-
15 the main section or admonition, followed by motive clauses in 
vv. 16-17, and 19+ 18 (the order of these verses has been accidentally 
reversed) forms a general conclusion. 

10. that the years ... many: compare 3:2. The same claim is 
m~de of Wisdom in 3: I 6; 9: 1 1. 

11. I have taught you; I have led you: the perfect tenses here 
refer not to past completed actions but to actions already begun but 
envisaged as intended to continue ( GK 106g,i) and should be 
rendered in English by the present tense or even (as by REE -
compare GK 106n) by the future. I have taught you: Driver ( VT 
1 [1951], pp. 249-50) distinguished this verb (,yrh, hiphil) from that 
meaning "teach", on the basis of Akkadian and Ugaritic cognates, 
and suggested the rendering "I have made you walk", that is, "I 
(shall) guide you". This would make a suitable parallel to I have 
led you. paths of uprightness: McKane prefers "straight paths" 
( compare the "crooked paths" of 2: 15). Whether correct or not, this 
proposal does not alter the general sense. 

13. On this verse see on 4:10-19 above. Its isolation from its 
present context makes its interpretation problematic. instruction: 
this word (musar) is construed as masculine at every other occurrence 
in the Old Testament. It would be possible to repaint niI{reha 
(guard her) with a masculine suffix (niI{rehii) - a defective spelling 
which occurs occasionally ( GK. 7c) and may be the solution to a 
similar anomaly in 12:25 - and to accept the testimony of one Ms 

which reads "he" (hu ') instead of she (hi'). Alternatively it has been 
suggested, hardly plausibly, that "the personified musar has here 
been approximated to the personified Mkmah" (McKane). (In 8:35 
Wisdom claims that "he who finds me finds life".) Apart from the 
grammatical question, which may perhaps be put down as simply 
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an unexplained anomaly, an attempt has been made to relate the 
verse to v. 10 by emending to musiiri, "my instruction" (compare 
"a father's instruction" in 4:1); but if this is the case it has been 
misplaced. 

16- 17. The description of the character of the wicked in these 
verses is much less specific than that of 1: 11 -12. The exaggerated 
imagery is intended to emphasize as strongly as possible that choos
ing the wrong road inevitably leads to a total deterioration of charac
ter. The description is calculated to strike horror into the pupil even 
before he reaches the denouement in v. 19. 

16. they cannot sleep: on the defective spelling of the verb (yin) 
see GK 69q. Van der Weiden pointed out that the imagery is that 
of wild animals which cannot sleep until they have found their prey 
and satisfied their hunger: compare Ps. 59:15 (Heb. 16). 

17. This could mean that the wicked literally live on what they 
have stolen (compare 20:17); but it is more likely that this is a 
metaphorical way of saying that for such people wrongdoing is as 
natural as eating and drinking: compare Job 15=16; 34:7 and the 
English phrase "it was meat and drink to him". 

18-19. Most commentators transpose these two verses, partly 
because this avoids a double change of subject from the wicked to 
the righteous and back again, and partly because the particle w' 
(But) at the beginning of v. 18 is difficult to understand (even if 
rendered, as it could be, by "and") following v. 17 but appropriate 
after v. 19. The two verses together form a concise statement of the 
teaching about the "two ways". The metaphors of light and dark
ness signifying happiness, prosperity and life on the one hand and 
misery, defeat and death on the other, are frequent in poetic speech 
in general and often occur in the Old Testament. Here the imagery 
is effectively used in connection with two journeys, the one beginning 
at dawn with the prospect of increasing light - and so safety - as it 
proceeds, and the other undertaken in pitch darkness and inevitably 
ending in disaster. 

18. which shines brighter and brighter: literally, "going and 
shining". On this idiom see GK 113u. until full day: literally, 
"until the day is established" (Driver, JTS 35 [1934], p. 381). It 
would be preferable to repaint the construct form n'kon as a verb 
(nakon, niphal of kun). 
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SEVENTH INSTRUCTION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF VIGILANCE 

4:20-27 

Like 4:10-19, this Instruction is expressed in very general terms; 
but it differs from it in that it is concerned not simply with external 
actions but with the inner disposition from which external action 
springs, and which determines the whole direction of one's life 
(v. 23). 

There is no sign that this Instruction has undergone expansion. 
There is no mention of God or of wisdom: the words of the human 
teacher are sufficient in themselves to confer life and healing on 
those who take them to heart (v. 22). The structure is simple: vv. 20-
22 form the conventional introduction, and vv. 23-7 the contents 
of the teaching, consisting of five admonitions. There is no general 
conclusion such as is found in several of the other Instructions. Lxx 

adds such a conclusion consisting of two additional distichs, but this 
is clearly not original: indeed, it contains a misinterpretation ofv. 27 
(see below). The absence of a general conclusion confirms the view 
that this was originally an independent Instruction: if, as some com
mentators maintain, chapter 4 in its entirety once formed a single 
unit, the lack of such a conclusion would be strange, especially since 
one has already been provided earlier in the chapter (vv. 18-19). 

The words heart (v. 23), mouth (peh, RSV speech, v. 24), lips 
(f'patayim, RSV talk, v. 24), eyes (v. 25), foot (RSV feet, v. 26) link 
the admonitions together into a unity. A similar chain enumerating 
parts of the body, but with a quite different purpose, occurs in Ps. 
115:5-7 (mouth, eyes, ears, nose, hands, feet). 

20. All the words in this verse recur in the introductions to other 
Instructions in this series, often in similar combinations. 

21. Let them not escape: this is the same verb as in 3:2,, but 
here - uniquely - in the hiphil. The meaning is probably the same: 
see GK 53d, e. keep them within your heart: compare 3:3. The 
word heart (here, for some reason, libab, elsewhere in this and other 
Instructions lib) here signifies the mind. McKane suggests that the 
phrase is a recommendation to learn the teacher's words by heart 
as a guide to future conduct. Compare the use of "heart" in v. 23. 

22. life: compare Wisdom's claim in 8:35a. "Life" here clearly 
includes physical health as well as material prosperity. to him who 
finds them: the Hebrew has "to those who find them", which con-
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flicts with the singular "his flesh". This may be simply a minor slip 
either by the author or by an early copyist. The point is that the 
pupil is very fortunate in having "found" teaching which is univer
sally efficacious. flesh (biiiar) is sometimes interpreted here as mean
ing "the whole being" (so REE). This may be so; but the claim 
elsewhere in these Instructions that the teacher's words will confer 
"length of days and years of life" on the pupil (3:2) shows that the 
usual meaning "body" would not be inappropriate. healing: this 
word here probably simply means "health": compare 16:24. 

23-27. These admonitions should be interpreted in terms of the 
general tenor of these Instructions. They do not advocate morality 
for its own sake but as a means to the attainment of the practical 
goals of success and happiness, as is indicated by the words the 
springs of life (v. 23, compare v. 22) and all your ways will be 
sure (v. 26). This attitude is in keeping with that of much of the 
ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature. 

23. with all vigilance (mikkol-mifmiir): a better translation would 
be "more than (min-) anything which needs to be guarded". ("with 
all vigilance" would require the reading b'kol-, which may underlie 
the reading of the LXX.) Although elsewhere in the Old Testament 
miJmii.r denotes the action of guarding rather than an object to be 
guarded, the resemblance to a line from the Aramaic A~iqar suggests 
the latter: "More than anything that needs to be guarded, guard 
your mouth" (line 98, ANET, p. 4286). There the word mn(rh (cog
nate ~ith Hebrew nii(ar, a synonym of Iii.mar) has that meaning 
(C.-F. Jean and J. Hoftijzer, Dictionnaire des Inscriptions Simitiques de 
l'Ouest. Leiden, 1965, p. 159). The reason why it is necessary to 
"guard" the heart, that is, to protect it from wrong thoughts, above 
all else is that from it flow the springs (literally, "the outgoings" 
( to( 'ot) of life, that is, the influences which can lead to "life". heart 
(Leb) is here the inner man or self (compare, e.g., 1 Sam. 16:7). 

24. crooked speech: literally, "crookedness of mouth". devious 
talk: literally, "lips of deviousness". Speech was regarded in the 
wisdom literatures both of the Old Testament and of the ancient 
~ear East as revealing the inner thoughts (the "heart") ofa person; 
and dishonest speech (lies, deceit, perjured testimony, etc.) was uni
\'ersally abhorred. 

25. This admonition is related to the verses which follow, which, 
like 4:14-19, employ the metaphor of a journey to the course of 
human life. The advice to look straight ahead has nothing to do 
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with the "guardianship of the eyes" of Christian moral teaching, 
but is concerned with the need to look where one is going in order 
not to stumble on the way. gaze: literally, "eyelids", used simply 
as a variant for "eyes", McKane prefers to render by "glances". be 
straight: on the form of the verb see GK 70b. 

26. Take heed to: this is probably the correct rendering. This 
verb (pls, pie!) occurs only six times in the Old Testament, and in 
every case except one has a word meaning "path, road" as its object. 
In Proverbs it occurs again in 5:6 and s:21. This translation is based 
on Driver (1935, pp. 150-1), who, followed by Ringgren, McKane 
and Ploger, connects it with the Accadian palasu, "to look at, scrutin
ize". Others, however, connecting it with Accadianpalaiu', "to bore, 
break through", render it by "make level, make smooth", taking it 
to refer to the construction or preparation of a highway such as is 
mentioned in Isa. 40:3-4 (so Delitzsch, Wildeboer, Toy, Oesterley, 
Barucq; KB3 is uncertain). all your ways will be sure: literally, 
"will be firm" (niphal of kun) - that is, you will (as a result of picking 
your way carefully) have firm ground under your feet. 

27. Do not swerve (nii/iih) to the right or to the left: this 
expression occurs in Num. 20:17, where it is used in the literal sense 
of not straying from a road. The Deuteronomic literature employs 
a similar expression, but always with a different verb (sur), once in 
a literal sense (Dt. 2:27) and frequently metaphorically, mainly of 
disobedience to the Law of Moses (e.g. Dt. s:32-3; 28:14;Jos. 1:7). 
There is thus no reason, with Robert (1934, pp. 61-2) to suspect 
Deuteronomic influence here (see McKanc). 

The purpose of the two couplets appended by LXX at the end of 
the chapter (sec above on 4:20-27) was to associate God with these 
admonitions; but they clearly misinterpret v. 27 by asserting that 
"God knows the ways on the right hand, but those on the left are 
crooked". 

EIGHTH INSTRUCTION 

AVOIDANCE OF THE "STRANGE WOMAN" 

• 5:1-23 

This chapter, through the expansion of an original, fairly brief 
Instruction, has become a kind of repository for miscellaneous mat
ter concerned with marital fidelity and the folly of adultery. The 
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theme of the "loose woman" who may try to seduce the inexperi
enced young man (compare 2: 16-19; 6:24-5; 7:5, 24-7) is aban
doned after v. 8 except for a brief reference in v. 20. What follows 
is characterized by differences of style, language and point of view, 
and itself lacks unity. Vv. 9-14 arc a discourse not about seduction 
by an adulteress but about the fate of the adulterer, that is, of the 
unfaithful married man who courts disgrace and condemnation by 
the qii.hal and the 'idah ( v. 14, RSV the assembled congregation), 
that is, the meetings of the assembled citizens - a national reference 
never found elsewhere in Proverbs and at variance with the "univer
sal" character of these Instructions. Vv. 15-20 are also addressed 
to the married man, exhorting him to marital fidelity. Vv. 21-3 
form a general conclusion similar to those which conclude some of 
the other Instructions and introducing God into a chapter which 
otherwise makes no reference to him. 

Few commentators have seriously discussed the question of the 
literary unity of the chapter (Delitzsch, Renard). But a comparison 
with the other Instructions having the same theme (2: 1fT.; 6:2off.; 
T 1ff.) reveals an underlying common pattern of introduction (vv. 1-
2); main section with warning and admonition (vv. 3-6, 8); and 
general conclusion (vv. 21-3). The original Instruction thus seems 
to have consisted of vv. 1-6, 8 and possibly part of vv. 21-3 (see 
below). To this, however, it is necessary to make an addition. 
Whereas in all the other Instructions with this theme the introduc
tion is followed by a verse (2:16; 6:24; T5) which introduces the 
theme in a couplet asserting that the instruction about to be given 
(the teacher's words, wisdom, or the like) will save or protect the 
pupil from the "strange woman", here there is no such verse, and 
there is consequently an abrupt transition between verses 2 and 3 
from introduction to main theme. The theme is not in fact properly 
introduced; and it is probable that a couplet similar to that found 
in the comparable Instructions has been accidentally omitted. 

The only other problematic verse in the Instruction so recon
structed is v. 7, which interrupts the connection between the descrip
tion of the death-dealing consequences of association with the "loose 
woman" (vv. 4-6) and the main admonition in v. 8 and should 
therefore be considered as an intrusion (see below). 

I. This verse closely resembles 2:2 except for the personal forms 
"my wisdom", "my understanding", which are unique in these 
Instructions. However, in 2:2 and similar verses wisdom, under-



PROVERBS 5:1-23 85 

standing and the like arc virtually identified with the words of the 
teacher ("my words", "my commandments", 2: 1). There is there
fore no justification, with Toy and others, to emend to the simple 
forms "wisdom" and "understanding". Wisdom is not elsewhere 
mentioned in this Instruction (this is also the case with God, unless 
v. 21 is its original conclusion). This use of the word "wisdom" as 
descriptive of the words of a wise teacher may have contributed to 
its subsequent personification. 

2. Many commentators have regarded the text of this verse as 
corrupt, and have proposed various emendations, some drastic. 
However, McKane and Ploger, together with REB, have found no 
difficulty here and have translated the verse in a way similar to that 
of RSV. that you may keep: the Hebrew has the infinitive construct 
li.imor, which here has an explicatory or defining sense: "in keeping" 
(GK 114d, o, r) and does not require a suffix (you), although this 
is found in other cases (2:2; 6:24; 7:5). discretion (m'zimmot): see 
on 1 + On the use of the plural form see GK 124e. The line is 
unusually short; but this fact hardly justifies emendation to bring it 
into line with 2: 11, in which m'zimmii.h is the subject and not the 
object of the clause. guard knowledge: the meaning is that 
the pupil should be careful with his speech and not betray the know
ledge or wisdom which he has gained from his instruction. 
On the sequence of the infinitive construct followed by a finite 
verb in this verse see GK 114r. On the possibility of the accidental 
omission of a couplet following this verse see on 5: 1-23 above and 
on v. 3 below. 

3-6. Compare 2:16-19; 6:24-5, 32; 7:5, 25-7. 
3. Lxx, whose text is otherwise inferior to MT, nevertheless perhaps 

preserves here a trace of the missing couplet (sec above): "Give no 
heed to a worthless woman who for a season pleases thy palate". a 
loose woman: on the meaning of zii.rii.h see on 2: 16-1 g. drip honey: 
the same expression occurs in Ca. 4: 11 in a poem in which the lover 
describes the effect on him of the charms of his beloved. It no doubt 
formed part of the regular language of love. The young man here 
is similarly enticed, but with disastrous results (v. 4). The honey 
in question ( the usual word is d'baf) is that eaten straight from the 
honeycomb. speech: literally, "palate" (!Jek). The word occurs again 
as a parallel to lips in 8: 7. 

4. but in the end she is: literally, "but her end ( 'a4"rit) is". The 
"end" is not the fate of the woman but of the young man, further 
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described in,·. 5. wormwood (la"'niili): the plant Artemisia Absinthium 
(,Trmouth ), the bitter taste of whose leaves and buds was, and is, 
proverbial. two-edged: Hebrew piyyot, elsewhere pipiyyot, plural or 
prh, "mouth" (sec GK 96). So "a sword with edges" (rather than 
with onlv one). 

5. Compare 2: 18-19; 7:26-7. The imagery of death and the path 
to Sheol must be understood in relation to their opposite, the path 
of ( that is, "to") life in v. 6, and of the meaning or "lire" generally 
in these Instructions (see on 2:18-19). follow the path to: 
literally, "grasp" (tiimak). REB has "lead(s) straight to"; but this 
would be a somewhat unusual extension of the meaning of this verb. 
Dahood (Psalms 1-50, AB, 1966, p. 89 on Ps. 16:5) and van der 
Weiden postulate a verb yamak, "to fall, sink", which would give a 
good parallel to go down to; but this further requires the existence 
in Hebrew of a conjugation with "infixed t" found in Ugaritic and 
some other Semitic languages, and so is doubly uncertain. 

6. This verse presents a number of problems. The verbs t'palles 
(she does not take heed to) and lo' tida' (she does not know it), 
taken as third person singular feminine by RSV and the majority of 
translations, could equally well be second person singular masculine 
and so addressed to the young man: "lest you take heed ... ; her 
ways are unsteady, butyou do not know it". Gemser and Ringgren 
take this view, and McKane and Ploger regard it as a possibility. 

Two further points require discussion. First, as the text stands, 
does not is hardly a satisfactory translation of pen-, which normally 
means "lest, so that not ... ". Most commentators emend this par
ticle to bal- or lo'-, "not", supposedly following the Versions, but 
without adequate justification. Gemser, citing Driver, TZ 14 (1958), 
p. 1 34, attempts to solve the problem by regarding the first line as 
logically following, not preceding, the second ( a so-called "post
positive" construction): "so that you should not recognize the path 
of life, her tracks are unsteady (and) you do not notice it". 

Secondly, however, in the appendix to the second edition of his 
commentary Gemser has taken a different view of lo' teda', reverting 
to the common view that it is third singular feminine, but, following 
Thomas UTS 36 [1935], p. 411; 37 [1936], pp. 59-60), taking this 
verb (yii.da ') as unrelated to yii.da' = "to know" and as cognate with 
an Arabic verb wadu'a meaning "to be quiet, still" and translating 
the phrase by "she it not still", that is, "she is unsteady". So also 
McKane. This theory, however, has been challenged (Johnstone, 
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VT 41 [1991], pp. 49-62; Emerton, VT 41 [1991], pp. 145-63). On 
rpalles (take heed to) see on 4:26. 

7. On this verse see 5: 1-23 above. There is no justification for 
following Lxx in emending the plurals sons, listen and do not 
depart to the singular. See on 4: 1. Apart from the change of number, 
the intrusive character of the verse is shown by the fact that it breaks 
the sequence ofvv. 6 and 8. As the text stands, the her ofv. 8 has 
no proximate antecedent. The verse should probably be regarded 
as a gloss intended to emphasize and draw attention to the admon
ition which begins in v. 8. On w''attii (And now) followed by the 
imperative offiima' (listen to) see Brongers, VT 15 [1965], pp. 194-
5, 199. depart from (sur min-): that is, ignore or forget. 

9-14. Although these verses are attached to the preceding sen
tence by the conjunction lest (pen-), there is here no further reference 
to the adulteress or "loose woman". The situation depicted is quite 
different: whereas in vv. 3-6, 8 only the woman and her own house 
are mentioned and adultery is to be avoided because it brings 
"death" in the general sense of what follows from setting out on the 
wrong road, a course which will eventually but inevitably lead to the 
loss of the possibility of achieving happiness and well being ( compare 
4:10-19), here the adulterer's fate is portrayed in quite concrete 
and immediate terms: he will encounter the implacable hatred of his 
paramour's family, who will seek, not his life - there is no mention of 
death, literal or figurative - but - though he apparently will save 
himself in time v. 14 - his financial and social ruin. 

9. The meaning of this verse is disputed. RSV's translation is 
typical of a number of modern versions; but it is unclear what situ
ation is envisaged. hod (honour) normally means splendour or maj
esty; it has been taken by some interpreters to refer here to manly 
vigour, but this extension of its meaning is uncertain. It is also not 
clear in what sense the adulterer's "years" (s'notekii, your years) 
might be given to the merciless or cruel person. Thomas (ZAW 55 
[1937], p. 174-6; cf. VT Suppl. 3, 1955, p. 286, n. 8) and Driver 
(ET 49 [ 1937-8], p. 38) postulate a distinct verb fiiniih on the basis of 
Arabic and Aramaic which would give the meaning "your dignity" 
(compare BHS). But this picture of loss of honour and dignity is 
hardly convincing in its imprecision, and, as will be seen, does not 
fit the context ofvv. 9-14 as a whole, particularly v. 14. (The view 
of Scott and van der Weiden that the merciless ( 'azkii.ri) refers to 
death, which was the punishment for adultery according to 



88 PROVERBS 5:)-23 

Lev. 20:10 and Ezek. 16:40, is also implausible in view ofv. 14.) 
In ,·iew of the general context it is more probable (so Wildeboer, 

Toy, Gemser) that the verse refers to a situation in which the adult
erer is financially ruined by the outraged husband or family of his 
partner ( others; the merciless - the second of these terms may, 
however, refer to the usurer and his clutches). The loss of hod 
(honour or dignity) would follow from his loss of wealth ( compare 
again v. 14) - though BHS, following Syr. and Targ., suggests emen
dation to }µzyil, wealth (compare Gemser). (It may also be noted 
that for your years Lxx has son bion, which can mean "your wealth, 
livelihood".) 

10. This verse adds a little precision to the picture painted in 
v. 9. It confirms the interpretation of that verse given above. The 
strangers (zarim) and alien (nokri) may be members of the woman's 
family (see on 2:16) who, by whatever means, take their revenge by 
ruining the man (they are referred to in v. 9 simply as "others" 
(''"!Jirim). koa4 (RSV strength) should be rendered, as in RSVmg, by 
"wealth" (cf. Job 6:22). to the house of: literally "(are) in the 
house of". This may be a reference to a state of slavery to which 
the now impoverished man is reduced. 

ll. at the end of your life (b"a4"riteka): this is an improbable 
translation. Although this expression can refer to death or the 
approach to death (as perhaps in v. 4), there is no reason to suppose 
that here it means more than "afterwards" - that is (compare 19:20; 
23:32; 25:8; 29:21 ), when the results of the young man's folly show 
themselves in terms of destitution and hunger. and ... you groan 
(w'nahamta): this verb is used in Isa. 5:29-30 of the roaring of a 
hungry lion. LXX and Syr. have "repent", a translation presumably 
based on ni4am rather than naham; but this is improbable. The second 
line describes the state of starvation to which the young man has 
been reduced, and which provokes his cry of despair. are con
sumed: that is, have wasted away. 

14. utter ruin: the phrase (b'kol-ra'), literally "in every (kind of) 
evil", is imprecise. The only thing which is certain is that this final 
fate which would have almost (kim''a{, RSV on the point of), but 
not quite, overtaken the young man would have overtaken him 
openly and in public (in the assembled congregation). It is 
unlikely that it refers to capital punishment (see on v. 9), since if 
this were the case it would certainly have been stated more clearly 
as a deterrent. Oestcrley and Ringgren think of physical punishment 
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(compare 6:33); McKane of denunciation by the husband and a 
demand for damages. Others surmise that the reference is to ostra
cism by the community. Since it is not clear what is referred to, it 
is difficult to understand why the young man's fate is qualified by 
kim''a{, "almost". Possibly his words in vv. 12-14 are to be taken 
as a confession of his faults by which he succeeds in being let off 
with a caution; but this would seem to weaken the force of the threat. 

the assembled congregation: the Hebrew uses two nouns: the 
phrase is b'tok qahal w''edah, literally, "in the midst of the qahal and 
the 'edah". The two terms are virtually synonymous, and this is 
probably a hendiadys. Although certain definite functions are 
ascribed to these assemblies in the post-exilic literature, no precise 
indication of function is given here. The terms may simply be used 
to denote any general gathering of the local community. 

15-20. These verses, addressed to a married man on the subject 
of marital fidelity, are in a style quite different from what precedes. 
They are expressed in the imagery of love-poetry reminiscent of the 
Song of Songs (see below for details). However, v. 20, with its return 
to plain language and to the theme of the enticements of the zariih, 
loose woman and nokriyyah, adventuress, may be an editorial 
addition made in order to link vv. 9-19 to the original Instruction 
of vv. 1-8. 

15. Drink water from your own cistern: in Isa. 36: 16 this 
expression is used in a literal sense as part of an idyllic picture of 
peaceful domestic life in which ordinary people could enjoy their 
domestic amenities without interference. The cistern (bor) was used 
for preserving a supply of rain-water. This may be a quotation of a 
popular maxim (Scott). But the second line shows that the meaning 
here is figurative. The well (b''er) which provides flowing water 
(no::.'lim, from nazal "to flow" - that is, from a spring-) is a metaphor 
for sexual pleasure as in the very similar expression in Ca. 4: 15, 
where the beloved is described as "a well of living water" (b"er 
mayim ~ayyim) and as "flowing streams" (noz'lim). The emphasis here 
is of course on the suffixes (your own): the husband is urged to 
confine his sexual gratification to intercourse with his own wife. 

16. This verse is difficult for more than one reason, and can be 
interpreted in three quite different ways. Two of the difficulties are 
textual and syntactical. RSV renders it as a question. If this is cor
rect, the question is equivalent to a negative admonition: such a 
thing ought not to occur. There is, however, no indication in the 
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Hebrew text that this is a question. The most obvious rendering 
would be as a positive statement: "Your springs will be ... ", though 
it is true that the interrogative particle h"- is not absolutely necessary, 
prm·ided that it is clear from the context that a question is intended 
( GK 150a). On the other hand, some commentators, on the basis 
of LXX, hold that this was originally a negative sentence from which 
a negative particle (pen-, "lest" or lo', "not") has been accidentally 
omitted. 

The main problem, however, is the meaning of your springs 
(ma'fniitikii.) and (your) streams of water (pal'ge-mii.yim). These 
expressions arc clearly a continuation of the sexual imagery begun 
in v. 15. But in v. 15 this imagery is applied to the woman; and some 
commentators (Gemser, Scott, Ploger) take the verse as referring to 
adultery not by the husband but by the wife, perhaps provoked by 
the husband's prior adultery. This view receives some support from 
the fact that in Ca. 4:15 (and also in 4:12) it is the woman, not the 
man, who is described not only as a "well of living water" ( cf. 
Prov. 5: 15) but also as a ma'yii.n. The more common view, however, 
is that springs and streams refer to the male semen, scattered 
abroad by the husband in intercourse with other women than his 
wife. (In both of these interpretations abroad and in the streets 
are taken to mean "outside the marital relationship".) A third, less 
probable, view is that the verse is a straightforward affirmative sen
tence: if the husband has intercourse only with his wife he will have 
numerous progeny who will be a public blessing to him (Snijders, 
Ringgren). In view of the context the most probable interpretation 
is that v. 16 is an interrogative sentence equivalent to a negative, and 
is part of the warning against adultery committed by the husband. 

17. This verse suffers from the same ambiguity as v. 16, of which 
it is the continuation. If the reference is to the wife's adultery, 
strangers (zarim, masculine) might refer to other men belonging to 
the same community (with you), who would thus have infringed 
the husband's rights over his wife. If on the other hand it is the 
husband who is the adulterer, zii.rim may refer to the husband and 
family of the other women, who would presumably acquire rights 
over children who might be born of the union, while the natural 
father would have no such rights: he would have "scattered his seed 
abroad" and so deprived himself of an heir. 

18. Whatever may be the correct interpretation ofvv. 16-17, this 
verse is concerned with the behaviour of the husband. The sexual 
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imagery is continued with yet another water metaphor: the hus
band's fountain (maqor), that is, spring or well, will be blessed: 
this may be a reference to the bearing of legitimate children, though 
it may simply denote sexual enjoyment, as does the second line. 
famia4 min- (rejoice in) as in Ee. 2: JO means "to take pleasure 
from". the wife of your youth: this may be a deliberate reference 
to the similar expression in 2: 17, where the abandonment of the 
"companion of youth" characterizes the "loose woman". 

19. This verse contains three lines, an unusual but not unknown 
poetical form. The first line (a lovely hind, a graceful doe) should 
probably be taken with verse 18; but it contains no verb, is only 
loosely attached to its context and can only be construed as in 
apposition to "the. wife of your youth" in v. 18 (or to the feminine 
verbs in v. 19). It is also not clear how it can be said of wives 
in general that they are lovely or graceful ( on the form of these 
expressions, 'ayyelet "'habim andya"'lat Mn, see GK 128p). The line 
may be a gloss - perhaps a quotation of a phrase from a current 
love-song. The proposal to extend it into a couplet by adding a 
line from the somewhat divergent LXX text (see BHS and REB) is 
unnecesssary. The language seems to be that of love-poetry: 'ayyalahl 
'ayyelet (hind or female deer) occurs in an erotic context in Ca. 2:7; 
3:5, and in the same book the masculine 'ayyal, "stag", occurs as an 
epithet of the lover (2:9, 17; 8:14). 

affection: the Hebrew has the plural of dad, "breast", a rare word 
which occurs elsewhere in the Old Testament only in Ezek. 23 (vv. 3, 
8, 21). RSV appears to have accepted repointing to dod, "love" on 
the basis of Lxx, following some commentators. fill ... you with 
delight: in Hebrew there is only one word here, literally "saturate, 
drench" (rawah, pie!) and so "satisfy, sate" (cf. Jer. 31:14). be 
infatuated: literally, "you will be infatuated". The verb (fagiih) 
means "go astray", sometimes with the implication of drunkenness. 
However, Driver ( WO I, 1941, p. 41 o) postulated another verb sii.gah 
on the basis of an Arabic verb, giving the meaning "you will be 
wrapped". 

At the end of this verse NEB adds a verse transposed from 6:22, 
partly because 6:22 fits awkwardly into its context in MT (see below) 
and partly on the grounds that Lxx at 5: 19 supposedly retains some 
fragments of 6:22. This has been rejected by REB. Lxx is hardly 
reliable here, and the arguments for the transposition (on which see 
Skehan, 197 1, pp. 1 -8) arc insufficient. 
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20. On the verse as a whole sec on 5: 1 5-20 above, and on be 
infatuated see on v. 1 g. 

21-23. These verses arc of a generalizing and moralistic charac
ter which marks therri out from what precedes. One or more of them . 
may have formed the conclusion of the original Instruction, which 
otherwise lacks a definite conclusion, but this is not certain. They 
themselves are not a literary unit. V. 21 was probably originally a 
detached proverb similar to those in the sentence literature (compare 
15=3; 22: 12). The introduction of a reference to Yahweh at the end 
of a chapter in which there has been no reference to him at all 
suggests a subsequent attempt at a Yahwistic interpretation of the 
whole. 

21. watches (m'pallis): on this verb see on 4:26. There and in 5:6 
to "watch one's path" means to be careful where one walks, that 
is, behaves; here the same verb is used of Yahweh, who watches or 
scrutinizes the paths walked by human beings, with the implication 
that he will reward or punish them accordingly. This notion of an 
all-seeing God occurs frequently in the wisdom literatures of both 
Egypt and Israel. Although the verse in its present place purports 
to provide a motive or reason (For) for the avoidance of adultery, 
it is in itself a statement applicable to men ( 'is"') in general. 

22. The iniquities ... ensnare him: literally, "his iniquities 
ensnare him, the wicked". The construction is unusual. Many com
mentators regard the wicked as a gloss. If this is so, there is no 
antecedent for "his" and "him", since the "man" of V. 21 is a 
general term with no implication of wickedness. The construction 
(an anticipatory suffix, him) is not, however, entirely unknown ( GK 
6oa, 131 m). On the other hand the form ensnare him (yilk' diino) 
is anomalous, and the text may be corrupt (see the discussion in 
van der Weiden). In any case the verse can hardly have orginally 
been a continuation of v. 2 I. 

The words iniquities ( "'wonot) and sin (/JaUa't) are specifically 
religious terms which do not occur elsewhere in chapters I -g, 
though the latter occurs five times in the sentence literature and 
the former (in the singular) once. This is an additional reason for 
supposing this verse to be a subsequent addition to the original 
Instruction. 

23. This verse is clearly not the continuation of the preceding 
verse, since the theme has changed from that of wickedness to that 
of folly. In v. 22 the wicked person will be ensnared by his sin; the 
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person in question here will perish through his folly. This theme is 
a reversion to that of the original Instruction ( compare vv. , -2); 
but it cannot have formed its conclusion because of the change from 
second person to third. 

discipline: that is, musar, which is identified with "life" in 4: 1 3. 
he is lost (yifgeh): this verb, which occurs also in v. 19, normally 
means "to go astray". Lxx here takes this to mean "to perish". 

ADMONITIONS AND WARNINGS 

6:1-19 

The material in these verses differs both in form and substance from 
that by which it is surrounded. It is practical wisdom in the form 
of warnings of a very concrete and down-to-earth kind and consists 
of four quite independent pieces: vv. 1-5 on the inadvisability of 
standing security for others; vv. 6- 1 1 on the disastrous consequences 
of indolence; vv. 12-15 on the fate of the mischief-maker; and 
vv. 16-19 on Yahweh's detestation of various sins against society. 
Most of these themes are to be found elsewhere in various parts of 
the book. 

The four sections differ in form as well as theme. Vv. 1-5 are an 
Instruction, but one which differs markedly from those which form 
the bulk of chapters 1-9. Vv. 6-11 belong to a type of wisdom 
saying (compare parts of chapter 30) which comments on human 
character and behaviour by drawing analogies from animal 
behaviour. Vv. 12-15 convey a warning by means of a character
sketch. Vv. 16-19, again like much of the material in chapter 30, 

is a numerical proverb. 
It is not clear why this material should have been placed here 

between two Instructions. It may perhaps be regarded as a continu
ation of the immediately preceding miscellaneous collection of wis
dom sayings in 5:21-3. Whether it once existed as an independent 
collection before its insertion here is uncertain. If so, the fact that 
it begins with an Instruction and thus may have been held to be 
appropriate for inclusion in chapters 1-9 may have some bearing 
on its present position. It has also been suggested that the verb 
liikad, which occurs in v. 2 and also in y22 (snared, ensnare) may 
have served as a linking catchword. 

1-5. On the folly of standing securiry. The opening word of this 
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passag-c, My son (b'ni), marks it out as an Instruction. But in con
trast to the other Instructions in these chapters there is no introduc
tion emphasizing the importance of the "father" 's words. The form 
is also different: it begins with a hypothetical situation expressed by 
a chain of conditional clauses (if, vv. 1 and 2) and proceeds to a 
series of imperatives prescribing urgent action which the person 
addressed must take in order to extricate himself from such a situ
ation. There is no generalizing conclusion, and there is no mention 
either of God or of wisdom. 

There are some uncertainties about the details of the situation 
envisaged (see below), but its general character is clear enough. The 
\'erb 'arab (become surety, v. 1) means to give a guarantee (to "go 
bail") to a creditor on behalf of another person, and the phrase taqa' 
kap, literally, "to strike hands", in this context- though in this sense 
it occurs only in this book - must denote a ceremony connected 
with this. (RSV renders it by have given your pledge). Other 
passages in Proverbs on the same theme (11:15; 17:18; 20:16; 22:26-
7; 2 7: 13) help to some extent to fill out the picture. In particular, 
22:27 shows that the pledge in question is a financial one: if the 
person on whose half the guarantee has been made defaults or is 
unable to pay, the amount pledged will become due. To give such 
guarantees in a moment of pity or generosity, therefore, is folly 
( 1 7: 18). It puts the guarantor into the power of the creditor (6:3), 
who may then seek to recoup his losses by distraining his goods 
(22:27) or even enslaving him or his family (compare 2 Kg 4:1-7). 
Throughout Proverbs the likelihood of such a disaster is thought to 
be so great that, although giving to the poor out of one's resources 
is strongly encouraged in several passages in the sentence literature, 
standing surety is equally forcefully and unconditionally condemned 
as an act of folly. Ben Sira's advice (Sir. 29: 14-20) is rather different: 
to help one's neighbour in this way is the act of a good man, though 
one should first make sure that one has the means to pay if the 
demand is made. There is nothing in the laws of the Old Testament 
which deals with this matter. 

I. The precise nature of the transaction is obscured by some 
ambiguities in the text: the meaning of the particle l' in the phrase 
rendered by RSV as for your neighbour; the meaning of ;:/i.r (RSV 
stranger); and the question whether zar and ria' (neighbour) are 
the same person or not. With regard to the first point, the giving of 
a guarantee in someone's favour is elsewhere expressed by the verb 
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'arab with the accusative ( 'arab ;::,ar, 1 1: 1 5; 20: 16; 2T 13) and not as 
here by 'arab I'. Consequently Wildeboer, Ploger and others hold 
that /' in the first line of the verse means not "for" but "to": that 
is, the neighbour is not the debtor but the creditor, to whom the 
guarantee is made, while in the second line the undertaking is made 
for, that is, on behalf of, the debtor (here called ;::,ar: see on 2: 16 for 
the meaning of this word in Proverbs). According to this interpret
ation, then, /' has two quite different meanings within the same 
verse. Other commentators regard this interpretation as unnecess
arily complicated: they maintain that l' means "for, on behalf of" 
in both cases, and that the neighbour and stranger are the same 
person: the debtor. See also on v. 3. 

More important is the question of the meaning of ;::,ar here. Bos
trom (pp. 53ff.), whose thesis is that the feminine zarah (2: 16 and 
parallels) is a foreign woman, renders the masculine here also by 
"foreigner": he sees this passage as a warning against commercial 
transactions with foreigners, which are to be avoided. Unfortunately 
we are not well informed about what McKane calls "the complicated 
credit arrangements of commerce" in ancient Israel, and there is 
nothing in the text to support Bostrom's view. It is more probable 
that ;::,ar means an Israelite not of one's own family (though Snijders, 
pp. 86-7, thinks it means an "outsider" from Israelite society), and 
that the situation envisaged is a non-commercial one in which an 
impulsive act of private generosity may entail serious consequences 
for the guarantor. 

2. if: not expressed in the Hebrew. All the four clauses in vv. 1-
2 are parallel conditional clauses governed by the single 'im (if) in 
v. 1. snared in; caught in: better, "snared/caught by". The guaran
tor is bound by his promise and finds himself unable to withdraw. 
in the utterance of your lips; in the words of your mouth: the 
Hebrew has the same phrase in both lines: "by the words of your 
mouth" (b"imre pika). Such exact repetition is unusual in parallel 
lines, but emendation is probably not justified (see van der Weiden 
and Watson, 1984, pp. 42-3). Pesh. varies the expressions, but does 
not necessarily represent a variant Hebrew text. 

3. and save yourself (w'hinnaiel): the line is unusually long. This 
word occurs again in v. 5, and Toy, followed by Oesterley, proposed 
its omission here. neighbour (rea'): the second occurrence of this 
word in the verse makes it probable that the person in question is 
the debtor, although both he and the creditor have the power to 
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ruin the guarantor, the former by defaulting on his debt and the 
latter by demanding that the sum guaranteed be produced in case 
of the debtor's default. (On the spelling or the word on its second 
occurrence see GK 93ss.) 

hasten (hitrappis): the meaning of this word is uncertain. The 
verb riipas (or riipas') in the qal means "stamp" or "tread down"; it 
has therefore been supposed by some that the hithpael imperative 
here means "humble yourself" (literally, "crush yourself"). How
ever, Driver UTS 30 [ 1929], pp. 374-5) argued that it means "exert 
yourself" ( comparing Akkadian ana ripsi, "at once, urgently"). 
Vulg. 's.festina, "hasten", conveys a similar idea. Lxx's "do not faint" 
(fail) may represent a variant reading 'al-titrappeh (hithpael of 
riipiili). importune: literally, "storm at" (riihab). The text does not 
suggest how this is to be done if the debtor is genuinely unable to 
pay his debt. The implication is perhaps simply that it would be 
extremely foolish to allow such a situation to arise. 

4. your eyelids ('ap'appekii): see on 4:25, where RSV renders this 
word by "gaze". 

5. from the hunter: this translation is based on a plausible emen
dation of the Hebrew text, which has simply "from the hand" 
(mryyiid). Van der Weiden's suggestion thatyad can mean the operat
ive part of a snare, based on Ps. 141 :9, is improbable. Several of 
the Versions have "snare", and there is therefore some ground for 
emendation to some such word as pa~, "trap, snare" (less probably 
mi4od, "net") or, as RSV, ~ayyiid, hunter. This last suggestion 
involves only the replacement of a single consonant, and provides 
a good parallel for fowler. Almost all the commentators accept some 
such emendation. 

6-11. The disastrous consequences ofindolence. This is a theme which 
appears frequently in the sentence literature of Proverbs. This 
extended passage on the subject may be compared to the little story 
with a moral in 24:30-34. Animal fables were popular in Mesopota
mia, and there are a number of extant examples from Sumerian 
literature. This passage, however, is not a fable, in which animals 
assume human characteristics, but stems from perceptive observa
tion of actual animal habits. In the Old Testament the notion that 
one can learn lessons from animals appears several times, notably in 
Job , 2:7; Isa. 1 :3; Jer. 8:7. Solomon's wise sayings included animal 
sayings (1 Kg 4:33 [Heb. 5:13]), though no details are given. 

Among the creatures whose habits were believed to be in some 
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sense models for human behaviour were ants. In the Amarna Letters 
there is a Canaanite example which, however, fastens on a different 
characteristic of the behaviour of ants from that described here 
(ANET, p. 486). In Proverbs there is one other reference to ants 
(the only other one in the Old Testament): 30:25, "The ants are a 
people not strong, yet they provide their food in the summer". It is 
striking that the second line of this verse is almost verbally identical 
with 6:8a. The saying in 30:25 is part of a numerical proverb which 
has assembled examples of creatures which are small, yet wise. 6:6-
8 also proposes the ant as a model of wisdom in its foresight and 
activity in securing its food supply for the winter, but makes its 
behaviour more directly relevant to its purpose by stressing that it 
acts on its own initiative and without the need for supervision rather 
than by a reference to its weakness and small size. The moral, 
expressed in vv. 9-11 is plain. 

6. sluggard ('iiiel): see on 10:26. consider: literally, "see, 
observe". and be wise: that is, "and you will become wise" ( GK 
I IOf). 

7. chief, officer: these words (qa.rin, fo{er) are here used m a 
general sense of persons in authority. 

8. summer, harvest: no contrast is intended here. These were 
seasons when it was essential both to gather "summer fruit" ( especi
ally grapes) and to harvest the grain (compare rn:5). 

At the end of this verse Lxx adds a paragraph about the bee, 
whose wisdom is equally shown by its diligence, and which is also 
useful to mankind. This addition is peculiar to LXX. 

10-11. These verses are virtually identical (see on like a vaga
bond) with 24:33-4, where they constitute the "moral" of a little 
story. This perhaps suggests that they are a proverbial saying which 
has been worked up in different ways. 

10. A little: the tone is ironical. In view of the plural nouns (Iino/ 
and t'numot) "a few" would be a better translation of this word in 
the first two occurrences of it in the verse. folding of the hands: 
this was presumably a common expression: compare Ee. 4:5. to 
rest: literally. "to lie down"; this is an extended meaning - compare 
Job 30: 1 7; Ee. 2:23. 

11. like a vagabond (kim'hallek, pie! participle of halak, "to go, 
walk"). 24:34 in the parallel passage has the hithpael mithallek. 
Ploger takes this word as a participle qualifying will come: "und 
schon ist schnell deine Armut da" = "and your poverty has already 
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quickly mm<'"; but most comm<'ntarics take it as a participle used 
as a noun: a ,·agabond or vagrant (Barucq, Scott) or a highwayman 
(Toy, G<'mS<'r, Ringgrm). 

an armed man: literally, "a man of (with?) a shield" ( 'ff magin). 
Unfortunately this expression also is of doubtful meaning and so 
does not assist the interpretation of kim'hallik, with which it is paral
lel. Some commentators take the same view as RSV; but the phrase 
is unique and somewhat odd. Others follow either Driver or 
Albright. The former UTS 33 [1932], p. 44; 34 [1933], p. 383) takes 
it to mean a bold or impudent man, connecting it with Arabic 
majin; KB3 accepts this. The latter (1955, pp. 9-rn) interprets it as 
meaning "beggar", on the basis of U garitic mgn, "to beg, entreat". 
The general meaning of the verse is, however, clear: the lazy person 
will find himself confronted with destitution, which will come upon 
him without his being aware of its approach. 

12-15. The fate of the mischief-maker. This description of the worth
less person or wicked man whose aim is to cause trouble may be 
compared with 16:27-30 and Sir. 27:22-4. There is no ostensible 
motive for his conduct: all that he does springs from deep-seated 
·corruption. This is an elaborate extension, perhaps in the spirit of 
the numerical proverb (compare vv. 16-19), of the simple statement 
that the wicked will come to a bad end, such as is made frequently 
in the sentence literature of Proverbs, e.g. 11:18, 21; 12:7. 

12. A worthless person ('adam b'liyya'al): on this meaning of 
'adam see on 3.30. A more common phrase is 'ff b'liyya'al (cf. 
Prov. 16:27). The precise derivation of b'liyya'al is uncertain, but its 
usage elsewhere in the Old Testament suggests that here it denotes 
depravity or wickedness rather than merely worthlessness. It is 
appropriately paralleled with 'ff 'awen (a wicked man). If the 
pointing of 'adam is correct (but see Driver, Canaanite Myths and 
Legends, Edinburgh, 1956, p. 135, n. 6), b'liyya'al is in apposition to 
'iidiim (see GK. r 3 r c), its literal meaning thus being "a man who is 
wickedness". 

crooked speech: see on 4:24. 
I2b-14. If the text is in order (see below on v. 13), these verses 

list six examples of the behaviour of the wicked man, all except the 
last expressed in participial clauses. They begin with his misuse of 
parts of the body and then proceed to the heart (v. 14a) or inner 
self (see 4:23) of which these arc the external agents and reach their 
climax with what appears to be a concrete statement of the nature 
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of the evil which he devises: he is continually sowing discord. 
13. The significance of these actions is not clear. winks with his 

eyes: Ps. 35: 19; Prov. 10: 10; 16:30 contain similar expressions which 
refer to hostile or malevolent actions, but shed no further light on 
their purpose. scrapes: this translation is uncertain. This verb 
(miilal), if it is to be distinguished from miilal "to speak", occurs only 
here in the Old Testament, and its use in later Hebrew does not 
entirely justify this rendering. Plogcr and others render it by 
"speaks", that is, "makes a sign". points: the hiphil ofyrh (here 
the participle moreh) usually means "teach"; but here probably 
"point" or "point out". The verse thus refers to three movements 
of the body made with eyes, feet and finger. This "sinister sign 
language" (McKane) may be connected with malevolent magic, or 
may be a means of conveying secret information to a confederate. 
The verse remains obscure. It may be significant that the passage 
makes good sense without it, although it is present in all the 
Versions. 

14. RSV's rendering of the first line is hardly possible. There is 
slight manuscript evidence that evil may be superfluous (see Toy, 
Gcmscr, McKane). If it is omitted, tahpiikot (RSV perverted) may 
be taken as the object of the verb and the line rendered "devises 
mischief (on this word sec on 2:12) in his heart continually". sow
ing: literally, "letting loose". discord: Kethib and Qere have 
alternative forms of this word. 

15. calamity: literally, "his calamity". 
16-19. A numerical proverb. This passage has affinities with 

vv. 12-15 which no doubt account for the juxtaposition of the two 
passages here. Like vv. 12- 15 it lists a number of unpleasant human 
traits; it associates these with parts of the body; and in its final item 
(v. 19b) it verbally echoes, in the phrase sows discord, the final 
item in the earlier list (v. 14b). However, it differs from v. 12-15 in 
two main respects: rather than describing the fate of such persons 
in impersonal terms as in v. 15, it denounces them as particularly 
hateful to Yahweh; and it is cast in the form of the "numerical 
proverb". 

Characteristic of the numerical proverb is that it does not merely 
set out a list of items side by side without overtly specifying their 
common features, but in a (usually) introductory statement specifies 
that these are linked by such a common feature (here that they are 
hateful to Yahweh) and states how many such items there arc. This 
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tvpc of saying is not restricted to the Old Testament, but is found 
among a variety of peoples including the Babylonians, Indians, 
Arabs and Greeks, and also occurs in post-biblical Jewish literature. 
(Sec Roth, I 965). Such lists arc believed to constitute early attempts 
to understand the principles of order in the universe, including 
human nature and society, by classification and enumeration. Other 
numerical sayings in Proverbs are 30:7-9, 11-14, 15c-16, 18-19, 
21-3, 24-8, 29-31 (30: 11-14, however, lacks the introductory 
statement). It has been supposed that the origin of the numerical 
saying is to be found in the posing of riddles, in which persons 
were asked to guess which things within a specified number had a 
particular common feature; but this is purely speculative and is not 
now generally accepted. 

Another feature of this proverb, which is also found in some of 
the numerical proverbs in chapter 30 (vv. 15, 18, 21, 29) is that of 
the so-called "graded numerical saying" in which not one but two 
different numerals occur in parallelism, the first being one less than 
the actual number of items in the list (see Roth, 1962, pp. 300-
31 1). This device, also known as "the numerical sequence x/x + 
1 ", is not peculiar to the numerical proverb but also occurs in a 
variety of different types of literature in the Old Testament, the 
most familiar examples being found in Am. 1 :3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2: 1, 4, 
6. It also occurs in Ecclesiasticus and in Sumerian, Akkadian and 
Ugaritic texts. Its function is probably purely rhetorical: it heightens 
tension and also assists poetical parallelism, avoiding the repetition 
of the same word in parallel lines. The view that it denotes an 
indefinite number (e.g. "six or seven") is improbable in view of the 
fact that here as in other examples the second numeral corresponds 
exactly to the number of things in the list which follows. 

16. abomination: this word (to'ibah) here connotes not some
thing which is of itself evil, but an attitude of intense hatred towards 
something: thus in 13: 1gb and 29:27b it is used of virtuous conduct 
as being hateful to fools or to the wicked. Conduct which is an 
abomination to Yahweh includes idolatry and cultic or ritual 
offences, but also ethical ones. It destroys the possibility of a positive 
relationship with Yahweh (cf. 3:32). Hence lists were compiled (e.g. 
in Pss. 15 and 24) ofYahweh's ethical requirements for approaching 
him in the temple. These could be expressed either positively or 
negatively. Job 31 is an example of such a list, consisting mainly of 
ethical items, placed in the context of a private communication with 
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God. Prov. 6: 16-19, which covers much of the same ground as the 
other lists, may be assumed to have been composed for the purpose 
of ethical instruction. In intention it is comparable to the legal pro
hibitions of the Decalogue. 

17. haughty eyes ( 'enayim ramot): literally, "high - i.e. elevated 
- eyes", a sign of pride (cf. Ps. 18:2, 28 [Heb. 28, 29); 131:1). In 
Isa. 2: 11 this attitude is condemned as directed against God, but 
here it probably refers to arrogance towards other persons. The 
expression occurs again in Prov. 30: 13 in a similar list. a lying 
tongue (/'Jon Jaqer): literally, "a tongue of falsehood." See on 4:24 
and compare 6:12. Since Jeqer is repeated in v. 19 (RSV false), it is 
clear that this list is not intended to be a systematic or comprehen
sive catalogue of persons abominated by Yahweh. It is a miscel
laneous collection. Lying is put on a par with murder in this verse 
because, as v. 19 shows, its effects, as in the case of false testimony, 
can be murderous - as in the "trial" of Na both ( 1 Kg. 2 1). V. 19 in 
fact mentions two examples of malicious lying which would come 
under the more general heading of a "lying tongue". 

18. This verse does not specify particular actions but is concerned 
with the heart, the inner, hidden organ from which spring all par
ticular actions (compare v. 14), and with the feet, often referred to 
elsewhere in these chapters as part of the imagery of the journey 
through life but also seen as the agency by means of which a person 
"proceeds" to put his plans into action. So the verse as a whole 
speaks of actions first decided on and then carried out. LXX lacks to 
run, and this is omitted by some commentators as superfluous and 
as overloading the metrical line. But compare 1: 16. 

19. If the word yapia4 (RSV breathes out) is in fact a verb, the 
order of the words in the first line is very unusual: verb, object, 
subject. Such inversion does, however, occasionally occur ( GK 
142f). Gemser, however, suggested that here and in 12:17 and 14:5 

yapia4 may be a noun, equivalent in meaning to 'ed, witness. The 
line would then consist of two phrases, each meaning "a lying/false 
witness". But no Hebrew noun yapia4 is otherwise attested, and 
Gcmser's proposal hardly improves the sense. It should be noted 
that 6: 19a is identical with 14:5b. See also on 19:5. 
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NINTH INSTRUCTION 

AVOIDANCE OF THE "STRANGE WOMAN" 

6:20-35 

Like chapter 5, this section consists of an Instruction to which 
further material on the general theme of the folly of adultery has 
bcen added. Thc usual address by the teacher to the pupil ends 
with v. 25; in the remainder, the adulterer is always referred to in 
the third person. In vv. 26-8 words and expressions denoting both 
the woman and the man are used which occur nowhere else in these 
Instructions: 'iffah zonah, "prostitute" (RSV harlot) and 'ifet 'zf, 
"married woman" (v. 26; RSVadulteress [!]); 'if, "a man", that is, 
"any man" (vv. 27, 28; RSV a man and one respectively). The 
question form used here is also a device not found elsewhere in the 
Instructions, as also is the imagery. Vv. 29-31, 33-5 use the threat 
of concrete forms of punishment including the wronged husband's 
revenge as deterrents from adultery, whereas in the Instructions the 
fate of the adulterer is described in general terms such as deterio
ration of character and "death". 

A comparison with the original form ofother Instructions suggests 
that this Instruction originally consisted of vv. 20-22, 24-5. V. 23 
was not part of the original Instruction but consists of a gloss fol
lowed by what appears to be an originally separate comment (see 
below). It is possible that some small part of vv. 26-35 formed 
an original conclusion to the Instruction (compare 1:19; 4:18-19); 
if so, this may have been v. 32, which asserts that the adulterer 
destroys him.self, a fate comparable to the "death" of the other 
Instructions. 

Vv. 26-35 themselves appear not to have been a single literary 
unit but rather to be a series of unconnected additions. Several 
verses present difficulties of interpretation. 

20-22. This introduction is characteristic of the series. With 
v. 20 compare 1:8 and, in part, 2:1-2; 3:1, 21; 4:1; 5:1; 7:1-2. With 
v. 21 compare 3:3 and also r:9; 3:22. With v. 22 compare 3:23-4; 
4:12. 

21-22. It has often been pointed out that there are striking simi
larities between these verses and two passages in Deuteronomy. 
(6:6-8 and r r:18-19). All three passages use similar though not 
entirely identical, imagery in enjoining unremitting attention and 
obedience to teaching just given or about to be given: parental teach-
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ing in the case of Proverbs and the Law of Moses in Deuteronomy. 
They all employ language in which the heart is the repository of 
the teaching, and in this connection they all use the verb qaJar, bind, 
as a metaphor, though with reference to different parts of the body 
(Proverbs, upon your heart; Deuteronomy, "on your hand"); and 
they all stress that the teaching in question must be borne in mind 
at all times, using the identical grammatical form (Prov. 6:22 when 
you walk; when you lie down; when you awake; Dt. 6: 7 and 
II: 19 similarly "when you sit / walk / lie down / rise"). In other 
respects, however, there are important differences between the 
Proverbs and Deuteronomic passages. It is generally admitted that 
there is some connection between them; but there is no agreement 
about the directness of the influence, nor, supposing it to be a direct 
one, on its direction. McKane speaks of the Proverbs passage as "a 
free adaptation of Dt. 6:7 or 11:19", while Weinfeld (Deuteronomy 
and the Deuteronomic School, 1972, pp. 299-302) sees Deuteronomy 
as having here, as elsewhere, "employed modes of expression and 
imagery taken from the sapiential sphere", adapting the latter in 
the service of its distinctive concept of the nature of the Law. One 
of the difficulties to be faced in attempts to solve the problem is that 
neither the passage in Proverbs nor that in Deuteronomy can be 
securely dated. One may perhaps cautiously speak of a convergence 
of wisdom and Deuteronomistic teaching at this point. 

22. In the Hebrew text all the verbs are in the singular ("she/it 
will ... "). In Lxx they are all plural; but LXX here has certainly 
attempted to "improve" the text. On the proposal (NEB but not 
REE) to transpose the verse to follow 5: 19, where the antecedent 
would be the wife, see on that verse. Some commentators (e.g. 
Pli:iger) consider that the singular verbs show that the author was 
thinking of the parental teaching of v. 20 as constituting a singular 
whole; but this does not explain the change from plural to singular 
between vv. 21 and 22. Perhaps a more plausible explanation is that 
a line has been omitted similar to 7:4a ("Say to wisdom, 'You are 
my sister'"). This would account for the unusual three-line verse 
in the present text, since the restoration of such a line would make 
two complete couplets. It would also account for the otherwise odd 
personification or semi-personification in the verse (will talk with 
you), which would be more appropriate to wisdom than to the 
parental teaching. 

when you awake: on this unusual construction (the "hypotheti-
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cal pcrfrct'') sec GK 159h and S.R. Driver, Tenses, seclion 154 and 
note 2. 

23. The first line of this verse, which interrupts the normal pass
age from the introduction to the main body of the Instruction, is a 
gloss defining the meaning of the words commandment (mifwah) 
and teaching (torah) used in v. 20, but in a sense not intended by 
the author of the Instruction. In the Instructions these two words 
always refer to parental teaching (1:8; 2:1; 3:1; 4:2, 4; 7:1, 2). Here 
they arc defined as a lamp (nir) and a light ( 'or) respectively. nir 
and 'or are frequently used figuratively, especially in the wisdom 
literature, sometimes as a parallel pair (Job 18:6; 29:3; Prov. 13:9), 
to denote success and wcllbeing. But they are never used, either 
s<"parately or together, in these Instructions in this sense, or in con
nection with the parental teaching. On the other hand, 'or is fre
quently used in the Old Testament as a figure denoting the salvation 
bestowed by God ( e.g. Isa. 51 :4 - in connection with torah; Ps. 43:3; 
compare Ps. 19:8 [Heb. 9] where Yahweh's commandments [mifwot] 
"enlighten the eyes"), and it was on this basis that the Targums 
and other early Jewish writings interpreted "light" as meaning the 
Law of Moses in a number of other biblical texts (see Vermes, 
1958, pp. 436-8). Although God is not specifically mentioned in 
Prov. 6:23, the strong resemblance of the first line to Ps. 119:105, 
where in a psalm entirely devoted to the praise of the Law, the 
psalmist speaks ofYahweh's word - that is, Law - as a ner and an 
'or, makes it probable that this gloss, inserted at the end of the 
introductory section of the Instruction as a kind of "footnote", had 
the Law in mind and reinterpreted v. 20 in this sense. McKane, 
although he does not regard the verse as a later addition to the 
Instruction, concludes that "figures of speech which are redolent of 
the piety inspired by the Law have been imported" into it. The 
second line of the verse is expressed in terms reminiscent of the 
language of the Instructions, but can also be seen as an expansion 
of the first (so Ploger). 

24-25. These verses constitute the admonition or main body of 
the original Instruction. Much of the language is the same as or 
similar to that of the corresponding passages in other Instructions. 
to preserve you reappears in 7:5; adventuress (nokriyyah) in 2: 16 
and T5· smooth words, that is, seductive speech, are echoed in 
slightly different ways but using the same root (4/q) in all the three 
comparable Instructions (2:16; 5:3; 7:5). The phrase the evil 
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woman ( 'efet riiJ has no counterpart in the other Instructions, but 
the fact that it is paralleled by nokriyyiih has suggested to some com
mentators that it should be emended to 'iffiih :::,iiriih ("the loose 
woman"), making a pair which is found in 2:16 and T5 (see below). 

24. the evil woman ( 'eJet riiJ, literally, "woman of evil": this 
phrase does not occur elsewhere in the old Testament, but compare 
"men of evil" in 28:5. McKane accepts this reading, but the majority 
of commentators repoint to 'efet rea', literally "the wife of a neigh
bour", that is, a married woman, as in v. 29. This is supported by 
LXX, which clearly read the same consonants as here. Toy, however, 
followed by BHS, emended the phrase to 'iffiih :::,iirah (compare T5a 
which would then be identical with this line). This may be correct 
in view of the parallelism with nokriyyiih in the second line (see also 
above on 6:20-35). 

from the smooth tongue of . .. : lo.Jon (tongue) is in the abso
lute state in MT, and a literal translation of the line would therefore 
be "from the smoothness of the strange/foreign tongue". But most 
commentators and BHS repoint to the construct !'Jon. Lxx, however, 
has "of a strange tongue". 

25. her eyelashes ( 'ap 'appeha): this may be a reference to the 
seductive devices employed by the woman; but see on 4:25. 

26. This verse was described by Driver (VT 4 [1954], p. 243) 
as "a proverb which no one has yet explained". However, most 
commentators agree that it makes a contrast between the demands 
made by the common prostitute ( 'iffah :::,oniih, RSV harlot) and by 
the adulteress (the Hebrew has 'eJet 'is, literally "a woman who 
has a husband") on men who have sexual relations with them: the 
former's fee is low (a loaf of bread), whereas the adulteress seeks 
far more (whether of a monetary or other kind). 

The first line has no verb; but RSV's explanatory addition of may 
be hired almost certainly expresses the intended meaning, whether 
b"ad (for) is in fact a preposition or whether ·it is a noun meaning 
"price" or "exchange" (so Driver). The Versions have nouns here 
meaning "price". 

The second line is more difficult because the meaning of nepeJ f
qiiriih (RSV a man's very life, literally "a precious life") is disputed. 
nepeJ has many meanings including "soul", "person" and "life". 
However, Driver argues that it sometimes means "abundance", and 
that since yaqar (this word is not directly translated by RSV) means 
"precious", the phrase should be rendered by "costly abundance": 
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that 1s, the adulteress, unlike the prostitute who is satisfied with a 
little bread, demands a life of luxury from her lover. Thomas ( VT 
Suppl. 3, 1955, pp. 283-4) renders nepef y'qariih by "a weighty 
person": that is, she will only accept a wealthy man as her lover. 
Both Driver's and Thomas's interpretations agree in seeing here a 
contrast between the prostitute's modest demand and the excessive 
cost of a liaison with a married woman, who may ruin her lover by 
her excessive demands. 

The verse is, then, a warning about the folly of adultery; the main 
problem is whether the penalty which it envisages is merely financial 
- as in vv. 31, 35 - or death. The latter interpretation, which is 
favoured by RSV, is perhaps the less probable in view of the strange
ness of the expression nepef y'qiiriih in this connection. stalks: this 
verb (.fud) means "to hunt", and is sometimes used metaphorically 
of persecution. It may be significant that Ezekiel (13:18, 20) also 
refers to "hunting souls", using the same verb though in a different 
mode (.fodid n'piifot), as a magical practice. But it is not clear whether 
this practice was intended to gain control over other persons or to 
bring about their deaths. The Ezekiel passage therefore does not 
solve the main problem of the verse. 

The language and style of this verse are quite different from those 
of the preceding verses and of the comparable Instructions in these 
chapters (see above on 6:20-35). 

27-29. These verses give a quite different reason for avoiding 
adultery from that given in v. 26: the adulterer will not go unpun
ished (v. 29). What kind of punishment is envisaged is not stated: 
it may be divine punishment, legal or other punishment by the 
community, or punishment at the hands of the wronged husband, 
as in vv. 33-5 (see below). The play on words in v. 27 - 'ff ... 'ef 

(a man ... fire) - is reminiscent of 'ifet 'ff, "a woman who has 
a husband", in v. 26, and this similarity of sound may account for 
the present position of these verses. The questions in vv. 27 and 28, 
a form which does not occur in the Instructions, are also an indi
cation that the passage is not part of the original Instruction. The 
questions themselves are examples of what Crenshaw (1979, pp. 96-
111, especially rno-rn5) has called "impossible questions": they 
specify absurdly foolish and fatal actions universally recognized as 
such, which are then equated with the dangerous folly of committing 
adultery. 

29. (none . .. ) will go unpunished (yinniiqeh): literally, "will 
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be held innocent". This phrase occurs frequently in the sentence 
literature of Proverbs ( 11:21; 16:5; 1 7:5; 19:5, 9; 28:20). In each case 
some form of wicked behaviour is named, and the verse expresses 
certainty that its perpretator will not escape punishment; but neither 
the form which the punishment will take nor the identity of the 
agent of punishment is specified, with one exception: in 16:5 it is 
strongly implied that Yahweh himself will execute the punishment. 
It is reasonable to suppose that this is the case also in the other 
verses that are worded in exactly the same way, including this verse 
(6:29). 

30-31. Although the interpretation of this passage is difficult 
and much disputed, v. 31 makes it clear that what is envisaged 
here is not divine punishment, as probably in v. 29, but human 
punishment. This is in fact a new theme: adultery and its conse
quences are now compared and contrasted implicitly - or explicitly 
ifv. 32 belongs to this pericope - with the professional thief (gannab) 
and what happens to him when he is caught. But the nature of 
the argument is obscure, and no commentator has succeeded in 
elucidating it satisfactorily. 

In the Hebrew text v. 30 is ostensibly not a question but a state
ment: "Men do not despise". If this is indeed the meaning, the con
nection between it and v. 31 is difficult to understand: the thief who 
steals because he is hungry is not despised by others, yet if he is 
caught he will be severely punished, presumably by the same people, 
who form the community in which he lives (translating w'nim~ii', 
RSV And if he is caught, adversatively: "Yet if he is caught" - an 
equally possible translation). This has been taken as an implied a 
fortiori argument: if thieves are punished when caught even if they 
have the excuse of hunger, how much more severely will the adult
erer be punished, who has no excuse! But this does not explain the 
statement in v. 30 that such thieves are not despised. An alternative 
interpretation would be that a theft committed by a desperate man, 
which runs the risk of apprehension and punishment, is committed 
through necessity, not folly, whereas the adulterer's equally hazard
ous theft of another man's wife has neither excuse nor necessity and 
is simply stupid. Neither of these interpretations is really satisfac
tory, partly because there is nothing elsewhere in the Old Testament 
to suggest that theft was ever condoned in ancient Israel. 

The main alternative, accepted by many commentators and 
modern translations including RSV, is to understand v. 30 as a 
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question expressed without an interrogative particle (sec GK 150a) 
which has the force of a positive statement: "Do not men 
despise ... ?" = "Men do despise ... ". According to this interpret
ation the thief is both despised by his fellows and, if caught, also 
severely punished; even more so, it is implied, will the adulterer be. 
McKane and Ploger seek to strengthen this argument by taking ki 
yir'ab (when he is hungry) as meaning "even if he is hungry": 
hunger is no excuse. (It may be remarked that there is probably a 
hidden allusion here to the adulterer in the words to satisfy his appetite 
when he is hungry: this is precisely the motive of the adulterer who 
"steals" someone else's wife because he cannot control his sexual 
appetite.) However, it is doubtful whether v. 30 can in fact be 
rendered as a question. As the list of examples in GK shows, ques
tions not preceded by an interrogative particle in the Old Testament 
normally occur in direct speech, are quite short, and in their contexts 
present no problem of ambiguity. None of these conditions is present 
here. (See also on 5: 16 above.) 

There is a further difficulty in these verses: in v. 30 the thief is 
impelled by desperate hunger, yet in v. 31 he has his own house in 
which he stores his wealth (kol-hon beto, "all the wealth (RSV goods) 
of his house"! This discrepancy may perhaps suggest that v. 30 is 
a gloss, and that v. 31 refers directly to the adulterer and is the 
continuation of v. 29. All these difficulties suggest that the text of 
these verses may be in serious disorder. 

31. sevenfold: no such penalty for theft is to be found in the 
laws of tbe Old Testament. There the penalty is two, four or five 
times according to the circumstances (Exod. 22: l -4, 7 [Heh. 21 :37; 
22:1-3, 6]). No sufficient explanation has been found for this dis
crepancy; it has been suggested that the word indicates perfect resti
tution (compare Ps. 79:12), but this is unlikely. Perhaps the passage 
reflects a quite different custom of which nothing is otherwise known. 
The reference is unlikely to be to adultery, for which the prescribed 
penalty was death (Lev. 20: 10; Dt 22:22), to which, however, there 
is no reference (in a literal sense) in Proverbs. 

32-35. There are indications that these verses also are of miscel
laneous origin. V. 32 is expressed in very general terms and bears 
the marks of an independent proverb of a type frequently found in 
the sentence literature. More specifically, the term 4°sar-lib, has no 
sense (literally, "lacking in heart"; see on 2:2; 4:21, 23), equivalent 
to "fool", is used regularly there, and one such proverb ( 12: 1 I) uses 
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1t m precisely the same way as here: "he who follows worthless 
pursuits has no sense". As has been suggested, the verse may have 
been the conclusion of the original Instruction, or, less probably, it 
may have been attached to vv. 30-31. In either case, v. 33 may well 
be a later addition to it, expanding it in concrete terms. (It has also 
been suggested that v. 32 is an interpolation breaking the connection 
between vv. 31 and 33.) V. 34 may also have originally been a 
detached proverb to which again a more concrete exposition has 
been given in v. 35. It should be noted that in v. 35 there is a sudden 
change from the impersonality of the third person to the address of 
the second (you), and that vv. 34-5 partly reiterate, partly contra
dict, what has already been said in earlier verses. 

32. The Hebrew of the second line (maI4it napfo hu' ya"'fenniih) is 
unusual. Ploger translates: "he who (wishes to) destroy his life, let 
him do so". Others have noted a quite separate problem: many 
recent commentators, on the grounds that he who does it (or "let 
him do so") makes a somewhat feeble parallel, have followed Kopf 
( 1959, pp. 270-71) and Dahood respectively in postulating a second 
verb 'iifiih quite distinct from 'iifiih "to do, make", renderingya"'fen
niih either by "sleeps with her" ( on the basis of an Arabic root) or 
"abuses her" (on the basis of an Ugaritic one) compare REE). 
Ploger, however, finds the usual translation satisfactory. 

33. Wounds and dishonour: the former presumably at the 
hands of the husband; the latter, of the community. 

34. For jealousy makes a man furious: literally, "jealousy (is) 
a man's anger". Most recent commentators, however, follow Driver 
(Bib. 32 fJ 951], p. 1 77) in reversing the order of the consonants of 
~"mat ("thf anger of") and repainting it, giving tii4em, "inflames": 
"jealousy inflames a man". 

35. gifts: that is, bribes (fo4ad). The legal penalty for adultery 
was death according to the laws of the Pentateuch (see on v. 31 
above). It is curious that here (and in vv. 31, 33) much more lenient 
customs seem to be presupposed, though it has been suggested that 
what is alluded to here is an attempt to avoid otherwise inevitable 
trial and execution by making offers of compensation and large 
bribes to the husband, on whose complaint an action would other
wise be brought. 
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TENTH INSTRUCTION 

AVOIDANCE OF THE "STRANGE WOMAN" 

7:1-27 

The character, structure and approximate length of the original 
Instructions in these chapters are now familiar to the reader. With 
these in mind it is not difficult to discern that this chapter mainly 
consists of two dements: a relatively short Instruction into which has 
been inserted a moral tale. Each is complete in itself. The original 
Instruction consisted of vv. 1 -3, 5, 25-7. With its introduction 
(vv. 1 -3) and its single admonition (vv. 5, 25-7) which includes its 
own warning and needs no generalized and impersonal conclusion, 
it has a particularly strong resemblance to the Second Instruction 
(2:1, 9, 16-19) - on this and on the whole chapter see Whybray, 
1966, pp. 482-6. 

Vv. 6-23 are a vivid and polished moral story having its own 
introduction, development and conclusion. Its theme and evident 
purpose show that it comes from the same circles as the Instructions, 
but there are many indications that it was originally an independent 
poem. The expression dressed as a harlot (v. 10; compare 6:26) 
shows that the woman in this story is not the same as the loose 
woman and adventuress ofv. s: harlot (zonah) never occurs in the 
original Instructions. It is also clear that v. 25, which resumes the 
Instruction, originally immediately followed v. 5, like 6:24 and 25 
which these two verses closely resemble. In its present position v. 25 
has no antecedent, since the woman there referred to (her) cannot 
be the woman ofvv. 6-23, who is a character in the teacher's story 
and not the woman against whom the pupil is directly warned in 
V. 5. 

In fact vv. 6-23 constitute a very great expansion of the theme 
of the Instructions about adultery which is full of fascinating and 
vivid details marking it out as a very different kind of composition. 
The description of the woman's character, dress and methods of 
seduction occupy six verses (18-23); her seductive speech, only 
briefly mentioned in v. 5 and in its parallels in other Instructions, 
is here quoted at length (vv. 14-20). There is a description of the 
furnishings of her bedroom (vv. 16-17); her husband, his business 
and his absence on a journey are referred to (vv. 19-20), as also is 
the reaction of the young man and his fate, described in striking 
imagery (vv. 22-23). 



PROVERBS 7: )-27 I I I 

Two verses remain to be accounted for: 4 and 24. V. 24 is virtually 
identical with S:7, which, as has been seen, is an intrusion into that 
Instruction whose purpose is not entirely clear. The purpose of J:24, 
however, is quite transparent. It is a somewhat crude device 
intended to mark the resumption of the thread of discourse which 
was broken off by the insertion of vv. 6-23 between vv. 5 and 25, 
and to create a smooth transition from v. 23 to v. 25. On v. 4, which 
interrupts the continuity between vv. 3 and 5, see below. 

1-3. Although there are small variations in detail, there is here 
once again a very close verbal similarity between these verses and 
the introductions to other Instructions in this series, and some exact 
verbal repetitions. V. 1 b is identical with 2: 1 b, v. 2a with 4:4c, and 
v. 3b with 3:3c. keep (Itimar), used twice here (vv. 1a, 2a) with my 
words and my commandments respectively as its object, is found 
in 4:21; my words ("mtiray, v. 1a) in 2:1; 4:20; toriih, teaching, in 
1 :8; 4:2; 6:20; commandment(s) (m4wtih, m4wot) in 2: 1; 6:20. Many 
of these terms are clearly used interchangeably. Some of these coinci
dences and similarities may be due to editorial assimilation of one 
passage to another or may be the work of glossators drawing atten
tion to comparable passages. But this was evidently the technical 
vocabulary of education, which provided a stock of terms available 
for selection by individual teachers and offered the possibility, within 
strict limits, of stylistic variety. 

2. as the apple of your eye: as the context suggests, and as the 
other occurrences (Dt. 32: 10; Ps. 1 7:8) confirm, this phrase denotes 
something especially precious, a meaning which has passed into 
some European languages including English. In a literal sense the 
"apple" of the eye is the pupil. 'ifon is a diminutive form of 'is, "a 
man": one's image reflected in the eye of another person was seen 
as a "little man" looking out. 

3. bind them on your fingers: the corresponding verse in 3:3 
has "about your neck". On a possible connection with Dt. 6:8; 11: 18, 
which have "on your hand", see on 6:21. The fingers are obviously 
a place where one might wear a ring or possibly a protective amulet. 
But, like the neck ( 1 :g; 3:3, 22; 6:21) they are a part of the body 
where ornaments would be constantly seen and so could be a 
reminder of something: they would not "depart from the eyes" 
(4:2 I). This is thus another figure expressing the importance of 
never forgetting the teacher's counsels. On the tablet of your heart 
see on 3;3; and compare Jer. 3 I :33. 



I I 2 PROVERBS 7:1-27 

4. This is the only reference to Wisdom in this chapter; it should 
also be noted that God is not mentioned in it at all. Unlike the 
additions to chapter 2 (vv. 2ff) which introduce Wisdom as identical 
with or parallel to the teacher's words, it is a brief intervention 
which remains undeveloped. The remainder of the chapter, includ
ing the poem of vv. 6-23, is the personal instruction of a human 
teacher. The purpose of the addition was probably to contrast a 
personified Wisdom with the "loose woman" ofv. 5, and, as in 9:1-
6, 13-18, to stress that a choice has to be made between the two. 
(See also the introduction to 7: 1 -27.) 

sister: in Song of Songs (as also elsewhere in the ancient Near 
East) this word signifies the beloved; in Ca. 4:9, 1 o, 12; y I it is 
linked with "bride". This may be the meaning here (see on 4:8), 
though modii.' (intimate friend) seems to suggest a lesser relation
ship: it is cognate with yii.da ', "to know", and appears in its only 
other occurrence in the Old Testament (Ruth 2: 1) to mean "rela
tive", probably as one likely to be an intimate confidant. 

5. This verse is identical with 2:16 apart from the first word, 
where the latter has "to save you" (l'ha.rril'ka, RSV "You will be 
saved"). Compare also 6:24. 

6-7. The person who speaks here and in the following verses 
may be presumed to be a teacher of young men similar to those 
who speak in the Instructions. He tells a story supposedly based on 
his own observation ending with an implied moral (vv. 22-3). This 
is a standard teaching device in the wisdom literature: compare 
Prov. 4:3-5; 24:30-34; Ps. 37:35-6; Job 5:3-5. 

There is, however, a striking difference between vv. 6-7 in the 
Hebrew text and in LXX. In the latter, which is otherwise broadly 
though not entirely in line with the Hebrew, the verbs are in the third 
person feminine: "For she looks out (parakuptousa) from a window ... 
at one whom she may see ... ", etc. "She" is thus the woman of 
v. 5, and it is she ("the woman") who then meets the young man 
in the street (v. 10). Bostrom (1935, pp. 120-127) regarded LXX as 
the original text of these verses, and went on to interpret the details 
of the following verses in this light. This is one of the most important 
texts which he uses to support the view that throughout these chap
ters of Proverbs the "strange woman" is a foreigner who lures the 
Israelite young man to participate with her in a sexual fertility rite 
such as is supposed to have been widespread in a number of parts 
of the ancient Near East, and which was represented iconograph-
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ically by a woman (or the goddess of love, Istar-Astarte) looking 
from a window: the so-called "Aphrodite Parakuptousa"; for details 
of the evidence see Bostrom, Herbig and Zimmern. Albright ( 1955, 
p. rn), in view of the representation of this scene in Phoenician 
ivories, one of which was found in Samaria, took Prov. r6-7 as an 
example of "Canaanite-Phoenician" influence on Proverbs. 

Bostrom's theory as a whole has not been generally accepted (see 
on 2:16-19 above), though several commentators have accepted 
the possibility that the "woman at the window" theme, apparently 
alluded to in LXX, may have been in the mind of the author of the 
Hebrew text, but that if this were so he used the imagery in an 
indirect way, rendering it "harmless" (Ringgren; cf. McKane, 
Ploger). But they point out that the Hebrew text makes perfectly 
good sense as it stands. 

6. For (ki) is an addition to the text, linking vv. 6-23 with vv. 1-

5. 
7. Gemser, following Steuernagel, suggested that the metre and 

parallelism of this verse could be improved by transferring a young 
man (na'ar) to the first line: "And I saw a young man among the 
simple ones; one without sense among the youths". the simple: see 
on 1 + without sense: see on 6:32. 

8. her corner (pinnii.h): the form is anomalous: "her corner" in 
Hebrew would normally be pinnii.tii.h. A slight change of pointing 
would givepinnii.h, "a corner" (so Lxx; KB3). Compare v. 12, where 
the woman lies in wait "at every corner". her house: "her" refers 
by anticipation to the "woman ... dressed as a harlot" who is 
directly introduced in v. 10 in such a way that she cannot be the 
same as the "loose woman" ofv. 5. 

9. time: in MT the word ( 'ifon) is the same as that which means 
the pupil of the eye in v. 2. Here it has been taken to mean "middle"; 
but this does not agree with "twilight". Most recent commentators 
and translations, together with KB3 and BHS, emend the word to 
"fun, rendering it by "time" (that is, in this context, the moment 
when it grows dark). In the Old Testament this word occurs only 
in the qere of Prov. 20:20, but both word and meaning receive 
support from the cognate languages (see KB3

). 

10. And lo: this particle (w'hinnih) is used as a device to call 
attention to a new action in the course of a narrative, adding vivid
ness to the scene. wily of heart: literally, "guarded in heart" (n'➔iirat 
lib), that is, she is a woman who is by nature secretive (see Driver, 
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l T I [ 1951). p. 250). The meaning may be that she conceals her 
acti,·ities from her husband (vv. 19-20). It can hardly mean that 
she conceals the fate that she has in store for the young man (vv. 22-
3). as that is obviously not how she sees it. 

I I. The meaning of the two adjectives in the first line is not 
entirely clear. homiyyah (RSV loud) is the feminine participle qal of 
hamah, one of the meanings of which is "to be in turmoil" ( 1 Kg. 
1:41; Isa. 22:2; Ps. 42; 5, 11 [Heh. 6, 12)). It may thus mean 
"unstable" (REB "flighty"), though "noisy" is a possible translation 
(see on 1:21 above). soraret (wayward.): the usual meaning of sarar, 
of which this is a participle, is "to be rebellious, stubborn"; but 
Driver (ZA W 50 [ 1932), pp. 141-2) pointed out that Akkadian sarii,,u 
can mean "to be unstable" (REB "inconstant"). This interpretation 
has been accepted by several recent commentaries and translations 
including RSV. "Unstable" and "inconstant" both fit well with the 
second line which speaks of the woman's restlessness. On the con
vention that respectable women do not loiter in the streets but stay 
at home see on 1:20-21 above. 

12. street, market: see on 1 :20 above. 
13. with impudent face: literally, "she hardens her face". Com

pare a similar expression in 21 :29. REB's "brazenly" renders the 
sense well. 

14-15. sacrifices (zib'M f'lamim): that is, the so-called "peace 
offerings" or "communion sacrifice" (see de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 
London, 1961, pp. 417-18), prescribed in Lev.7:11-17. Part of the 
victim was offered to Yahweh, while the rest was eaten by the offerer 
together with others ( compare I Sam. 9: 1 1 - 13). It was, however, 
laid down that it must be eaten on either the same day or, if the 
sacrifice was made in payment of vows, by the following day 
(Lev. 7:16-17). The implication of these verses is, then, that the 
woman invites the young man to her house on the pretext that she 
needs him to share the feast with her (compare 17:1, where ;:,'ba~im 
clearly refers to such a feast (RSV "feasting"). 

There is, however, a problem here. In vv. 16-18 the woman also 
makes it plain that her real motive is a sexual one. Bostrom ( 1935, 
pp. 104ff.) saw great significance in this collocation of cult with 
sexual intercourse: the woman is a foreigner who lures the young 
man to participate in a foreign, sexual cult. McKane and Ploger 
both regard Bostrom's view as plausible, though not decisive. The 
alternative view is that the woman's sole purpose is seduction, and 
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that her reference to her having fulfilled her vows is simply an 
additional device holding out the further prospect of a good dinner. 
The weak point of Bostrom's theory - which is part of his general 
hypothesis of the "strange woman" of these chapters as a foreigner 
(see on 2:16-19 above) - is that the sacrifice offered by the woman 
is clearly referred to as the distinctively Israelite "communion sacri
fice". This suggests that the woman is simply an Israelite who seizes 
the opportunity of the absence of her husband to commit adultery, 
and that no reference to a "sexual cult" is intended. 

16-17. Several of the items mentioned in these verses are of 
uncertain meaning; but they are clearly items of luxury. coverings 
(marbaddim): the only other occurrence of this word in the Old Testa
ment is in 31 :22, where it refers to articles of domestic use made by 
the mistress of a well-equipped household. I have decked: this verb 
(rabad) is from the same root as marbaddim; it occurs only here in the 
Old Testament, but means "to join together, patch" in post-biblical 
Hebrew. Coloured spreads (~"{ubot): this word also is unique in 
the Old Testament. Syria and Arabic cognates perhaps suggest that 
it refers to items of coloured material. 'i{un may mean linen in view 
of its Egyptian provenance, but the usual word for linen is Iii. I 
have perfumed (napti): literally, "I have sprinkled". myrrh and 
aloes are aromatic gums obtained respectively from an Arabian 
shrub and an East Indian tree; cinnamon, now used as a spice, is 
the aromatic inner bark of a Ceylonese tree. All three perfumes have 
erotic associations in the Song of Songs; they occur together in the 
same verse in Ca. 4: 14. The fact that they are all imported goods 
suggests considerable wealth. 

18. Two words for love are used in this verse: dodim and "'habim. 
Toy pointed out that both are used only in a sexual sense, although 
'ahab, "to love" and 'habah, "love", have a much wider connotation. 

19-20. This description of the activities of the woman's husband 
has led some commentators to conclude that he - and hence prob
ably also his wife - was a foreigner resident in Israel who, as a 
merchant, travelled abroad to purchase foreign luxuries such as 
those mentioned in vv. 16-17. This is to read too much into the 
text. a long journey (derek mira~oq) is not necessarily a journey 
outside the borders of Israel. There are relatively few references to 
trade and commerce in the Old Testament, and it is clear that 
foreign trade seems to have been largely in the hands of foreigners 
(the word for merchant, k'na<ani, originally meant a Canaanite), but 
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intc-rnal trade- was c-ertainly not wholly so. The view that the 
woman ·s husband was a foreigner depends largely on the erroneous 
assumption that the woman in this passage is identical with the 
'iHiih ::.iiriih of,·. 5, and that 'iHiih ::.iirii.h means a foreign woman (see 
on 2: 16-19). 

19. my husband: literally, "the man" (hii'ii). This expression -
used rather than the normal 'ifz - may suggest contempt or estrange
ment on the part of the wife. 

20. money: literally, "silver", not necessarily in the form of 
minted coinage, which would imply a fairly late date for this passage. 
at full moon (l'yom hakkese'): the word kese' for the full moon occurs 
in only one other passage in the Old Testament (Ps. 81 :3 [Heb. 4] 
- the spelling there is slightly different) and is probably a late word 
in Hebrew. Ps. 81:3, however, refers to it as "the day of our feast" 
(yom ~aggenu). It was clearly either Passover or Tabernacles, each 
of which was celebrated on the fourteenth and fifteenth day of the 
month, that is, at full moon (Lev. 23:5-6, 34; Num. 28:16-17; 29:12; 
Ezek. 4y2 1, 25). The expected date of the husband's return may 
be connected with the feast, or the woman may simply be dating it 
in this way. 

21. seductive speech (leqa~): this word can denote either the 
giving or receiving of persuasive communication ( compare 1 :5 with 
4:2). Here, as in 16:21, 23 it means "persuasive speech". persuades: 
Ii terally, "turns", that is, influences. 

22. All at once (pit'om): several commentators emend this word, 
on the basis of LXX, to peti (see on 1 :4) or its plural: "(like) a simple
ton" or "(in the manner of) simpletons". But this is difficult syntac
tically, and the Hebrew is quite satisfactory: after listening for some 
time, the young man suddenly makes up his mind (so McKane, 
Ploger). 

or as a stag is caught fast: this translation is based on a conjec
tural emendation. The Hebrew has uK'ekes 'el-musar "wil. The only 
other occurrence of 'ekes in the Old Testament is in Isa. 3: 18, where 
it may mean "anklet"; the older commentaries have thus taken it 
here to mean "fetter". But even if this is correct, "and like a fetter 
to punishment the fool" is hardly possible (though Gerleman, 1956, 
pp. 32-3, followed by Ploger, making only the slight emendation of 
k''ekes to b"ekes, renders the line by "and [as] a fool [goes] to punish
ment in fetters"). Lxx and Vulg. go their own way, and it is difficult 
to know whether they had different Hebrew texts before them or 
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were attempting to correct an apparently meaningless text. But they 
were probably correct in seeing that some kind of animal going to 
its fate would make a better parallel with the previous line than a 
reference to the "fool" (Lxx has "dog"; Vulg. "lamb"). RSV's stag 
is plausible, reading 'ayyal for "wil, "fool". But it is probably not 
possible to restore the text. Among the numerous suggestions which 
have been made, Driver's emendation (VT 1 [1951], p. 241), 
accepted by McKane and others, remains close to MT: k"akkes 'el
moser 'ayyal, "like a stag skipping into the noose" - postulating the 
meaning "skip" for 'ks on the basis of an Arabic verb. This verb, 
with apparently a similar sense, has since been found in the Qumran 
literature (Discoveries in the judaean Desert 4, Oxford, 1965, pp. 86, 
88). 

23. If both the second and third lines ofv. 22 are similes concern
ing animals (see above), the third simile (as a bird rushes into a 
snare) would most naturally immediately follow the first two. Toy 
and McKane accordingly suppose that the order of the lines in this 
verse has been reversed and that this line should come first. How
ever, they differ about the order of the other two lines. Ploger's 
rearrangement of the lines is different again. Whatever may be the 
original order, he does not know that it will cost him his life 
makes an effective conclusion to the poem. It is also clear that, he 
does not know refers - as in RSV - to the young man and not to 
the bird, as fippor (bird) is normally a feminine noun. In what sense 
his seduction will cost him his life is not stated; but see on 2: 16-19 
above. 

entrails: literally, "liver". 
24. On this verse see on 7: 1-27 above. 
25. Here the original Instruction broken off in v. 5 is resumed. 

The woman here is thus the "loose woman" of that verse, not the 
adulteress of vv. 6-23. turn aside: this verb (fa/ah) is used also in 
4: 15 in a warning not to "walk in the way of evil men". On the 
form see GK 75k. 

26-27. These verses are strongly reminiscent of 2:18-19 and 
s:5-6, both in theme and vocabulary. Compare Her house is the 
way to Sheol with 5:5b and also with 9:18b; going down to the 
chambers of death with 2: 18a and 5:5a. But there is a new feature 
here. Inv. 26 the woman is represented as a murderess. It is possible 
that there are echoes here of mythological themes; in the present 
context this statement is in any case not intended to be taken liter-
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ally. McKanc thinks of the Canaanite god Mot ("Death") who 
opens his mouth and swallows up his victims; if this is so, the woman 
must presumably be a kind of demonic accomplice, but there is no 
hint of this in the text. Ploger sees a possible echo of the figure ·of 
the Sumerian goddess Inanna or her Babylonian counterpart Ishtar 
(one might add, closer at hand, the goddess Anat of the Ugaritic 
texts), who were goddesses both of love and war, of each of whom 
it could be said that many a victim she has laid low. Certainly the 
imagery of this verse is extremely striking and may have a mythical 
background, though the situation envisaged cannot be fitted exactly 
to any known myth. Here, where it is used of a (hypothetical) flesh 
and blood woman, its function is evidently to emphasize as strongly 
as possible the dire consequences of consorting with an adulteress. 
It would, however, be wrong to take it as implying - even though 
figuratively - that the woman deliberately sets out to destroy the 
young men whom she seduces; rather, it is she whose house is the 
way to Sheol that is, who has already advanced too far towards 
her destruction for her to turn back, so that she inevitably drags 
down with her all those who share in her immoral life (see on 5:6 
above, which may mean that the woman is unaware of her fatal 
condition). 

26. many a victim (rabbim 4"lalim): better, "many are those slain 
(whom)". a mighty host ('",riimim): this word ('a.rum) can mean 
either "mighty" or "numerous". The latter meaning is preferable 
in view of the parallelism. 

27. the chambers of death (4arlre-mawet): the world of the dead 
(Sheol) is here conceived as a house consisting of many rooms (com
pare Ezek. 32:20-32), to which the woman's house is the entrance. 
Van der Weiden interprets the phrase as referring to the palace of 
Mot, the Canaanite god of death. 

SPEECH BY WISDOM 

8:1-36 

See the comments on chapters 1-9. This second speech by Wisdom 
has much in common with the first ( 1 :20-33) but there are also 
important differences. The description of the setting (8: r -3) is very 
similar to 1 :20-21. Each speech begins with an address to the 
"simple ones" and the "foolish" and an appeal to heed Wisdom's 
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teaching (8:4-6a; 1 :22-23a). But in place of the denunciation of 
those who have failed to do so in 1 :24-31 the second speech con
tinues with a catalogue of Wisdom's virtues and of the gifts which 
she is able to bestow on those who do heed her (8:6b-2 1); and 
this is followed by a unique passage in which Wisdom asserts her 
primordial origins (8:22-31). Both chapters, however, end with con
trasts drawn between the fates of the two types of person (8:32-6; 
1:32-3). 

The claims that Wisdom makes for herself in 8:6-2 1 are not set 
out in a way which would satisfy modern ideas of logic; but they 
are far more wide-reaching than anything which Wisdom claims for 
herself in chapter 1. Whereas in chapter I she appears principally 
as a teacher reminiscent of the human teacher of the Instructions, 
whose advice and admonitions are of the utmost importance to the 
conduct of the life of the individual and can only be ignored at his 
peril, in this second speech she claims to be the source not only of 
all human wealth and prosperity (8: 18, 2 1) but also of all political 
power (8: 15, 16). In 8:22-31 she goes much further even than this: 
speaking in cosmic terms, she claims that she is a supernatural being 
enjoying a special relationship with God which had been established 
even prior to his creation of the world, at which she was herself 
present as a witness if not as a collaborator (see below). 

There can be no doubt that this self-portrait by a personified 
Wisdom cannot be fully explained as a purely imaginative literary 
treatment of an abstract mental or moral attribute. There are 
undoubtedly mythological echoes here, far more striking than in 
chapter 1. The more prominent of these will be pointed out in the 
detailed commentary. (For a general survey of the question see on 
chapters 1-9 above.) 

One general characteristic of Wisdom's speech in vv. 4-36 should 
be noted at this point. This is that, while Wisdom's purpose is to 
persuade her hearers to devote themselves to her, the means which 
she employs to that end take the form of a lengthy self
recommendation in which she boasts of her power and authority 
and of the gifts which she is able to bestow. In other words, this is 
a speech by a supernatural being in praise of herself. It is reminiscent 
of a widespread literary genre attested in Egyptian, Sumerian, Baby
lonian and other Near Eastern religious texts in which a divinity, 
frequently a goddess (Maat, Isis, Astarte/lshtar and many others) 
praises herself (see Bostrom. [, 935], pp. , 72-3; Kayatz [, 966], 
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pp. 77-98; Lang [1986], pp. 56 ff.). In the Old Testament too 
Yahweh occasionally speaks in praise of himself (notably in Isa. 
42:8-9; 44:24-8; 4y5-7), but the contents of his speeches are quite 
unlike those of Wisdom's speech here. It seems probable that some 
of the imagery of self-praise in Prov. 8 has been shaped by literary 
conventions derived from polytheism; but, whatever polytheistic 
connections this text may have had in an earlier form, the chapter 
in its present form is monotheistic: Wisdom is intended to be under
stood as an attribute or heavenly servant of the sole God Yahweh 
to whom he has delegated certain powers with regard to his relations 
with mankind. (On this concept see Whybray, The Heavenly Counrellor 
in Isaiah xi 13-14, Cambridge, 1971.) 

This chapter has no doubt been placed here in order to present 
Wisdom as the alternative to the "loose woman" of the preceding 
Instructions and the woman of 7=6-23. While these women encoun
ter the "simple" young men at night in secret in the streets and 
invite them to their house (7:6ff.), using deceitful words to promise 
them "love" which will in fact turn to "death", Wisdom appears in 
daylight in the crowded streets and other prominent places in the 
city, also to address the "simple", and in truthful words (vv. 6-g) 
also offers them love (vv. 17, 36) which, if they regularly frequent 
her house (v. 34), will lead to "life" (v. 35). This alternative choice 
is presented even more explicitly in chapter g. 

The chapter in its present form consists of four parts, of which 
the first three are of approximately equal length and the fourth 
shorter: vv. 1-11, 12-2 I, 22-3 I, 32-6. The first is an account of 
Wisdom's appearance in the public places of the city and of her 
attempt to gain a hearing by addressing those who are gathered 
there, assuring them of the value and importance of what she has 
to say. The second part, marked out by the initial words I, wisdom, 
enlarges on her preliminary statement, and the third (The Lord 
created me . .. ), presents, as it were, Wisdom's credentials. The 
first words of the final section (And now, my sons ... ) mark the 
conclusion of the whole argument, repeating the appeal to accept 
Wisdom's teaching and presenting the alternative of "life" and 
"death" to the audience. 

There is reason to suppose that the chapter is of composite origin. 
It has often been observed that the third section (vv. 22-31) is a 
self-contained poem with its own literary form and having no the
matic links with the other sections. If it were omitted, the rest of 
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Wisdom's speech would constitute a self-contained unit with a satis
factory logical structure: Wisdom commends herself to her audience 
as honest, truthful, immensely influential and an invaluable com
panion and adviser (vv. 5-21), and then concludes her speech hy 
offering all these qualities to those who are ready to listen to her 
and to devote themselves to her (vv. 32-6). Although the claims 
which she makes are more far-reaching than those made by her or on 
her behalf in the preceding chapters, there is no essential difference 
between them and what has been stated earlier. But vv. 22-31 are 
quite unparalleled, unless - as is probable - they can be regarded 
as a kind of baroque development of the simple statement made 
in 3: 19 that "The Lord by wisdom founded the earth". There is 
accordingly good reason to suppose that they have been inserted 
into an earlier poem ( compare 1 :29; 2:5-8; 3: 19-20, 32-4) in order 
to make it clear that the Wisdom who makes these claims is not an 
independent figure but is Yahweh's own wisdom. 

In the remainder of the chapter Wisdom is of course the central 
figure, but there are two brief references to Yahweh in vv. 13a and 
356. As will be indicated below, there is reason to suppose that they 
also are interpolations. Both occur in contexts where it appears that 
some disarrangement of the text has taken place, and where the 
reference to Yahweh interrupts the flow of Wisdom's discourse. It 
may therefore be suggested that that these two lines have been 
inserted into the original speech for the same reason that occasioned 
the interpolation of vv. 22-31. 

1-3. This scene is similar in many ways to that depicted in 1 :20-
21. Several terms, call (tiqra'), raises her voice (tittin qolah), cries 
aloud (taronnah), gates (I"arim), occur in both passages, and there 
are also equivalent or at least analogous terms: in 1:20-21 Wisdom 
is found "in the street; in the markets", "on the top of the walls" 
(or of the noisy streets) and "at the entrance of the city gates", 
while in 8: 1 -3 she takes her stand on the heights beside the way, 
at the crossroads (RSV in the paths - see below), beside the gates 
in front of the town and at the entrance of the portals. All these 
are prominent public places in the city from which Wisdom can be 
seen and heard by a crowd of people. 

It is possible that the two texts have influenced one another. On 
the other hand there are notable differences between them which 
suggest separate authorship. The word for wisdom in 8: 1 is the 
normal ~okmah, not the rare ~okmot of 1 :20. In 8: 1 but not in 1 :20 



I'.22 PROVERBS 8:1-36 

wisdom is paralleled with understanding (t'bunah) as in 2:2; 3:, 3, 
, g; s:,. The word for city (RSV town) in 8:3 is the rare qeret, which 
occu1·s only four other times in the Old Testament - three times in 
Proverbs (9:3, 14; II: II) and once in Job (29:7) - whereas in 1:21 
it is the usual 'fr. But qerel is also found in Phoenician and Ugaritic. 
Albright ( 1955, pp. 8-9) took both 4okmot and qeret to be examples 
of Canaanite influence, of which he found many others throughout 
Proverbs, but especially in chapters 8-9. 

1. The negative question form (h"lo', Does not . .. ?) has the 
effect of a strong positive assertion ( GK 150d): the call by Wisdom 
(cf. 1 :24) is contrasted with the invitations of the "loose woman" 
and the woman of 7:6-23. 

2. On the heights: literally, "On the top of the high places"; 
compare 9:3. in the paths (bit n'tibot): rather, "at the crossroads" 
(literally, "between the paths"). For examples of this meaning of 
bit, which is not the same word as bayit (bit) "house", see 2 Kg. 
11:15; Ezek. 41:9. 

3. the town (qeret): see above on 8: 1 -3. the entrance of the 
portals (m'bo' p'ta4im): another way of saying beside the gates. peta4 
is the space through which one enters (or gateway) rather than the 
gates themselves. A literal translation would be "at the going in of 
the entrance". cries aloud: see on r:20 for the form. 

4-5. In v. 4 Wisdom appeals to all men without distinction; in 
v. 5 her call is specifically, as in r :22, to the simple and the fools. 
This apparent discrepancy recalls r :4-5, where in the general intro
duction to these chapters the statement that these "proverbs" are 
intended for the simple and the youths is glossed by a comment that 
the wise may also profit from them. 8:4 and 5 may stand in the same 
kind of relationship, the former verse adapting what was originally 
teaching for the young to a wider audience. 

4. 0 men: this ( 'zizm) is an unusual plural of 'zf which occurs 
only in two other Old Testament passages (Isa. 53:3; Ps. 141:4) but 
is the regular plural in Phoenician. 

5. The first line of this verse is similar to r :4a; see the comment 
on that verse. pay attention: the Hebrew has habinu lib. The first 
of these words, more frequently meaning "understand", could mean 
"pay attention" by itself; but the second word, lib, is difficult to 
interpret in this context. McKane's argument (compare also Toy) 
that since it can mean mental capacity it may be considered as the 
equivalent of 'ormah (prudence) in the first line (he translates the 
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phrase by "discern what acumen is") is unconvincing. Gemser and 
other commentators, on the basis of Lxx, emend habinu to hakinu: 
"set your heart aright". 

6. noble things (n'gidim): in view of the parallelism this word 
should probably be emended to n'gadim with the sense of"that which 
is right" (Grollenberg, 1952, pp. 40-43, followed by McKane and 
Ploger). 

7-9. Throughout this chapter Wisdom's teaching is concerned 
with ethical behaviour. It should also be noted that the terms "met 
(truth) and Iedeq (righteous) are both frequently used in the Old 
Testament of God and of those who conform their conduct to his 
standards. 

7. wickedness is an abomination to my lips (to"'bat f'patay 
refal "abomination to the lips" is an odd expression. Lxx's "false 
lips are an abomination before me" may represent the original 
Hebrew text: there is an analogous line in 12:22 (compare also 
16:13); see BHS. abomination: see on 6:16. 

8. righteous (b'Iedeq): on this construction with b' see on 3:26 
above. 

9. straight ( n' ko~im), right (y' farim): these terms often have an 
ethical sense; but here they probably mean "plain" and "straightfor
ward": in other words, the intelligent (mebin, him who under
stands) and those who have already attained some degree of 
knowledge (mot'e da'at, those who find knowledge; compare 1 :5) 
will have no difficulty in understanding Wisdom's teaching. 

10-11. This kind of comparison was a commonplace of the wis
dom literature: compare 2:4; 3:14-15; 16:16; 20:15; Job 28:15-19. 
Its occurrence in Prov. 16: 16 and 20: 15 suggests that it originated 
in proverbial form and was then elaborated in more consciously 
literary works. Its most elaborate form is found in Job 28:15-19, 
where no fewer than thirteen valuable materials are enumerated for 
comparison with wisdom. Here in Prov. 8 it occurs twice, in vv. 10-
11 and v. 19. On the thought behind it see on 3: 14. 

10. my instruction: some commentators omit the suffix "my" 
in view of the parallel word knowledge and in conformity with the 
Versions (see BHS); but this is not certain. instead of: better, 
"rather than" (see H. Kruse, 1954, pp. 385-400, especially pp. 389, 
391). On the construction (w"al) see GK 152g. 

11. This verse, which refers to Wisdom in the third person, can 
hardly be part of her own speech. It (and possibly also v. 10, if the 
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above proposed emendation is correct) is presumably a gloss. It is 
almost identical with 3: 15. 

12. dwell in prudence (fakanti 'ormah - on the construction see 
GK 117bb -) hardly makes sense, and the commonly accepted 
repointing of fakanti to f'kenti, rendered by "(am) neighbour to ... ", 
taking the final yodh as an archaic case-ending - but see GK gon -
is hardly more satisfactory. Perhaps the most probable solution is 
to repoint the word as piel (fikkanti), whose usual meaning would 
be "I cause to dwell" but which sometimes conveys the idea of 
causing (someone) to possess (e.g. Dt. 12:11 and other passages in 
Deuteronomy). So REE "l bestow". Targ. and Pesh. here have "I 
create''; but this would involve a major and otherwise unsupported 
emendation. 

I find ( 'em.ra): Gemser, Ringgren and Ploger interpret this word 
as meaning "I have in my power" or "I have at my disposal"; but 
this meaning is not otherwise found in biblical Hebrew. If the word 
were repointed as a hiphil ( 'am.rz') it would mean "I cause to find": 
so REE, "I show the way to ... ". m'zimmot (discretion): see on 
1+ 

13. Almost all the commentators regard the first line of this verse, 
which comprises three lines rather than the usual two, as a later 
addition, possibly a scribal gloss; and some regard the whole verse 
as similarly suspect, since it interrupts the catalogue of attributes 
claimed by Wisdom in vv. 12 and 14. However this may be, the 
first line is certainly totally unrelated to the context and can hardly 
be part of Wisdom's speech about herself(see on 8:1-36 above). Its 
theme is a commonplace of the wisdom literature, as is shown by 
the similar verses I0:27 and 16:6. 

perverted speech: see on 2: 12. 
14-16. Here Wisdom makes the claim that she is the indispens

able authority which governs all political power. 
The similarity between these verses and two other passages, Isa. 

11:2 and Job 12:13, has often been pointed out. In Isa. 11:2 "the 
Spirit of the Lord ... , the spirit of wisdom and understanding 
(binah), the spirit of counsel and might ('iiah ug'burah), the spirit of 
knowledge (da'at) and the fear of the Lord" are the attributes of the 
future ideal Israelite king, bestowed on him by God; in Job 12:13 
it is God himself to whom are attributed wisdom, might (g'burah), 
counsel and understanding ('iiah ut'bunah). Here in Prov. 8:14 it is 
Wisdom who claims to possess counsel ( 'iiah) and sound wisdom 
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(tufiyyiih), insight (biniih) and strength (g'buriih). This employment 
of identical or equivalent terms in all three passages can hardly be 
entirely coincidental. It appears from the passages in job and Isaiah 
that these were terms applied in the wisdom tradition to God, but 
also, in a secondary sense, to kings who ruled in his name. In 
Prov. 8:14-15, however, it is Wisdom who claims, in similar terms, 
to be the source of all political authority and power. 

Robert ( 1934, p. 187), Ringgren and others explain the connection 
between the passages in Isaiah and Proverbs by assuming that 
Prov. 8:14 is dependent on Isa. 1 i:2; the former presents wisdom in 
"messianic" terms. Cazelles (1959, pp.511-5) regards Wisdom here 
as a kind of substitute for the historical Davidic dynasty but as 
having an extended authority which includes cosmic and universal 
dimensions. 

But the notion ofa direct dependence of Prov. 8:14 on Isa. 11:2 
is attended by difficulties. Gilbert ( 1979, p. 208) points out that the 
chronological priority of the latter passage is not certain; McKane 
notes that Isa. 11 :2 speaks of the spirit of wisdom, a phrase which 
has a totally different resonance from the personal assertiveness of 
Wisdom in Prov. 8:14-15 and shows that the two passages are 
theologically far apart. It is more probable that they have borrowed 
from current tradition quite independently. In Prov. 8:14 Wisdom 
makes use of the traditional terminology in order to claim for herself 
qualities otherwise attributable to God, whereas Isa. 11 :2 employs it 
for a quite different purpose: in connection with the "royal ideology" 
according to which the king is God's vice-gerent, responsible for the 
maintenance of order in the world (see Porteous, 1955, pp. 247-
61 ). 

14. counsel ('e~iih): in her first speech (1:25, 30), Wisdom speaks 
only of the value of her advice in guiding the lives of individuals. 
But this word is used frequently of the political and military advice 
given to kings (e.g. 2 Sam. 17:7; 1 Kg. 1:12; cf. Prov. 20:18), and 
this is clearly its meaning in the present context. tufiyyah (sound 
wisdom) is ability in practical affairs; biniih (insight) is intelligence 
in general; but g'buriih (strength) is regularly used of the political 
or military power of kings, sometimes in close association with 'e~iih 
(2 Kg. 18:20; Isa. 11:2; 36:5). 

I have insight: the Hebrew has "I am ( ,,ni) insight"; but "ni is 
probably a textual error for Li, "to me (is)", that is, "I have", as in 
the accompanying phrases. 
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16. govern the earth: the Hebrew text in BHS has kolfop'(e redeq, 
that is "all righteous rulers" or - following Dahood, Gcmscr, 
Ringgrcn and Ploger - "all legitimate rulers". RSV has followed a 
,·ariant Hebrew text equally supported in the Mss and Versions and 
found in some printed Hebrew bibles which has 'erer, "the earth", 
instead of fedeq. The textual alternatives arc fairly well balanced. 
Either fedeq or 'eref could be a scribal error, the former influenced 
by the similar phrase decree what is just (y'Mq'qii. redeq) at the end 
of, •. 15, or the latter by the more familiar phrase fop'/e 'ereJ, "rulers 
of the earth" in other texts (Ps. 2:10; 148:11; Isa. 40:23). 

17. I love those who love me: sec on 4:6 and compare 4:6-9 in 
general. Kethib has "those who love her ('oh•biha)"; RSV and most 
commentators follow Qcre ('oh"bay). Kayatz's argument (1966, 
p. 102) that the use of the third person (as in Kethib) is correct, 
having been influenced by Egyptian usage in similar phrases but 
subsequently and incorrectly altered by the Massoretes is not con
vincing as she docs not cite any Egyptian examples which mix the 
persons in this way. On the form 'ihab sec GK 68f. 

I 8. enduring: this word ( 'atiq) has been variously rendered. REB 
has "boundless"; other translations include "venerable" (German 
altehnviirdig, Gcmscr), "surpassing" (Ocstcrlcy), "splendid", 
"solid" (McKanc), "increased" (Ploger). The word occurs nowhere 
else in the Old Testament, and the cognates 'atiq and 'attiq arc also 
extremely rare and variously understood. The verb 'ataq means "to 
advance, move forward"; but this notion can be understood figurat
ively in a variety of ways: with regard to space, time (compare 'attiq 
yomin, "ancient of days" in the Aramaic Daniel [ 7:9, 13, 22]), value, 
quality etc. RSV is probably correct in view of the context. As in 
3: 13-16, the wealth offered by Wisdom is not to be understood in 
a figurative sense but is quite literally material wealth which, 
because it is gained through Wisdom rather than directly as an end 
in itself, is more worthwhile than gold and silver obtained in the 
usual way without regard to her (v. 19) because it will be enduring. 
See on 3:14 above. 

prosperity ({daqali) (literally, "righteousness":) some commen
tators (Toy Scott, Ringgren, Barucq) together with RSV find it 
incongruous that righteousness should be paired with wealth as 
an attribute or gift of Wisdom, and have taken (daqah to mean 
"prosperity", "approbation", "success" - that is, the tangible results 
or fruits of righteousness. However, the few passages which they 
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cite in support of this view ( 1 Sam. 26:23; Ps. 112:3; Isa. 54: 17; 

Ezck. 18:20; JI 2:23) are not convincing. Moreover, the only other 
occurrence of (dii.qii.h in chapters 1-9 is in 8:20, where it is paralleled 
with mifpii./. In the rest of the book it occurs frequently, always in a 
moral sense. In fact the association in this verse of enduring wealth 
(hon 'ii.liq) with (dii.qii.h here is in line with the moral tone of the 
chapter as a whole (especially vv. 7, 20), and the phrase Riches and 
honour ( 'ofer w'kii.bod}' is probably to be understood in the same way. 
Wealth is presented here as both desirable and attainable through 
Wisdom, but, as is constantly stressed in the sentence literature of 
Proverbs, prosperity and moral righteousness are inseparable. A 
similar view is taken by McKane and Ploger. 

19. This verse is similar to 3:14, but also to 16:16, which may 
suggest that it is modelled on proverbial wisdom. fruit and yield 
are often used figuratively in the sense of the result or consequence 
of an action. Here they refer to the material advantages to be 
obtained from a devotion to Wisdom. They appear together again 
in parallelism in a different connection in 18:20. See on vv. 10-11 

above. 
20-21. Here again the close relationship between Wisdom and 

morality is stressed. 
21. wealth (yes'): this is the only place in the Old Testament 

where this word occurs as a noun (though see below on 13:23), but 
it is found in Sir. 42:3 in the sense of "property". It is also used as 
a noun in post-biblical Hebrew. 

The LXX translators - or their Hebrew sources - were evidently 
struck by the abruptness of the transition from v. 21 to v. 22 (see 
above on 8: 1 -36), since they added at the end of v. 2 1 a verse clearly 
intended to make this transition less harsh: "If I declare to you the 
things that happen daily, I will remember also to recount the things 
of old". 

22-31. This passage has been widely discussed in recent litera
ture. It has been seen as an elaboration of the statement in 3: 19-

20 (on which see the remarks in this commentary) that Yahweh 
founded the earth and established the heavens by wisdom: that is, 
that he used his wisdom as an instrument in his acts of creation of 
the world. But this passage is not concerned with instrumentality: 
it is concerned rather to set forth the nature, status and relationship 
to Yahweh of this wisdom, and to do so in a way which, while 
stressing Wisdom's subordinate status, also asserts her authority 
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over human lives. In doing so, it calls upon various motifs drawn 
from a number of traditional sources. 

The style and language of this poem arc quite different from those 
employed in the rest of chapter 8, and many scholars have pointed 
out features resembling texts from the ancient Near East, Egyptian, 
Mesopotamian and possibly Canaanite (see, for example, Gemser, 
Ringgren, Kayatz, Albright [1955, pp. 7-8)). The question at issue, 
however (sec Ploger), as with the other passages concerning Wisdom 
which have already been considered above, is whether these features 
are to be understood as indicating a real affinity with the polytheistic 
religious and theological beliefs of the surrounding peoples or 
whether they are no more than literary allusions intended to 
reinforce the appeal of Wisdom by presenting her as beloved of 
Yahweh and so eminently worthy of acceptance as the guide to the 
"life" which she offers elsewhere in this chapter (vv. 35, 36). 

It is important to notice that although the poem is not primarily 
intended as an account of the creation of the world, it differs mark
edly from the rest of the chapter in that it is Yahweh, not Wisdom, 
who is the central figure. The tone is already set by the change of 
subject at the beginning: the name of Yahweh stands there as the 
very first word and in an emphatic position (that is, preceding the 
verb which it governs: see GK 142a, f). This emphasis is continued 
by means of further verbs of which he is the subject in vv. 26, 27, 
28, 29, Wisdom's status or presence being defined in relation to 
these creative acts (vv. 25, 27, 30-31). Wisdom, in other words, is 
not engaged here in any independent activity (on the correctness of 
RSV's like a master workman in v. 30 see below) or indeed as 
having any independent existence before, during or even after the 
acts of creation are performed: it is in Yahweh's inhabited world 
(v. 31) that she rejoices. This kind of relationship has no real paral
lels in the ancient Near Eastern literature, nor does Wisdom's direct 
appeal to humanity: even the Egyptian Maat does not do this (see 
G. von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, 1972, pp. 150-57). Wisdom stands 
within the confines of the Israelite monotheistic tradition. 

The catalogue of Yahweh's creative acts in vv. 23-9 has fre
quently been compared with other ancient Near Eastern, especially 
Eyptian and Babylonian, accounts of the creation of the world by 
various gods. There arc undoubtedly points of similarity here, some 
of which will be referred to in the detailed comments below. There 
are also many details which call to mind creation accounts and 
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references to the creation of the world in other Old Testament texts 
such as Gen. 1; 2; Pss. 93; 104;Job 28; 38; Isa. 40:12; 4y18. There 
are, however, also substantial differences from all these, just as they 
all differ among themselves. The body of literature which survives 
both in the Old Testament and from the surrounding peoples makes 
it evident that there was a great diversity of traditions about the 
creation of the world, and it is probable that these traditions inter
mingled to some extent. Some of their features, however, are also 
found in creation traditions from parts of the world culturally and 
religiously quite alien from the ancient Near East - the result of 
quite independent reflection by different peoples on similar cosmic 
phenomena (see below). Prov. 8:23-9 is clearly following a particu
lar type of creation tradition which has features in common with 
other Old Testament as well as Near Eastern traditions, but is not, 
as far as is known, actually dependent on any given text. 

22. created me ( qanani): the meaning of this word has been dis
puted since very early times. Lxx, Targ., Pesh. have "created"; Vulg. 
"possessed". The verb qanah, which occurs frequently, together with 
its cognates, in the Old Testament, almost always means "acquire" 
or, more specifically, "purchase" (and so also "possess"). In 
Proverbs, apart from this verse, it occurs thirteen times. Of these 
occurrences twelve (including five in chapters 1 -9) speak of (the 
desirability of) acquiring wisdom, skill, knowledge, etc.; in one 
(20:14) the meaning is "purchase, buy" in a commercial sense. The 
analyses of Humbert (1950, pp. 259-66) and W. A. Irwin (1961, 
pp. 133-42) have shown that only in a handful of passages at most 
(Gen. 4:1; 14:19, 22; Exod. 15:16; Dt. 32:6; Ps. 74:2; 78:54; 139:13; 
Prov. 8:22) is the meaning "create" a possibility. (Humbert's view 
that there are two verbs qanah in biblical Hebrew, one meaning 
"acquire" and the other "create" has not been generally accepted.) 
In all these passages except Gen. 4: 1 God is the subject of the verb. 
But in none or almost none of them is "create" the only possible 
meaning. 

Some modern scholars have proposed a third meaning for the 
verb here: "procreate, beget" (Oesterley, Cazelles [1957, pp. 422, 
429], W. A. Irwin [ 1961], Gilbert [pp. 209- 1 o], Pkiger, Lang [ 1986, 
P· 77)). This view is based partly on a particular interpretation of 
a few Old Testament passages mentioned above (Gen. 4: 1; Dt. 32:6), 
partly on the interpretation of certain words in Prov. 8:23, 24, 25 
as referring to Wisdom's "birth" (see below), partly on analogies 
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from extra-biblical material, especially on the birth of the Egyptian 
Maat (Kayatz, pp. 93-8), and partly on the - disputed - claim that 
qn_r in Ugaritic can mean "procreate". 

The interpretation of qii.nii.ni as "begot, procreated me", if taken 
other than figuratively, clearly has mythological and even polytheis
tic implications. But some other considerations must be borne in 
mind. First, the meanings of qii.nah which have been attested or 
proposed ("acquire, possess", "make, create" and "beget, pro
create") overlap to such an extent that in the crucial passages pre
cision of interpretation is virtually impossible: in particular, 
acquisition is common to all of them (see Ringgren). Thus in Gen. 
4: I all these senses are acceptable: Eve's words in Gen. 4: 1 could 
mean "I have acquired", "I have made" or "I have given birth to 
(a man)". Similarly the phrase in Gen. 14:19, 22 could mean either 
"creator of heaven and earth" or "possessor (master) of heaven and 
earth". • 

Secondly, as in Dt. 32:18, where it is stated that the nation Israel 
has been "begotten" and even "born" (m'!J,ol'leka) by God, a literal 
meaning of qano.h in Prov. 8:22 would obviously be out of the ques
tion. The idea of Yahweh's acquiring a child as a consequence of 
sexual activity is inconceivable in the Old Testament. Thirdly, it 
should be remembered that Prov. 8:22-3 I is a poem, in which figu
rative images are to be expf'cted. If"begot" were in fact the meaning 
of qanani here, the word, together with comparable terms in the 
succeeding verses, would surely be intended figuratively, even if 
there are mythological overtones (so Irwin, Gilbert). 

To conclude: the meaning of qanani here remains uncertain. Of 
the three possibilities, "begot, procreated" has less evidence to sup
port it than the other two. "Acquired, possessed" is perhaps more 
likely than "created" in view of the overwhelming number of pass
ages in which this verb has that meaning. But scholars who argue 
that qanah in the sense of "acquired" must imply that Wisdom is 
here seen as having pre-existed before Yahweh acquired her 
(Vawter, 1980, pp. 205-16; de Boer, 1961) are reading too much 
into the text. This conclusion, however, is subject to the interpret
ation ofB:22-31 as a whole. 

at the beginning of his work (ri'Jit darko): ri'Jit has been inter
preted in many ways: "beginning", "first", "best", "first principle", 
"firstfruits", "origin", "attribute", "essence". Some of these transla
tions reflect the presuppositions of the exegetes more than the origi-
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nal meaning of the text. Such exegesis, which has also distorted the 
meaning of other parts of the poem, began early with the ancient 
versions. In view of the context ("before ... ", vv. 25, 26); "when 
... I was there", vv. 27-9) and the parallel (the first) in the second 
line of this verse, a temporal sense is the most probable. But since 
at is not represented in MT - though Jerome and possibly some 
ancient Versions had b'ri'Iit, "at the beginning" in their Hebrew 
texts - "as the beginning" would be more accurate. ri'Iit stands in 
apposition to me (see GK 131c). darko (his work) is, literally, "his 
way". This also has been variously interpreted. Albright's proposal 
(1955, p. 7) that derek here is cognate with Ugaritic drkt, "sover
eignty" has not been widely accepted. The word is used in Job 
26: 14; 40: 19 of the divine creative activity, and, in view of the parallel 
in the second line there is no reason to doubt that RSV's rendering 
is correct. 

the first (qedem): this word is parallel to ri'Iit, and, like it, is in 
apposition to me. Inv. 23 it means "beginning". The point of the 
whole verse, which is further elaborated in the verses which follow, 
is to establish that Wisdom was with Yahweh from before he began 
to create the world. 

23. I was set up (nissakti): this translation assumes that this is 
the niphal of nii.sak, and that this verb has here the same sense as 
in Ps. 2:6 "I have set (nii.sakti, qal) my king on Zion, my holy hill" 
(so Ringgren, Ploger). Lxx has "He founded me", which is similar 
in meaning, but may have been based on a form ofyiisad "to found". 
Many commentators, however, render nissakti as the niphal of sii.kak 
which means "to weave", but which in two passages appears to be 
used figuratively of the formation of a foetus in the womb: Ps. 139: 13, 
"You wove me together in my mother's womb"; Job 10:11, "You 
wove me together with bones and sinews". (nissakti, however, would 
be an anomalous form and, if this view is correct, should perhaps 
be repointed as n'sakkoti.) However this may be, a figurative sense 
must be intended (see on qii.nii.ni in v. 22). 

It should be noted how the writer (in this verse and the preceding 
one) was so insistent on pressing home the fact of Wisdom's 
unimaginable antiquity that he piled up every available synonym 
in a deluge of tautologies: ri'Iit, beginning, qedem, the first, mi'ii.z, 
of old, mi'olii.m, ages ago, miro'I, at the first or "from the beginning" 
(compare Isa.40:21; 41 :4, 26), miqqad'mi 'ii.re.r, before the beginning 
of the earth: the emphasis is not so much on the mode of Wisdom's 



PROVERBS 8:)-36 

coming into existence, whose expression in verbal form (qiiniini, nis
sakti and, in vv. 24, 25, ~olii.ltr) has constituted such problems for 
the exegete, but on the fact of her antiquity. 

24-26. It has been argued by Gernser and Ringgren that the 
form of these verses, in which the various acts of creation are referred 
to in a series of negative clauses each beginning with before, points 
to a common ancient Near Eastern tradition and has prototypes in 
Egyptian and Babylonian accounts of creation such as the Egyptian 
Book of the Apophis (ANET, p. 5) and the Babylonian Enuma Elish 
(A.NET, pp. 60-61) and The Creation of the World by Marduk (A. 
Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, Chicago, 1951, p. 62). However, there 
are considerable differences between these texts and Prov. 8:24-6; 
and these, together with the existence of comparable texts from other 
parts of the world, suggest that the theory ofa common Near Eastern 
tradition explicitly followed in Proverbs is not proven. See Whybray, 
VT 1 5 [ l 965), pp. 504- l 4 for discussion and translations of some 
of the relevant texts. 

24. depths (t'homot): this is probably not an allusion to the pri
meval ocean (t'hom) of Gen. l :2 and other passages which God 
divided into the upper and lower waters (Gen. 1 :7) but to the exist
ing terrestrial ocean. Compare 3:20. I was brought forth: literally, 
"I was born". But this is to be understood figuratively, as in Ps. 
90:2, where the same verb (the polal of ~ii) is used of the "birth" 
of the world. Compare also Job 38:8, where the sea is said to have 
"burst forth from the womb". abounding with water (nikbadde
m~im): literally, "made heavy (niphal of kbd) with water". Lxx has 
"the fountains of water", which may represent Hebrew nib'ke-miiyim; 
Job 38: 16 has a similar expression: nib'ke-yiim, "the springs of ( or, 
"in") the sea". But MT makes good sense and may be correct. 

25. shaped: the usual meaning of this verb Uiiba') is "to sink". 
It is used in Job 38:6 of God's sinking or settling the earth on its 
base or pedestal ("pillars", according to Job 9:6; Ps. 75:3 [Heb. 4)). 
These and other passages in different words reflect Near Eastern 
ideas of cosmology which were shared by Israel. "Settled" (that is, 
on their foundations) would therefore be a more appropriate render
ing than that of RSV, though McKane, following Albright, also 
renders the word by "shaped" on the basis of an Arabic word with 
that meaning and also of post-biblical Hebrew usage. I was brought 
forth: this is the same word as in v. 24 and has the same figurative 
meaning. 
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26. with its fields (w'M1Iol): this word (4uI) means "what is 
outside". In 1 :20; 7: 12 it clearly denotes, as is other Old Testament 
contexts, that part of the town which is outside its buildings: that 
is, its streets, squares etc. But it is also used, as here, of what is 
outside the walls of a town - that is, the open country (for example, 
in Ps. 144:13). 'ereI (earth) and 4uIOI occur as a parallel pair also in 
Job 5: JO. On the construction with w' here sec GK 154a, note 1. 

the first (rii's1: probably better, "the mass". dust: 'apar, here in the 
plural, probably denotes the particles of which the soil is composed. 

27-29. After claiming that she came into existence before Yahweh 
created the world, Wisdom goes on to assert that she was a witness 
(I was there) to the acts of creation themselves (When he . .. ). 
This account of the creation, despite some ambiguities, conforms in 
general to the current understanding of the matter which is reflected 
in other Old Testament passages, especially Gen. 1 and the Book 
of Job. It also covers ground already traversed in vv. 24-6 and may 
have originally been derived from another source. It is not a com
plete account: compared, for example, with Gen. 1 there are impor
tant omissions. The author was solely concerned with the creation 
and ordering of the universe itself, and there are no references to 
the heavenly bodies, vegetation or the animal world, though the 
poem concludes in v. 31 with a reference to the human race. 

27. circle (4ug): this word occurs in only two other passages in 
the Old Testament together with a possible reference in Sir. 43: 12. 
The context is cosmological in every case; but its meaning is not 
always the same. In Job 22: 14, where God "walks on the 4ug of 
heaven", it refers to the solid hemispherical vault of heaven (raqia' 
in Gen. 1:7, 8) which separates the upper from the lower waters 
between which the earth is situated; but in Isa. 40:22, where Yahweh 
"sits above the 4ug of the earth", it appears to refer to the earth 
itself, conceived as a flat circular disc. Here in Prov. 8:27, as the 
object of the verb 4a,qaq and in connection with the deep or sea 
(t'hom) it could either denote the earth - as surrounded by water -
as in Isa. 40:22 or the horizon which appears to constitute its limit. 

28. made firm the skies (literally, "the clouds"): whether or not 
this refers to the creation of the firmament (see on v. 27 above) or 
vault of heaven, the clouds were believed to be a solid mass by 
which God controlled the weather (compare Job 37: 18). when he 
established: there is no certainty about the meaning of this word. 
It has the form of the qal infinitive of 'azaz "to be strong" (ba":~.oz.), 
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which doc-s not makc- good sc-nsc. Some commentators emend it to 
h"azzo. thc- pic-1 infinitive with suffix: "when he made strong", which 
may be the basis of RSV's translation. Other proposals include the 
rc-tc-ntion of MT but in a different sense based on an Arabic usage: 
"to restrain, control" (see Dahood, p. 16). Lxx has "made secure". 

29. This verse and v. 30 have three lines each. BHS has, perhaps 
correctly, arranged them as three couplets, with vv. 29c and 30a 
forming the middle couplet. Lxx, however, omits v. 29ab. 

The first two lines refer to the belief that the "inhabitable world" 
(v. 3r) was created when God by his almighty word exercised his 
power over the waters of chaos (Gen. 1:2, 6-10; Ps. ro4:6-9; Job 
38:8-r r; see also on v. 27 above). 

so that the waters might not: the Hebrew has "and the waters 
do not". transgress his command: literally, "exceed his mouth" 
(that is, his words of command). This expression is not specifically 
poetical but is also found in prose narrative - in Saul's confession 
of disobedience to Yahweh's and Samuel's orders (r Sam. r5:24), 
Moses's warning to the Israelites (Num. r4:4r) and Balaam's refusal 
to disobey Yahweh (Num. 22:r8; 24:13) - and was probably a stan
dard expression. 

when he marked out (b'~uqo): a slight emendation to b'~az;:qo, 
"when he made firm", would give a better sense: compare LXX. the 
foundations of the earth: see on v. 25 above. 

30. like a master workman: this renders the single word 'ii.man 
(RSV's like is not represented in the Hebrew text). Despite its impor
tance for the understanding of the nature and function of Wisdom 
as depicted in the poem, there is, as in the case of qanani in v. 22, 
no agreement about the meaning of this word; and the uncertainty 
goes back to early times. The Versions translated it in quite different 
ways and were clearly puzzled by it. 

RSV accepts the commonly held view that the word, which occurs 
nowhere else in the Old Testament except in quite unrelated proper 
and place-names, is borrowed from Akkadian ummianu, ummanu (W. 
von Soden, Akkadisches Handworterbuch III, r981, pp. 1415-16), 
meaning a skilled craftsman (although it can also mean a court 
expert or counsellor) rather than being a cognate of the Hebrew 
'mn. In favour of this interpretation, apart from the creation context, 
is the isolated occurrence of a word 'omman, apparently meaning a 
skilled craftsman, in Ca. 7: 1 (Heb. 2). It has also been supposed that 
some of the Versions were aware of this; and the fact that the late 
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Wisdom of Solomon ]:21 (22) and 8:5 (6) refers to Wisdom as the 
(female) "artificer (technitis) of all things" in a passage which is 
clearly based on Prov. 8:30 has also influenced this view. 

Other interpreters, taking their cue from Aquila and some sub
sequent Jewish exegetes, relate the word to one of the meanings of 
the Hebrew verb 'iiman, to care for children as nurse, foster-parent 
etc. (Num. 11:12; Ru. 4:16; 2 Kg. I0:1, 5; Est. 2:7; Isa. 49:23; Lam. 
4:5), suggesting that the word means "nursling", that is, a cherished 
infant (this would require the repointing of 'amfm to 'amun, the pas
sive participle qal of 'iiman, or the postulation of a cognate noun 
such as "miin). Other proposals by modern scholars include "court 
expert", again ummiinu (Gaster, 1954, pp. 77-8), "living link" 
between Creator and creation (Scott, 1960, pp. 213-23, reading 
'iimen) and "little mother", that is, the mother ('em) as counsellor 
(de Boer, 1955, p. 70). 

It is admitted that all these proposals are to a greater or lesser 
extent speculative. For the purposes of the interpretation of the poem 
as a whole the crucial question is obviously whether Wisdom is here 
seen as actively participating in the creation of the world or simply 
as a spectator whose mere presence there gives her eminent status. 
It is significant that nowhere else in the poem is there any suggestion 
of such constructive activity on her part ( unless her "building a 
house" 9: 1; 14: I is interpreted in cosmic terms - see on 9: 1 below). 
However the verbs in vv. 22-6 are interpreted, she is not credited 
there with any form of activity; and in relation to the acts of creation 
described in vv. 27-3oa Wisdom only says of herself "I was there" 
(v. 27) and "I was beside him" (v. 30). In vv. 30-31 she merely 
delights in the world that God has made. master workman, then, 
as referring to Wisdom, seems out of place. The interpretations of 
later Jewish exegetes, and the explicit statement in the Wisdom of 
Solomon that Wisdom made all things - a view which is not held 
by Ben Sira (Sir. 1; 24) - do not constitute evidence for the original 
intention of this author: they merely show that Prov. 8:22-31 was 
the starting-point for later theological speculation. This may have 
been influenced by the ambiguous statement in Prov. 3:19 that 
Yahweh created the world by wisdom (see above). 

The evidence for the view that 'iimon here means "nursling" or 
"cherished infant" is also, however, very precarious. It rests on the 
single phrase hii"munim "'le tolii', "nurtured in purple", in Lam. 4:5. 
But 'amiin there is a participle, and does not function as a noun. 
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There is no evidence for a noun meaning "nursling", whether it is 
spdlcd 'amfm, "'mun or 'amun. (The other interpretations by Scott 
and de Boer, also linking the word with Hebrew 'mn, are too specu
lative to be persuasive.) 

There is, however, another possible interpretation of the word 
which has been pointed out by Keel, 1974, pp. 21-5. This is that 
'amon docs not refer to Wisdom at all: it refers to Yahweh as Creator. 
If 'amon, which is a masculine and not a feminine form - or, more 
probably, in a repointed form, 'omman, as in Ca. 7: 1 - can mean an 
artificer or one who is skilled in making things, the phrase may be 
rendered "then I was beside him, (that is), the Creator". (On this 
construction, in which a noun stands in apposition to a pronominal 
suffix, see GK 131n and compare qii.nii.ni ri'fit in v. 22 above.) The 
problem of the context, which stood in the way of this interpretation, 
is now removed. (The references to Wisdom's "rejoicing" and 
"delighting" in vv. 306-31 need not mean that Wisdom is a small 
child: see below.) It may be strange that none of the Versions or 
later exegetes interpreted the word as referring to God as Creator; 
but they, like modern exegetes, were faced with an unfamiliar and 
difficult word which they naturally saw as connected in some way 
with the Hebrew 'mn, and attempted to find ways to relate to Wis
dom's I was rather than to him. 

delight (fa"'fii'im), rejoicing (m'fa4'qet): these words, which recur 
in v. 31, have been interpreted as referring to Wisdom as a child at 
play. But this interpretation is entirely dependent on the view that 
'ii.man in this verse means "little child" or the like, and finds no 
support in the meaning of these words themselves. fa"'fii'im simply 
means something in which one takes pleasure: in Isa. 5:7, for 
example, Yahweh takes pleasure in the vineyard which he has 
planted; and the author of Psalm 119 repeatedly declares his delight 
in Yahweh's laws (Ps. 119:24, 77, 92, 143, 174). lnjer. 31:20 Eph
raim is said to be Yahweh's "child of delight" (yeled fa"'fii'im), but 
this does not imply that the word was especially applied to children; 
and there are no other passages in which it is associated with them. 
m'fa/J,eqet, "playing, dancing, making merry" also has no such impli
cation. Although in one passage (Zech. 8:5) the verb in this form 
(pie!) refers to children playing or dancing in the streets, it also is 
not elsewhere used of children. It is used, for example, of the women 
who greeted David on his return from defeating the Philistines 
(1 Sam. 18:7), of joyful behaviour in general (Jer. 15:17; 30:19; 
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31:4), and of making jokes (Prov. 26:19). But dancing could have a 
more specifically religious or liturgical purpose: David danced 
"before Yahweh" (2 Sam. 6:5, 21 - compare v. 16), a phrase which 
is reminiscent of Wisdom's "dancing (RSV rejoicing) before him" 
here. The purpose was clearly to give pleasure to Yahweh. Keel 
(pp. 25-9 and passim) has drawn attention to similar references in 
Egyptian literature, in which dances are performed both before kings 
and before gods to entertain them (as Samson was forced to "enter
tain" his captors (wifa/J,eq-lii.nu) at their victory celebrations [Jg. 
16:25)). So here, on the supremely auspicious occasion of the cre
ation of the world, Wisdom as spectator acts in an appropriate way, 
celebrating the daily progress with ritual dance. (Comparejob 38:7, 
which states that at the creation of the world "the morning stars 
sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy".) 

I was ... his delight: the Hebrew has simply "I was delight" 
(wii.'ehyeh Ia"'Iii'im). But it is unnecessary to follow LXX and emend 
to Ja "'Iii'aw, "his delight". See GK r41c and note 2. 

31. rejoicing, delighting: these are the same words as in v. 30, 
but the latter now has a first person suffix: literally, "my delight 
(was)" (Ja "'sii'ay). Their order is now reversed, forming a chiasmus 
which elegently completes the poem. Wisdom now, in the final line 
of the poem, reveals her purpose in speaking of her primordial ances
try: within the created world in which she plays or dances before 
God, her special delight is in mankind. Here "delight" is used, in 
a kind of wordplay, in a slightly different sense from its meaning in 
v. 30 and elsewhere: whereas in v. 30 Wisdom is the object of 
Yahweh's delight, here she delights in mankind: that is, mankind is 
the object of her delight. So Wisdom reveals herself as one who comes 
from God and at the same time singles out the human race as the 
object of her special and loving care. 

in his inhabited world: this phrase, b'tebel 'ar.fo literally "in the 
world of his earth", simply means "in his world". 

32-36. These verses resume the speech of Wisdom which was 
interrupted by the interpolation of vv. 22-31. Having set out her 
virtues and usefulness for mankind and then ( v. 2 1) promised good 
fortune to those who love her, Wisdom now solemnly pronounces 
happy those who devote themselves to her, and concludes by prom
ising "life" to those who "find" her. But, as is generally recognized, 
the order of the lines has been seriously disturbed; and other 
material has been added to the original text. LXX has a substantially 
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different arrangement of the lines as well as a somewhat dilTerent 
text, and various attempts have been made to restore the original 
order ( note especially that of Gems er). It is suggested here that the 
original text consisted of vv. 34a + 32b, 34bc, 35a + 36a, making 
three couplets: 

Happy is the man who listens to me, 
and happy are those who keep my ways, 
watching daily at my gates, 
waiting beside my doors. 
For he who finds me finds life, 
but he who misses me injures himself 

Vv. 32a, 33 (missing in LXx), 35b and 36b are later additions. 
V. 32a is identical with 7:24a and serves a similar purpose: it has 
been inserted in order to make a smooth transition between vv. 22-
31 and the interrupted conclusion of the speech. This is helped by 
the fact that its address to my sons picks up the reference to the 
"sons of men" in v. 31. But it is out of place in a speech by Wisdom: 
nowhere else does Wisdom address her audience as "my sons". This 
form of address, usually in the singular ( though 4: 1 has the plural 
form) is characteristic of the language of the human teacher in the 
preceding Instructions, and this is also true of the admonition listen 
to me ( compare, for example, 1 :8; 4: I, IO). V. 33 is also strongly 
reminiscent of the Instructions ( compare 1 :8; 4: 1); it also interrupts 
the couplet vv. 34a + 32b. V. 35b is identical with 18:22b. It is an 
interpolation similar to others in the preceding chapters including 
v. 13a and vv. 22-31, asserting the close association between Wis
dom and Yahweh. It interrupts the antithetical parallelism, formed 
by vv. 35a and 36a. V. 36b is a redundant comment which in terms 
of style weakens the climax formed by vv. 35a + 36a in an attempt, 
paradoxically, to strengthen it. It glosses "ruins his life" (RSV 
injures himself (v. 36a - see below) with a more explicit threat of 
death for those who hate Wisdom (perhaps derived from 2:18; 5:5; 
r27, though the notion of loving death does not occur elsewhere in 
these chapters). 

With these rearrangements and omissions, these verses form an 
impressive conclusion to Wisdom's speech. They begin in vv. 34a 
+ 32b with a pronouncement of happiness for Wisdom's adherents 
(it should be noticed that their placing in this reversed order settles 
the problem of the word "and" with which v. 32b begins - not 



PROVERBS 8:J-36 139 

translated in RSV). V. 346c extends this thought, depicting the need 
for assiduity in the pursuit of Wisdom in terms of a lover waiting 
and hoping for admission to his beloved's house; and vv. 35a + 36a, 
continuing the imagery of the anxious lover, conclude by emphasiz
ing that he must "find" or obtain the loved one at all costs, for to 
fail or "miss" her would be a disaster for him. (See R. N. Whybray, 
VT 16 (1966), pp. 492-6 for a fuller account.) 

32. happy are: see on 3: 13. The repetition of this word ('afre) 
here and in v. 34a is not unusual. In Ps. 144: 15 it introduces both 
lines of a couplet as here. who keep my ways: this is a reference 
to v. 20. 

33. and be wise: see on 6:6. do not neglect it: the object (it) is 
not expressed in the Hebrew. Some commentators hold that a word 
( 'oto) has accidentally dropped out. This is not necessarily the case, 
although the line is unusually short (see GK 117f). 

34. watching ... at my gates; waiting beside my doors: that 
Wisdom has a house to which she invites the "simple" is the theme 
of 9: 1-6. In chapter 9 Wisdom's house and what occurs there is 
contrasted with the house of the "woman Folly" (vv. 13-18), a 
passage which is clearly reminiscent of the house of the "strange 
woman" in 2:18-19 and the parallel passages in other preceding 
Instructions. Here in 8:34-6 as in chapter 9 the imagery of the 
house is a feature of the offer to young men of a stark choice which 
is crucial for their future. It has been interpreted (Frankenberg, 
Ploger) as suggesting a royal palace: according to this theory, Wis
dom has presented herself in vv. 22-31 in elevated terms which 
show her to be a queen or princess who keeps her would-be courtiers 
waiting outside the palace. Lang, on the other hand, sees her as a 
schoolmistress whose pupils must rise early to wait beside her house 
(1986, p. 80). But this is to miss the fact that there are erotic (or 
marital) overtones here. Wisdom is the beloved, before whose house 
her suitors wait for admission. The Song of Songs, much of which 
is built round the theme of "seeking" and "finding", uses the word 
"door" figuratively in an erotic sense (8:8- JO). But the motif of the 
lover seeking entrance into the loved one's house is much older. It 
is used - apparently in a literal sense - in Egyptian love songs of 
the Ramesside period, for example: "I passed by her house in a daze. 
I knocked, but it was not opened for me"; "She left me standing at 
the door of her house when she went inside" (M. V. Fox, The Song 
of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs, Madison, Wisconsin, 1985, 
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p. 75; sec also p. 14 and the discussion of the theme on pp. 282-3). 
35. finds life: read Qcrc (ma.ra') rather than Kethib (m.ry). On 

the meaning of life in these chapters see on 3:2; 3:18 and compare 
4:22. 

36. he who misses me: this word (M('i) is clearly intended to 
denote the opposite of "he who loves me" (mo{'i) in v. 35. Other 
examples of this meaning of the verb Mta', which in the great major
ity of occurrences in the Old Testament means "to sin", occur in 
Jg. 20: 16;Job y24; Isa. 6y20. injures himself (Mmis napio): better, 
"ruins his life", the opposite of "finds life" in v. 35. This is the 
meaning of napfo when it is the object of a verb in comparable 
phrases in Proverbs such as "preserves his life" (13:3; 16:17; 19:16); 
"saves his life" (23:14); "hates his life" (29:24). 

WISDOM AND FOLLY 

9:1-18 

This chapter - apart from vv. 7- 12 - makes an impressive con
clusion to chapters 1 -g. The choice between wisdom and folly fre
quently set out in both the preceding Instructions and the two 
speeches by Wisdom in chapters I and 8 is now presented in two 
contrasting vignettes (vv. 1-6, 13-18) whose effectiveness is created 
by the close similarity between the scenes portrayed up to the final 
devastating conclusion: those who accept Wisdom's invitation will 
receive the gift of life (v. 6); those who accept that of the woman 
Folly will join her other guests in death (v. 18). 

The similarities between the two scenes are obvious: both Wisdom 
and Folly invite the simple or naive (vv. 4, 16 - the two verses are 
virtually identical) to their respective houses (vv. 1-4, 14-16) to 
partake of a meal ( vv. 5, 1 7) which will in each case offer particular 
attractions (vv. 6, 1 7). Apart from the stark contrast of the conse
quences of accepting the invitation, the main differences are the 
additional statement that Wisdom has built her house (v. 1 ), 
the different modes of invitation (vv. 3, 14), the description of the 
character of Folly (v. 13), the contrast between the conversion of 
Wisdom's guests to the way of insight (v. 6) while Folly's guests 
remain stupid (he does not know, v. 18), the immoral inducement 
offered by Folly (v. 17) and the vivid description of the fate of Folly's 
guests (v. 18). 
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Vv. 7- 12 do not obviously fit into this scheme. From the aesthetic 
or literary point of view they are intrusive and seriously weaken the 
effect of the contrast formed by the two vignettes. Although in v. 1, 

Wisdom appears to be still speaking (by me), and it is possible that 
this verse was originally the continuation of her words in vv. 5-6, 
the other verses in the section show no sign of this; they are miscel
laneous in character and quite inappropriate as part of her invi
tation. It is not clear, however, why they should have been added 
at this point. Unlike the additions which were made to some of the 
preceding Instructions, they have no theme in common with vv. 1-

6, nor - except possibly for v. 11 - can they be easily seen as offering 
a correction or reinterpretation of those verses. It has been supposed 
that they may have been inserted to express disillusion with the 
confident optimism of v. 6 (Goldingay, 1977, pp. 87-93; Gemser, 
Ringgren), introducing a more sober note based on bitter experience; 
but if so, this has been done clumsily; nor is the suggestion that 
they are intended to offer examples of the "food and drink" - that 
is, the instruction, that Wisdom offers - convincing. The facts 
that one Hebrew manuscript lacks vv. 9-10 and another vv. 10-12 

(see BHS) and that Lxx has a long addition after v. 12 suggest that 
there is a complicated textual history behind this section. 

Doubt has also been thrown on the unity ofvv. 1-6, 13-18 taken 
together. It is argued by Scott that a later author modelled vv. 13-

18 on vv. 1-6 out of earlier material taken from chapters 1-8, 

especially from chapter 7; Goldingay draws similar conclusions on 
formal grounds and as part of an elaborate theory about the compo
sition of the chapter as a whole. Vv. 13-18 do in fact have unusual 
features. Only here is Folly personified, and the figure has evidently 
been largely modelled on the more concrete figure of the "loose 
woman" of chapte.rs 2, 5, 6 and 7. Further, the word for "folly" in 
v. 13, k'sflut, is not used anywhere else in these chapters (in fact, 
this is its only occurrence in the Old Testament). These facts may 
well suggest that vv. 13-18 are not by the same hand as the earlier 
chapters; but it does not prove that their author is other than the 
author ofvv. 1-6. As has been pointed out above, there is no reason 
to suppose a common authorship for the whole of chapters 1 -9; on 
the contrary, it is probable that they are the work of many authors 
who, however, shared a common purpose and worked within the 
same general conventions though they differed in various ways. 
Prov. 9:1-6, 13-18 with their double imagery ofa personified Wis-
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dom and a personified Folly come from a slightly variant tradition 
which was probably aware of some of the material in chapters 1-8 
but which carried the imagery further. The aesthetic quality and 
balance of their form are not to be explained in terms of literary 
pastiche. (The purely homiletic addition by Lxx after v. 18, similar 
in character to other additions by LXX in these chapters, does not 
affect the issue.) 

l. Wisdom's possession of a house is also mentioned in her 
speech in chapter 8 (v. 34). Here in 9:1 she is repr~sented as having 
just built it and as sending out invitations, apparently to a house
warming party. Many theories have been put forward about the 
significance of this house, in particular with regard to its seven 
pillars. These theories can be divided into three main categories: 
the cultic, the cosmological and the literal. 

i. According to Bostrom, Albright (1955, pp. 8-9) and Ringgren, 
the house is to be regarded as a temple: Wisdom is a substitute for 
a goddess - a foreign goddess of love, or the "Queen of Heaven" -
from an alien religious tradition; she prepares a sacrificial feast, but 
one which consists of intellectual food. This view is based on the 
evidence of seven-pillared temple structures attested from the third 
millennium to the Hellenistic period in various parts of the ancient 
Near East. 

ii. Others have postulated a cosmological significance for Wis
dom's house. This interpretation is an ancient one. Rashi interpreted 
the seven pillars as the pillars which uphold the world; and the 
Midrash connected them with the seven heavens. In modern times 
Bostrom (1935, pp. 3-14), citing Iranian and other texts, combined 
his theory of the house as a temple with one which saw it as rep
resenting the world, the pillars standing for the seven planets. Scott 
saw it as the "inhabitable world" of 8:31, with Wisdom, its builder 
and resident, as "the constructive power of reason in Yahweh's 
creation" (compare his interpretation of 'ii.man in 8:30). 

iii. None of the interpretations of Wisdom's house by modern 
scholars sketched above is derived from information provided by 
this verse alone: each is a constituent part of, and interdependent 
with, a wider hypothesis about the figure of Wisdom, whether 
mythological, cultic or cosmological, based on an interpretation of 
other texts. It should therefore be asked whether there is any reason 
why the reference to the house with its pillars should not be an 
example of poetical imagery comparable with the representation of 
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Wisdom in I :20-33 and chapter 8 as a public speaker or preacher 
and elsewhere in chapters 1 -7 as a bride or as an exceedingly pre
cious commodity: that is, why she should not here be pictured some
what similarly - no doubt with the opposite picture of the "strange 
woman" in mind - simply as a hostess inviting guests to a meal. 

This interpretation depends, however, on a satisfactory expla
nation of the house's seven pillars: that is, it must be demonstrated 
that such dwelling-houses did, or at least could have, existed in 
Palestine during the Israelite period. This question has been end
lessly debated, with successive archaeological discoveries making 
their contribution to the debate. Dunand ( 1940, pp. 69-84) showed 
that similar houses existed in Phoenicia and Canaan before the 
Israelite period, but that evidence for later periods was less secure. 
It now appears that multiple-pillared houses, including some seven
pillared examples, of the Israelite period have been identified (see 
Lang, 1983, pp. 488-91; 1986, pp. 90-93). These pillars did not 
support the main structure of the house but the portico which 
covered half of the inner courtyard. The norm was the four-pillared 
house; but larger and more luxurious houses had more. The number 
of pillars was evidently an indication of wealth and social status: 
the number of guests who could be accommodated obviously 
depended on the space available. Wisdom's house, then, was a 
patrician house or mansion. The number seven, however, was not 
chosen at random here: seven, as is well known, was widely con
sidered in the ancient Near East including Israel as an ideal number 
signifying completeness or perfection. 

If, however, Wisdom's house has neither a cultic nor a cosmologi
cal significance, it becomes necessary to enquire what was the pur
pose of the emphatic statement that she was not only its resident 
but its builder. There is no parallel to this in what is said about 
Folly here. Some light may, however, be thrown on this problem by 
the isolated proverb 14:1, which uses the same imagery. There the 
line "Wisdom has built her house" (on the text see below on that 
verse) is followed by the line "but Folly with her own hands tears 
it down". That is, Wisdom is a builder but Folly a destroyer. Some
thing of the kind is in fact indirectly implied in chapter 9, since here 
Folly's house (there, v. 18), like that of the "loose woman" in 2: 18-
19, is the anteroom to death: that is, it is not a solid, real house at 
all but simply a pit (see on 2:18a). The imagery of Wisdom's having 
built her house is thus probably intended as an assurance that, in 
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contrast to the unstable Folly (v. 13), Wisdom olTcrs a stable and 
lasting abode for her adherents. The phrase "to build a house" 
(biiniih bayit) has strong positive overtones of stability and perma
nence (compare 2 Sam. 7: 13, 16, 27) and prosperity (Prov. 24:3-
4). 

Wisdom (}Jokmot): see on 1 :20. has set up: RSV has followed the 
emendation of the Hebrew M-f bah, "has hewn", to hiHihah, which 
seems to have been read by Lxx, Pesh. and Targ. 

2. She has slaughtered her beasts ( (ab'ljah /ibM,!J): literally, "has 
slaughtered her slaughtering". This is evidently a lavish banquet. 
Meat was a luxury, and the slaughtering of an animal would be an 
occasion for keeping open house. Ploger points out that these terms 
- in contrast to the ;tba}Jzm or "sacrifices" held out as an inducement 
by the "loose woman" in 7: 14 - were reserved for purely secular 
butchery: this meal, accordingly, is not a cultic meal. mixed her 
wine: probably with spices to vary the taste or to make it more 
intoxicating (compare 23:30; Isa. 5:22) rather than with water (note 
Isa. 1 :22!), though the latter practice was normal from Hellenistic 
times (see 2 Mac. 1 S:39). 

3. sent out . .. to call: it is not clear whether it is Wisdom herself 
or her maids who call. The Hebrew has not the infinitive but the 
feminine singular tiqra', "she calls"; and the singular verb "she says" 
in v. 4 seems to confirm this. Dahood and Scott (compare also 
Ploger) take fal'M,h (sent out) as meaning "sent away" (compare 
Gen. 28:5; Jg. 11 :38) and render the words by "she dismissed her 
maids and called". An alternative solution might be to take the 
speech in vv. 5-6 as constituting Wisdom's instructions to the 
maids, which they were to communicate verbatim to the prospective 
guests. qara' here ( call) means "to invite". 

from ('al-gappe): that is, "from a position on". The meaning of 
gap, the presumed singular of gappzm, is uncertain. It may be cognate 
with gupah (1 Chr. 10:12), "body, corpse" and so something curved 
like a vault or ridge; if so, the phrase may simply be equivalent to 
'al, "on the top of" (so Toy, Gemser, KB3

), or, on the basis of 
Ugaritic gpt, "edge" (Albright, 1955, p. g). Dahood and Ringgren, 
however, dispute Albright's interpretation of gpt. the highest places 
in the town (m'rome qaret): this phrase is the same as that used of 
Folly's standpoint in v. 14; the two words also occur separately in 
the description of Wisdom's location in 8:2-3. qeret, "town", is a 
rare word: see on 8: 1-3. Albright, remarking that all the words in 
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this line arc "characteristic of Ugaritic", renders it by "on the edge 
of the acropolis of the town". 

4-6. Compare Folly's speech in vv. 16-17. V. 4 is virtually 
identical with v. 16. 

4. simple: sec on 1 :4. let him turn in here: better, "let him turn 
aside hither", that is, "to me". here obviously does not refer to 
Wisdom's house, as she is not at home when she speaks. She calls 
to those who are passing by to approach her so that she may issue 
her invitation. without sense: see on 6:32-5. On the construction 
of the second line (literally, "[ as for] him without sense, she says to 
him") see GK 143b. 

5. eat: there are only six occurrences of this verb ( la~am) in the 
Old Testament, of which four are in Proverbs. In Ugaritic literature 
it occurs several times in parallelism with drink (fatah) as here. 
bread: that is, "meal". 

6. simpleness: the Hebrew has p'ta'yim, "simple ones", that is, 
their simple companions. There is no need either to emend or to 
suppose the existence of an abstract noun meaning "simplicity" 
(so Delitzsch and McKane, and compare REE, "the company of 
simpletons"). walk: this verb ( 'a.far) means "go forward" (REE 
"advance"). 

7. a scoffer (lef): this word (on which see also on 1:22) recurs 
in v. 8, and the cognate verb lif in v. 12. (The additional lines in 
Lxx at the end of v. 12 refer to "lying" [pseudesis], which probably 
reflects the cognate abstract noun l~on.) There is no agreement on 
the meaning of lef and its cognates; but there is probably a connec
tion with the preceding verses: it is intended here to denote a person 
who, unlike the "simple" ones of those verses, is by nature malicious 
and impervious to correction or instruction. This meaning is in line 
with its use in other contexts in chapters 1 -9: in vv. 8 and 12 it is 
contrasted with the wise, in 1 :22 it is contrasted with the simple 
and associated with the fool, and in 3:34 it is contrasted with the 
humble. In Ps. 1: 1 it is parallel with riiJa', "wicked", as here. 

abuse (qiilon): better, "contempt". Compare the hiphil of the verb 
qiilah in Dt. 27:16, "to treat with contempt". injury: this is not a 
satisfactory translation of mumo, literally "his blemish". But the 
sense is not clear. The word has been thought to refer to the moral 
defect of the wicked man which is somehow transferred to the person 
who reproves him (McKane; Richardson, 1955, p. 173, "he will 
be charged with the sin of the wicked man"). This hardly seems 
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probable. Equally improbable is the view that the "blemish" or 
"dcfrct'' is that of the reprover himself. It has been proposed that 
the word should be emended to k'limmii.h or 4erpii.h (compare 18:3), 
both of which can mean "insult" or "humiliation". Either would 
make a good parallel with qii.lon. LXX has momisetai, "will be 
blamed", probably because of its similarity to mumo. 

8. This verse and v. g continue the theme introduced in v. 7. The 
three verses are, however, best seen as a short collection of proverbs 
juxtaposed and linked by catchwords to form a chain: v. 7, li$, hokia4 
(reprove), riiJii.' (wicked); v. 8 Li$, hokia4, Mkii.m (wise); v. g M,kii.m, 
$addiq (righteous). This device is frequently used in the sentence 
literature to join a series of proverbs together (see below, passim). 

9. Give instruction: the Hebrew has simply "Give" (tin). That 
what is to be given is instruction is clear from the context. This is 
a straightforward case of ellipsis, and no emendation is required. 
REB has "Lecture", based on the repointing of tin as tan, supposedly 
the imperative pie! of a rare verb tii.nii.h II; but it is doubtful whether 
this verb, which can mean "to teach" in post-biblical Hebrew and 
Aramaic (compare Tannaim, the sages of early post-biblical times) 
can have this meaning in biblical Hebrew (see KB3

). 

10. On the first line see above on 1 :7. This is the only reference 
to God in this chapter. As with other such additions to chapters 1 -
g the purpose of the verse is to assert that Wisdom is not an indepen
dent entity but only attainable by those who serve Yahweh. It thus 
qualifies v. 11. the Holy One: the plural q'dofim usually refers to 
holy or saintly persons or to heavenly beings or angels. This verse, 
with 30:3 and Hos. 11:12 (Heb. 12:1) are the only places in the 
Old Testament where it may refer to God. However, almost all 
commentators (Ringgren and Barucq are undecided) take it to be 
an epithet of Yahweh, who of course is frequently referred to (in the 
singular, qii.dof) as "holy". The plural form here may be an example 
of the so-called "plural of majesty" like "lohim ( GK 124g). 

11. The phraseology of this verse is very similar to that employed 
by the human teacher about his own words in 3:2; 4:10; compare 
also Wisdom's offer of long life in 3: 16. 

by me (bi): Pesh. and Targ. read bah, "by her" (compare LXX). 

This may be an accommodation to the present context rather than 
evidence of an original reading. It is the context which is probably 
not original. If the verse did not originally follow v. 6 it is probably 
a fragment of a lost speech by Wisdom. and ... will be added: 
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the form of the verb (w'yosipu, hiphil) is active (literally, "and they 
will add"); but this is probably an example of an indefinite third 
person active form with a passive meaning ( GK 144g). BHS suggests 
emendation to the niphal (w'yiwwii.rpu). 

12. Although this verse presents no textual or philological prob
lems, its purport is not easy to understand. Its concern with the 
same human types as vv. 7-9 suggests that it was at one time 
juxtaposed to those verses, but there is no development of thought, 
and it must be seen as an originally isolated proverb which, like 
many of those in the sentence literature, is too brief to convey a 
clear meaning. It may, however, be said that its point must lie in 
the words for yourself and you alone: that is, that the effects of 
both wisdom and its opposite are confined to their possessors -
others are not affected. The verse has therefore generally been inter
preted as an assertion of individual responsibility: neither the 
benefits conferred by the possession of wisdom nor the punishment 
meted out to the "scoffer" can be transferred to others. These com
mentators, however, have failed to note the fact that, in the case of 
wisdom, such an assertion is contrary not only to human experience 
but to the constant teaching of chapters 1-9, and indeed of the whole 
book, that wisdom can be taught to others and that those who heed 
that teaching will themselves become wise and so receive the benefits 
of the possession of wisdom together with their teachers. The LXX 

translators were aware of the problem, and completely reversed the 
sense of the line: "If you are wise for yourself, you will be wise also 
for your neighbours": thus wisdom can and should be communicated 
to others, but the wicked must suffer alone. McKane attempts to 
interpret the verse along psychological lines: both wisdom and the 
wickedness of the "scoffer" are inalienable characteristics and can
not be altered. Wisdom "is part of the man who has it; it makes 
him what he is and no man can take it from him"; and similarly 
the attitude of the "man who has intellectual pride" is "constitutive 
of him in the most inward parts of his seltbood" so that "in his 
loneliness ... he must endure the consequences on his personality 
as they work themselves out inexorably". This is perhaps to read 
too much into the verse, whose true meaning remains obscure. 

13. A foolish woman ('ifet k'silut): rather, "The woman Folly". 
This is an explicative genitive (see GK 128k and Driver, Gemser 
and REB). noisy (homiyyii.h): see on r 11. wanton (p'tayyut): this 
word and k'silut occur only here. It is agreed that p'tayyut, whose 



148 PROVERBS 9:1-18 

form may have been influences by Aramaic (sec Toy), is derived 
from piitiih (like pell, "simple"); but in the picl this verb means "to 
persuade". This fact has given rise to two different types of transla
tion: "simple, ignorant" (from the qal - so Driver,JTS 41 [1940], 
p. 1 73 - ) and "persuasive, seductive" - hence RSV's wanton - so 
Toy, Ploger, Lang (1986, p. 170). 

and knows no shame (iibal-yiid"ii.h mii.h); the Hebrew text has no 
word here meaning "shame", but reads "and does not know mah." 
The older translations took miih here to mean "anything": that is, 
Folly is completely ignorant. RSV, however, has followed many com
mentators who, on the basis of Lxx, emend miih to ~limmiih "shame" 
or hikkiilim, "to be ashamed". The reason for these proposals is that 
miih (most frequently "what") supposedly never has the meaning 
"something" or "anything". But this is not so. Sometimes it has 
this meaning when, as here, it stands as the object of a verb. This 
is so in Gen. 39:8 and 2 Sam. 18:29; in both instances the governing 
verb is, as here,yada'in the negative (lo'-yiida'). "and knows nothing" 
is therefore a possible translation here. But there is another possible 
rendering of the phrase: yada' can also mean "to care about, be 
concerned about" (Gen. 39:6; Job 9:21 ); the best translation may 
therefore be "and she cares about nothing" (so REB). (On Thomas's 
view that yii.da' here means "to be quiet, be at rest" see on 5:6 
above.) 

14. the high places of the town: this is the same phrase as in 
v. 3. Folly's double location here is puzzling. The view of Bostrom 
and Ringgren that there is a cultic implication here, Folly's house, 
like that of Wisdom, being a temple and not an ordinary dwelling
house may be ruled out (see on v. 1). Folly's house and the high 
places cannot, then, be identical. Perhaps the best explanation is 
that the author wanted to make the similarity of these verses with 
vv. 1-6 as complete as possible despite the discrepancy. 

16. This verse is almost identical with v. 4. she says (w''am'rah): 
on the construction see GK 143d; S. R. Driver, Tenses, section 123. 

17. This verse corresponds with v. 5 in that "food" and "drink" 
are offered as inducements; but the point is the complete contrast 
between the true nature of what is offered in the respective cases. 
Wisdom offers instruction for the mind; Folly offers sexual pleasure. 
water (not the "wine" offered by Wisdom) is a metaphor for sexual 
intercourse as in s: 1 5; its being Stolen means that it is forbidden and 
clandestine. bread eaten in secret: eating is a frequent metaphor for 
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sexual intercourse: compare 30:20. sweet; pleasant: the clandestine 
nature of the action proposed makes it all the more desirable. 

18. The similarity of this verse to 2: 18 and 7:27 raises the question 
whether the author was familiar with those passages. the dead: 
literally, "the shades"; sec on 2:18. 

The verse makes a fitting climax to the poem. The long passage 
in LXX which follows is not original and weakens the effect. 

"PROVERBS OF SOLOMON" 

A COLLECTION OF SHORT PROVERBS 

10:1-22:16 

(The following remarks apply also to chapters 25-9.) See also the 
Introduction. 

From the points of view both of contents and of form these chap
ters are quite different from chapters 1-9. Although the latter con
tain a few individual proverbs which have been incorporated into 
or appended to larger compositions, chapters 10:1-22:16 consist 
almost entirely of short individual proverbs each having the form 
of a single couplet. Apart from this formal distinction there are two 
other important differences: (I) the proverbs in question did not for 
the most part originate in a specifically educational setting like the 
Instructions; and (2) there is virtually no personification of Wisdom 
in these chapters. 

The fact that these proverbs have been collected, committed to 
writing and handed down presupposes the work of scribes, some of 
whom were probably connected with the royal court (note the head
ings in 10: 1 and 25: 1). But the original background, setting and 
purpose of the material can be assessed only on the basis of the 
internal evidence of the proverbs themselves. This shows that the 
main preoccupation of the authors was the prudent conduct of 
the life of the individual, as regarded both his personal interests 
and those of the society of which he was a member. The frequent 
alternation of the contrasts between wise and foolish on the one 
hand and righteous and wicked on the other shows that the two 
spheres - of wisdom and religion - were closely related if not identi
cal. With certain reservations - notably the recognition that Yahweh 
was sovereign and sometimes acted to overrule human plans, and 
that the existence of an underprivileged class was believed to be 
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inC'\·itabk - it was constantly asserted that human beings are free 
to choose their own destinies. 

To this extent the message of these proverbs closely resembles that 
of the Instructions of chapters 1-9, except that it is not ostensibly 
addressed to a specific class or age-group. However, a study of the 
allusions to practical details of life and the use of socio-economic 
terms used in the proverbs show that this section of the book, 
too, has a specific social background. The setting is predominantly 
agricultural, and the proverbs represent a class of small farmers 
who are relatively prosperous but aware of the precariousness of 
their economic situation. They aspire to greater prosperity and yet 
detest those who have enriched themselves by immoral means and 
who oppress the less fortunate; they fear a fall into poverty, yet 
believe that the poor have usually brought their misfortunes on 
themselves by fecklessness or irresponsibility, while recognizing a 
duty to be charitable towards them. They strongly advocate the 
virtues of hard work and frugality. (References to the king - and to 
kings in general - do not, as has been widely believed, prove that 
any of the proverbs originated in the setting of the royal court: see 
below on the various so-called "royal proverbs"; and see Whybray, 
1990 on the social background and especially pp. 45-59 on the 
"royal proverbs".) 

The purpose and function of these proverbs are disputed. (The 
terminology used of them ("proverb") is also contentious; some 
commentators, therefore, avoid the term "proverb" altogether as 
too specific, preferring "neutral" terms such as "saying" and "sen
tence". For recent discussions of this question see Fontaine, I 982; 
Thompson, 1974;J. G. Williams, 1981.) They must have been culled 
from various sources, and it would be unwise to assume that they 
were all originally intended to serve the same kind of basic purpose, 
or to attempt to classify them rigidly in this respect. Each one makes 
a distinct observation about how things are, and was evidently con
sidered to be of practical utility and so memorable. The view that 
they represent an attempt to discover an overarching "order" in the 
world is inaccurate; rather, they testify to the existence of order in 
the world (see Murphy, 1967, 1981), but on the whole they do this 
piecemeal and do not attempt a systematic approach. Many of them, 
however, do attempt to enunciate principles for the ordering of 
society, and to that extent they may be regarded as contributing to 
its cohesion. 



PROVERBS 10:1-22:16 

Scholars have classified these proverbs in various ways. Some of 
these distinctions pertain to their form. Most of the proverbs consist 
of parallel couplets; and these may be antithetical, for example, 10:5, 

A son who gathers in summer is prudent, 
but a son who sleeps in harvest brings shame, 

or synonymous, for example 16: 18, 

Pride goes before destruction, 
and a haughty spirit before a fall, 

though in some there is no parallelism: the second line simply con
tinues the thought of the first, as in 16+ 

The Lord has made everything for its purpose, 
even the wicked for the day of trouble. 

Another form which occurs frequently is the so-called "Better
saying" such as , s:, 6: 

Better is a little with the fear of the Lord 
than great treasure and trouble with it. 

These are all speech-forms used for emphasis and effective communi
cation which are also found in other literature, both oral and written, 
of the ancient Near Eastern and other cultures. 

Another formal distinction is that between the "statement" - for 
example, 14:5: 

A faithful witness does not lie, 
but a false witness breathes out lies 

and the "admonition" for example, 16:3: 

Commit your work to the Lord, 
and your plans will be established 

The latter form, which is predominant - though usually at greater 
length - in chapters 1 -9, is, however, rare in these chapters. It has 
been argued (especially by Audet and Gerstenberger) that these two 
forms have quite separate origins; but in these chapters at least it 
is difficult to distinguish between their functions: a statement like 
10:5 (see above), for example, is clearly no less a piece of advice, 
and is no less effective, than the imperative form of 20: 13: 
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Love not sleep, lest you come to poverty; 
open your ryes, and you will have plenty of bread; 

nor is the point of 13:24 

He who spares the rod hates his son, 
hut he who loves him is diligent to discipline him 

in any way different from that of 19:18: 

Discipline your son while there is hope; 
do not set your heart on his destruction. 

In the Introduction to chapters 1-9 above and in the comments on 
subsequent sections it was maintained that some at least of the refer
ences there to Yahweh in both the Instructions and in the speeches by 
Wisdom had been added to older material in order to make it clear 
that the "wisdom" taught by the human teachers and embodied in 
the personified figure of Wisdom was in fact Yahweh's wisdom: the 
pursuit of wisdom advocated by the teachers was, in other words, in
separable from the "fear of Yahweh". A comparable process seems to 
have taken place also in the case of 10:1-22:16 and chapters 25-9. 
This does not, however, mean that those proverbs which do not men
tion Yahweh should be characterized as "secular". The idea of a non
religious "old wisdom" later "baptized", as it were, into the Yah
wistic faith is no longer tenable (see the Introduction above). Rather it 
was a question of making these collections of proverbs more explicitly 
theological and specifically "Yahweh-oriented". (This opinion 
entails some modification ofmy earlier views [1979, pp. 153-165].) 

A final distinction which has been made between types of proverb 
in these chapters is that of McKane, who divided them into three 
types: (A) proverbs concerned with the education of the individual; 
(B) proverbs concerned with the wellbeing of the community; and 
(C) proverbs concerned with "a moralism which derives from 
Yahwistic piety" (p. 415). Apart from the question of type C, already 
considered in the preceding paragraph, the distinction between 
McKane's types A and B is also questionable. Although it is cer
tainly possible to pick out many proverbs in these chapters which 
are superficially concerned exclusively either with the interests of 
the individual or with the wellbeing of the community, this is in fact 
a false distinction, since the life of the individual in a society like 
that of ancient Israel was inextricably bound up with that of the 
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society in which he or she lived - in the case of these chapters, 
primarily the family and the village or small town. Without the good 
will of his fellows the individual could not prosper: the community 
knew what sort of person he was, and judged him accordingly ( com
pare 5:9-14 and 6:32-5). The two kinds of proverb, in as far as 
they can be distinguished at all, belong together, and nothing is to 
be gained by separating them. 

The process by which these chapters were compiled remains obscure. It 
is unlikely that it was a single one, or that it was completed in a 
short space of time. There are many features which point to the 
formation of smaller collections prior to the final redaction. It has 
been pointed out, for example, that there is a stylistic difference 
between chapters 10-15 and 16:1-22:16 in that the former consists 
overwhelmingly of antithetical proverbs while the latter consists 
mainly of other types, especially the synonymous proverb. However, 
identical or almost identical lines or proverbs appear in both sections 
(for example, 10:15a and 18:11a; 15:33b and 18:12b). But such rep
etition is also found within a single section (for example, 14: 12 and 
16:25); this suggests that these sections were themselves formed 
from even smaller collections, since it is difficult to account for such 
repetitions in any other way. 

There are also groups of proverbs dealing with the same general 
theme (for example, 16:10-15, all of which except v. 11 are con
cerned with kings); but this is a rare phenomenon. The task of 
compositional analysis is made the harder in that nowhere within 
the entire section I o: 1-22:16 - or within chapters 25-9 - is there a 
distinct heading or any other overt indication of the existence of 
smaller groups of proverbs. Any evidence there may be of this must 
be sought in the text of the proverbs themselves. Even between 
chapters 15 and 16 there is no indication of a break: chapter 16 runs 
on from chapter 1 5 as if the composition were entirely seamless. 
Nor is there any substantial difference in subject-matter between 
10-15 and 16:1-22:16, despite Skladny's attempt to establish this 
statistically. Thus the whole collection gives the impression of deriv
ing from the same social background. 

The individual proverb, then, remains the basic unit. Each is 
complete in itself; and whatever may be the rationale of their present 
arrangement, there is every reason to suppose that the great majority 
of them once existed separately. There has been much discussion of 
their style. It was often supposed that the proverbs are too skilfully 
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compos<'d to be of popular origin; but it has now been demonstrated 
that this is not so: numerous examples of proverbs current among 
modern pre-literate, especially African, peoples have been collected 
which arc closely comparable with those in the book of Proverbs 
not only in content and moral tone, but also in stylistic character
istics, even including the phenomenon of parallelism, formerly 
believed to be a special characteristic of ancient Near Eastern poetry 
(sec Barucq, 1972, cols 1415-19; Westermann, Gesammelte Studien 
II, 1974, pp. 149-61; Nan':, 1986 for examples and discussion). 
Further, the idea that the proverbs in Prov. 10:1-22:16 and 25-9 
are too numerous to have been current simultaneously in ancient 
Israel has been rendered otiose by the listing of about 1900 proverbs 
of the Mossi people by Nare in the book referred to above. 

Incidentally, these discoveries also make less probable the theory 
that the typical two-line proverb or couplet in Proverbs was a develop
ment from the simpler one-line proverb, although this may have been 
the case in some instances. In general parallelism was used not for the 
purpose of literary decoration or adornment but in order to persuade 
by repetition - made more effective by the variation of detail in the 
second line - or by the dramatic presentation of stark contrasts. 

One of the essential characteristics of the proverb in any lan
guage is its breviry, which gives it a peculiarly pithy effect. The most 
typical examples in these chapters of Proverbs contain no more than 
three words in each line. Since in most cases each single line contains 
a complete statement, meaning is conveyed solely by sentences of 
no more than three, or at the most four, words, and an entire topic 
is dealt with in six or eight. Many of these topics are extremely 
wide-ranging,' and would require an entire treatise for adequate 
discussion. But the proverb is the result rather than the starting-point 
of such discussion: it is a distillation of reflection on experience. But, 
for the modern reader at least, this brevity often causes obscurity. 
It is possible that some of the proverbs are actually intended to 
be ambiguous or "open-ended". Certainly they are intended to be 
applicable in various different circumstances in quite different ways; 
and the modern interpreter is at a disadvantage owing to his limited 
knowledge of the daily life of those for whom they were composed. 

One of the most difficult problems encountered in studying these 
chapters is, however, their present arrangement. For some commen
tators this is completely haphazard. Thus McKane asserts that, 
apart from some minor editorial groupings, "there is, for the most 
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part, no context in the sentence literature"; and he speaks of "the 
random way in which wisdom sentences follow one upon the other 
in any chapter" (commentary, p. 10). On the level of subject matter 
at least, a superficial reading of these chapters tends to confirm this 
view; and in fact no investigation of the question so far undertaken 
has produced a plausible hypothesis which accounts for the arrange
ment of the collection as a whole. 

Nevertheless, the unquestionable fact of the existence of a Jew 
obvious groupings of proverbs indicates that some persons acting in 
an "editorial" capacity at some time before the final redaction were 
aware of the desirability of some kind of systematization and had 
some notion how to go about it. This is an encouragement to further 
exploration of the question, since it suggests that there may be other 
groups of proverbs hitherto unsuspected by modern scholars, based 
on other principles of arrangement. Bostrom ( 1928) was the first to 
take up this challenge, studying the sounds of the language used 
(alliteration, assonance, wordplay and the like - see Watson, 
pp. 222-50) to see how these were used to link juxtaposed units 
together. Various attempts have since been made to find other prin
ciples of arrangement; but so far little progress has been made in 
the search for a basis for more than the formation of quite small 
groups of proverbs (see, however, Van Leeuwen [ 1988] and Kris
penz). Some possible evidence for the existence of such groups is 
set out in the commentary below. (See also my forthcoming study 
on this question to be published in the ]SOT Supplement Series.) 
One value of the discovery of such groups for the interpreter is that 
it provides a miniature context which may assist the interpretation 
of the individual proverbs within the group. 

CHAPTER I 0 

Although the present division of the books of the Old Testament 
into chapters is no older than the fourteenth century AD, it presum
ably reflects a perception at that time, not necessarily of the indi
vidual chapters as distinct literary entities or as authorial or editorial 
divisions of the text, but at least of appropriate places to make a 
pause without marring the continuity of a work. In the case of 
Prov. 10: 1-22: 16, although this perception was not sufficiently acute 
to detect the major break at 22: 17, the unequal numbers of verses 
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in these chapters, ranging from twenty-four to thirty-five, suggests 
that each chapter was seen as having some kind of formal or the
matic cohesion, or at least a beginning and an ending: otherwise 
there appears to be no reason for these unequal lengths. Recently 
some scholars have attempted to demonstrate the unity of certain 
chapters (sec especially on eh. 25, below). It is therefore not entirely 
inappropriate to follow some other commentators in naming some 
dominant forms and themes to be found in individual chapters. 

Chapter ten, as has already been observed, consists almost 
entirely of proverbs in antithetical parallelism. Its two main themes 
are the contrasts between the righteous and the wicked and between 
the wise and foolish. (It should be observed, however, that the "posi
tive" and "negative" lines in a single proverb are not always placed 
in the same order.) At least half of the verses fall into the first 
category; specific examples of the second are somewhat less numer
ous (vv. 1, 8, 13, 17, 23). However, several sub-categories belong to 
this latter category in a wider sense: clearly diligence and laziness 
( vv. 4, 5, 26) are in fact examples of wisdom and folly respectively; 
and this is also true of the prudent and imprudent use of speech 
(v. 19). Contrasts are also made between rich and poor (v. 15) and 
between love and hatred (v. 12). The point which is common to the 
great majority of these proverbs is that the material destiny in life 
of each of the contrasted human types will be appropriately deter
mined by its behaviour; but the behaviour itself is clearly not pre
determined: if a choice were not available, the proverb would have 
no point. Both the various kinds of behaviour referred to and the 
expected consequences are mainly expressed in very general terms; 
but it is clear that no distinction is made between wisdom and 
righteousness on the one hand and folly and wickedness on the other 
as far as the consequences are concerned. The chapter contains four 
Yahweh-proverbs (vv. 3, 22, 27, 29) which appear to be not unre
lated to the contexts in which they stand. 

1-5. Ploger has pointed out that these verses form a thematic 
group, though a loose one. This is not a single literary entity but 
an editorial arrangement of originally unconnected proverbs, and 
there is no progression of thought but rather an interior linkage of 
a different kind. Vv. 1 and 5 form a framework for the verses in 
between. The general statement about wise and foolish sons in v. I 

receives greater precision in v. 5, where their respective wisdom and 
folly are expressed in concrete terms respectively of diligence and 
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neglect in the matter, vital to the farmer, of bringing in the harvest. 
Within this framework, v. 4 states even more unequivocally than 
v. 5 what are the ultimate respective consequences of the two modes 
of behaviour: that is, wealth and poverty. Verse 3, the central verse 
of the group, makes a similar assertion but expresses it in terms of 
righteousness and wickedness rather than of wisdom and folly, and 
also introduces Yahweh as the one who presides over the process; 
and v. 2 picks up the theme of wealth treated in vv. 3 and 4 with a 
warning note: wealth profits its recipient only if it is earned by 
righteousness and diligence; if it is obtained by immoral means it 
will in the end ruin him. To this thematic argument Ploger adds a 
formal one: in vv. 1, 3 and 5 the "positive" line (wisdom, righteous
ness, diligence) precedes the "negative" one, whereas in vv. 2 and 
4 the order is reversed: wickedness and laziness precede their oppo
sites. He also maintains that there is no such clear evidence of a 
deliberate arrangement of proverbs elsewhere in the chapter. If this 
is correct, this initial group may have been intended to "set the 
tone" for what follows. (But see below.) 

1. The proverbs of Solomon: see the Introduction. The theme 
of this verse is a frequent one in Proverbs. Not only are very similar 
proverbs found in the sentence literature (see especially 13: 1; 17=21, 
25, and 15=20, whose first line is identical with rn: 1 a), but this is 
also the leading theme of the Instructions in chapters 1-9, where 
in very different social circumstances it is the aim of the teacher to 
persuade his pupils to be "wise sons". We may also compare the 
royal instruction in 31: 1-9 and the teaching of the "good wife" 
(3 I :26-8). The same theme is also found frequently in the other 
literatures of the ancient Near East. The purpose of the editor in 
placing this verse and those which immediately follow it at the 
head of the collection was probably to give the whole collection the 
appearance of an educational instruction, whereas the bulk of 
the individual proverbs do not suggest this at all. The theme was, 
however, an important one because the maintenance of the family 
and its social standing depended on the character of the son and 
heir who would inherit the property, whether this was great or small, 
quite apart from the importance to the small farmer of a son who 
would be not only able but willing to assist with the work of the 
farm. his mother: on the role of the Israelite mother see on 1 :8. 

2. death: see on 2:18; 5:5 and compare vv. 16, 21, 27 and 30 in 
this chapter. The second line is identical with 11 :4b. 
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3. the righteous: the Hebrew has nepes faddfq, probably "the 
appetite of the righteous". the wicked: some MSS have "the treacher
ous": but this is probably an assimilation to 11:6. 

4. A slack hand causes poverty: the order of the words in the 
Hebrew text - object, verb, subject - is unusual; but the alternative 
translation "poverty causes a slack hand", meaning that the 
unemployed become idle, is improbable in view of the parallelism. 
The arrangement of the words in this line is no doubt made in order 
to create a chiasm with the second line which puts the verb before 
the subject. poverty: the Hebrew has "a poor man" (ra's1. RSV 
follows the proposal found in BHS, to repaint the word as re'f, "pov
erty"; this would then entail the repainting of the masculine parti
ciple 'oieh (causes) to the feminine 'oiii.h since hand (kap) in this 
line is a feminine noun. 

rii.'f (also spelled riis1, "poor", is the word most frequently used 
in Proverbs with that meaning (the others are 'ebyon and 'ani). All 
these words have exactly the same connotation of actual destitution. 
rii.'f occurs fourteen times in Proverbs and only seven times in the • 
remainder of the Old Testament. ref, poverty, is peculiar to 
Proverbs. The frequency of the references in these chapters to pov
erty and, more generally, to other potential disasters, is an indication 
of the precariousness of life for the small farmer, who for various 
reasons was particularly vulnerable and could easily find himself 
ruined. One the other hand, he also believed that by hard work or 
by being diligent, there was a possibility of improving his situation. 
makes rich (he"fir): probably better, "makes his fortune". The 
word in this context does not necessarily mean the acquisition of 
great wealth, but rather of sufficient prosperity to confer an econ
omic security which at present the farmer does not have: compare 
v. 15a, where wealth is described as "a strong city" - that is, it 
protects its possessor from the vicissitudes of the ordinary life of the 
small farmer. 

5. The first line could equally well be translated "A prudent son 
gathers in summer"; similarly the second line. prudent (maikil), 
brings shame (mibzs} the first of these words can also mean "intelli
gent" or "successful". The second may mean either "brings dis
grace" - that is, on the son's family - or "acts shamefully", that is, 
"is worthless". It is difficult to decide between these meanings; but 
if the preceding verse may be regarded as a kind of commentary, 
the point of the verse is that neglect of proper attention to the harvest 



PROVERBS 10:1-32 I '"J'") 

will lead to destitution, a state which if due to one's own fault is 
one which the community regarded as a disgrace. summer, harvest: 
sec on 6:8. 

McKane regards this and other "agricultural" proverbs in these 
chapters as having a much wider application: he speaks of their 
language as "figurative". While it may be characteristic of the 
proverb to be open to a variety of applications, it is improbable that 
these chapters would teem, as they do, with allusions to farming if 
they were not intended in the first place to reflect a specific socio
economic situation. 

6-11. These verses do not have the same thematic coherence as 
vv. 1-5, but there are a number of verbal repetitions. In the Hebrew 
text (but not in RSV, which in v. JOb follows the quite different text 
of LXX), vv. 8b and JOb are identical; and this is also true of vv. 6b 
and 11b. There are also verbal links between vv. 6 and 7, both of 
which speak of a blessing (b'rii.kii.h) and both of which contrast the 
righteous and the wicked, as also does v. 11. The question is 
whether these repetitions indicate an editorial attempt to form a 
coherent group. 

It should be noted that all of these verses except v. 8, where the 
contrast is between the wise and the fool, are concerned with ethi
cally right and wrong conduct. Recent commentators have, however, 
regarded the identity of vv. 6b and I I b and of vv. 8b and JOb as 
indications that the Hebrew text is in disorder. They argue that 
whereas vv. 8 and 11 form acceptable parallelisms, the second lines 
ofvv. 6 and JO do not match the first lines. This is not entirely true, 
however, as in v. 6 there is a contrast between head and mouth 
and in v. JO between eye and (in the Hebrew text) "lips". The use 
of parts of the body seems to dominate this group of verses: in v. 6 
head and mouth are set against one another; in v. 8 heart and 
"lips" (RSV prating fool, literally "fool of lips") occur as a pair; 
and in v. 11 mouth occurs (twice). 

It could thus be argued that the similarity of wording between 
vv. 6 and 11 is intended to mark out the beginning and conclusion 
of a self-contained group of proverbs. Internally, from the thematic 
point of view, it could be said that v. 7 follows logically from v. 6 in 
that v. 7 extends the thought of the blessings ... on the head of 
the righteous to include his posthumous reputation (memory, 
name). There is no obvious connection between the themes of vv. 7 
and 8, but v. g may have been placed immediately after v. 8 in order 
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to interpret wisdom and folly in terms of moral conduct (integrity, 
perverts his ways). There is also probably a verbal connection 
bctwccn vv. 10 and 11 in that the "lips" (in the Hebrew) ofv. 10b 
arc echoed by the mouth ofv. 11. So while no progression of thought 
can be traced in this group of verses, there arc enough verbal associ
ations, together with some limited thematic connections, to suggest 
that an editorial attempt has been made to group them into some 
kind of meaningful order. If, as is widely held, there is some disorder 
in the text, this may be the result of editorial manipulation rather 
than an accident of scribal transmission. 

6. Blessings ... on the head: Israel's (Jacob's) blessing of his 
family exemplifies the custom of placing the hands on the head of 
a recipient of a blessing (Gen. 48: 14-22). Here the expression is 
used figuratively. Lxx and Vulg. add "of the Lord" after Blessings, 
and this may be a correct interpretation. Compare v. 22. 

It is usually supposed that the text of this verse is in disorder, 
since there appears to be no parallelism: instead of a statement in 
the second line about the fate of the wicked corresponding to the 
positive statement about the good fortune of the righteous in the 
first line, the second line appears to refer only to the activities of 
the wicked. Consequently it has been supposed that the second line 
is an intrusion into the text from v. I I b, perhaps to fill in a gap left 
by a lost line. But a better solution may lie in the proposal ofGcmscr 
that the pie! of the verb ksh here, usually taken to mean "cover" 
(RSV conceals) in fact means "fill (to the brim)". He points out 
that in Isa. 1 1 :g; Hab. 2: I 4; 3: 3 ksh is equivalent to ml', "to be 
full": thus in Isa. 11:9 the waters fill (m'kassim) the sea (rather than 
"covering" it, which makes no sense), the sea being regarded as a 
vessel whose interior is hidden from view when filled to the brim. 
If this interpretation is accepted, the line may be rendered "but 
violence fills the mouth of the wicked" - that is, the wicked will 
su.ffer violence or harm, like the man who by his foolish actions 
"drinks violence" in 26:6. This rendering would provide the parallel
ism with the first line which is otherwise lacking. 

7. memory (ziker); name (fem): these words, which occur as a 
parallel pair also in Exod. 3:15;Job 18:17; Ps. 135: 13, are here, as 
often in the Old Testament, virtually synonymous. They denote the 
reputation or esteem in which a person was held not only in his 
lifetime but also after his death. This applied, however, only to the 
righteous, the memory of whose exemplary life was a source of 



PROVERBS J();J-32 161 

blessing to others who modelled their lives on theirs: an extension 
of the blessing which they had themselves received during their lives 
(v. 6). The wicked, on the other hand, were not so remembered, 
and so their name would rot - that is, it would be forgotten after 
their death and so be as useless as a piece of rotting wood. 

8. The wise of heart Wkam-tib): this emphatic expression 
denotes the opposite of 4°sar-tib, the person without sense (6:32; r7; 
9:4, 16). On the meaning of heart see on 2:2; 4:2 1. command
ments: this word (mi,rwah) is used in some of the Instructions (2: 1; 

3:1; 4:4; 7:1, 2), where either in the plural or the singular it denotes 
the contents of the teaching; but here it does not necessarily denote 
formal teaching but may refer to parental or other authority in 
general (compare 6:20). a prating fool: literally, "a fool of lips" 
( "wit f'patayim). On "wit, "fool", see on 1:7. The phrase presumably 
means "a foolish talker", that is, a person who speaks foolishly or 
without thinking. The parallelism between the two lines of this verse 
is not obvious, but the thought may be that whereas to conform to 
the recognized norms of society is a prudent course of action, "talk
ing out of turn" implies a refusal to do so. will come to ruin: this 
verb (lb{, niphal) occurs in the Old Testament only here and in 
v. 10 and in Hos. 4: 14. Its precise meaning is uncertain. In mishnaic 
Hebrew it can mean "to be troubled"; but the passive participle qal 
denotes an outcast, while the noun tebe{ means "misery". 

9. He who walks in integrity (holik battom) walks securely 
(yetik be{a4): here, as in the Instructions of chapters 1 -g and else
where in the Old Testament, human life is envisaged in terms of 
making a journey on foot. Almost identical phrases occur in the 
Instructions: in 3:23 it is those who make "sound wisdom" their 
guide who "walk securely", that is, who enjoy the assurance that 
no danger can overtake them; in 2:7 those who "walk in integrity" 
receive the protection of Yahweh. In this verse, in which the two 
phrases are brought together, it is probably implied that, as in 2:7, 
it is Yahweh who gives this assurance. The line is a good example 
of the confident optimism of Proverbs which was challenged in the 
presentation of Job as a man whose integrity was unparalleled (Job 
I: 1) but gave him no such protection. 

he who perverts his ways: literally, "makes his ways crooked", 
that is, "behaves deceitfully or dishonestly". 

will be found out (yiwwiidia'): literally, "will be known" - poss
ibly by his fellows or associates, but more probably by God (see 
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ahon· on the first line). This reading has been questioned on the 
grounds that the parallelism requires a stronger verb conveying the 
idea of punishment, or at least of some kind of misfortune. It has 
therefore been suggested that the original reading was yiroa' (the 
niphal of r"), "will suffer harm", which occurs in similar contexts 
in I I: I 5; I 3:20. An alternative solution proposed is that of Gemser 
and Ringgren, following Thomas, that the word is an example of a 
verbyada' distinct from that which means "to know", which would 
here yield the meaning "will be humiliated" (see on s:6 above for 
this theory). But in fact no such proposals are required: the render
ing "will be known" (or, "is known") is quite satisfactory. If it 
means that the deviousness of the person in question will become 
known to his fellows, his fate at their hands does not need to be 
specifically mentioned: whether actual punishment or ostracism is 
implied, it can be taken for granted. Such pregnant use of words is 
not infrequent in these brief and compact proverbs. This is even 
more true if the reference is to God's knowledge. That Yahweh sees 
(ra'ah) and knows (yada') the human heart is a commonplace in the 
Old Testament; and in Proverbs also it is three times asserted that 
he weighs, or weighs up human spirits or hearts (16:2; 21:2; 24:12). 
In these, as in other passages, this knowledge is clearly not purely 
academic, but forms the basis of Yahweh's judgement and of his 
consequent actions towards the persons concerned. An example of 
the use of the verbyada', "know", in a similarly pregnant sense is 
Ps. 1 :6: "Yahweh knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the 
wicked will perish". 

10. He who winks the eye: as in 6:13 and Ps. 35:19 the exact 
significance of this evidently malicious action is not clear. It may 
be magical (compare the "evil eye") or deceitful (a secret sign) or 
contemptuous. trouble ('a,f.febet): this noun, cognate with 'a~ab, "to 
hurt, pain", occurs only five times in the Old Testament. In 
Prov. 15=13 and Ps. 147=3 the "pain" is not physical but mental -
grief or sorrow. Here it is probably something which is inflicted 
(natan, RSV causes) by the winker on other people, although in 
13: 1 5 ("Good sense wins favour") nalan is used in a similar way of 
obtaining something for oneself. 

The second line in Hebrew is identical with v. 8b (see above on 
vv. 6- 1 1). There seems to be no connection between it and the fir5I 

line. Most commentators, followed by RSV, supply a line based on 
Lxx which is entirely different. If winking in the first line refers to 
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insincerity, this would provide a reasonable antithesis to the first 
line; but Lxx is not supported by Vulg., and the line may have been 
supplied by Lxx to fill a gap or to replace a mutilated Hebrew text 
which has dropped out of MT. 

11. The second line of this verse is identical with v. 66, on which 
see the comments above. The order is chiastic: the Hebrew of the 
first line has "A fountain of life is the mouth of the righteous". If 
RSV's translation is correct, it may be possible to see a certain 
thematic parallelism here. McKane comments: "The speech of a 
righteous man fructifies and enriches the common life, whereas when 
wicked men speak, there is a deep-seated malevolence behind what 
they say". However, to interpret "conceals violence" as an 
expression for "deep-seated malevolence" is a rather forced 
interpretation. The alternative rendering of the line ("violence fills 
the mouth of the wicked" - see above on v. 6) does not provide a 
thematic parallelism, since the first line speaks about speech and its 
effect on others while the second is not about speech at all but rather 
a comment on the fate of the wicked. But there is a formal link 
between the two lines in the similarity, yet contrast, between the 
phrases "the mouth of the righteous" and "the mouth of the wicked" 
which have been chiastically juxtaposed - perhaps the work of an 
editor rather than of an author (see on vv. 6-r I above). 

a fountain of life: this phrase occurs again in three other pass
ages: in Prov. 14:27 it is associated with the fear of Yahweh, and in 
Ps. 36:9 (Heb. 10) it is an attribute of Yahweh himself. In 
Prov. 16:22 it is Wisdom, who in chapters 1-9 offers "life" to those 
who follow her, who is said to be a fountain of life to her possessors. 
(Cf. also Jer. I 7: 13.) Thus what is elsewhere an attribute either of 
Yahweh or of Wisdom is here attributed to the speech of the righ
teous, who are thus by implication identified with the pious or with 
the wise. The metaphor of water which gives life ( "living water", 
that is, water from a spring or "fountain", Jer. 1 7: I 3) is an obvious 
one, especially in a country like Palestine, and is frequently found 
in the Old Testament (see P. Reymond, VT Suppl. 6, 1958). 

12. There is a verbal link between this verse and v. 11 (fkasseh, 
covers; v. 11 y'kasseh, RSV conceals); but ify'kasseh in v. 11 means 
"fills" (see on v. 66, which is identical with v. 116) it is one of 
homophony rather than of sense. 

This proverb is concerned with personal relationships which, 
however, affect the wellbeing of the community (this is implied by 
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m'danim, strife). offences: this word (pefa'), which elsewhere in the 
Old Testament often denotes sin against God, is used here - and 
often in Proverbs - of (undefined) personal offences committed by 
one indi,·idual against another (compare 19:11). love ('ah"bah) here 
means a harmonious and affectionate relationship between indi
viduals or within a family (compare 1y17; 17:9). Here this takes 
the form of forgiveness (this is the meaning of ksh picl here - RSV 
covers). The proverb is thus an indirect exhortation to love one's 
enemies. 

13. The accumulated experience of the person who has under
standing (nabon, compare 1 :5) finds expression in his speech. Many 
of these proverbs - and much of Egyptian wisdom literature - are 
concerned with this question of speech. The wise man knows when 
to keep silent and when to speak; and when he speaks he chooses 
his words carefully and appropriately to the occasion, whereas the 
fool speaks without thinking (v. 8b). The use of the faculty of speech 
is thus an indication of character. 

The second line, however, does not provide an obvious parallel 
to the first. It is almost identical with 26:3b ( the only difference is 
that 26:3 has k'silim, "fools", instead of him who lacks sense), and 
there it is entirely appropriate to its context. Lxx here links the two 
lines: "He that brings forth wisdom from his lips smites the fool 
with a rod"; but this is not supported by the other Versions, and 
there is no reason to suppose that Lxx was following an alternative 
Hebrew text. The suggestions for emendation in BHS are also unsup
ported. The line may mean that the fool inevitably gets into trouble 
and is punished by being beaten up or flogged. If it is implied that 
the cause of his trouble is something which he has said, there may 
be a kind of connection with the first line; but a more explicit indi
cation of this would be expected, and this is probably to read too 
much into the text. 

14. This verse continues the theme of appropriate speech. The 
first line may be understood in slightly different ways according to 
the interpretation of the verb fapan (lay up), which can mean either 
"to hide" or "to treasure up" (REB "store up"). According to Wild
eboer and Toy the line means that wise men arc reticent: they avert 
misfortune either to themselves or others by concealing potentially 
dangerous information. This interpretation may be supported by 
comparison with 12:23, where it is said that a shrewd man ( 'arum -
see the comment on the cognate noun 'ormiih, 1 :4) conceals (koseh) 
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knowledge; compare also v. 19 and other proverbs in the book. 
Ploger, however, following Biihlmann, p. 194, takes the line to 
mean that the wise "store up" their knowledge in the sense of having 
it ready to be brought out at an appropriate moment, citing this 
use of fa.pan in 13:22 and Ca. 7: 1 3 (Heb. 14). Both interpretations 
make excellent parallels with the second line, and both have parallels 
elsewhere in these proverbs. The thought is similar to that of v. 13. 
Compare also rn:19; 12:23; 13:16; 15:2 and similar sentiments in 
Egyptian wisdom books. 

The second line of the verse in Hebrew is aphoristic: literally, 
"but the mouth of a fool ( "wil) - ruin near" (ii.pi "wil m'4ittah rfrobii.h). 

15. This verse is linked verbally but not thematically with v. 14 
by the occurrence in both of m'4ittii.h, ruin. Its form is chiastic. The 
first line is identical with 18:11a. 

The point made by the verse is that wealth protects the rich 
from the vicissitudes of life, while the poor, having no resources to 
fall back on, are easily vulnerable to total disaster. It is clear from 
this and other verses which contrast rich and poor that their authors 
regarded their own economic status as belonging to neither class. 
Although they entertained hopes of increasing their own wealth by 
the legitimate means of constant toil (see on v. 4 above), they were 
well aware of those who had become rich by illegitimate means (v. 2 
above); and it may be that these were the men whom they designated 
by the term rich man ('ii.fir). At any rate, their references to the 
'iifir are always hostile (see especially 18:23; 22:7; 28:6, 11 and 
Whybray, 1990, pp. 22-3), as though the 'ii.fir, the "truly rich", 
belonged to a particular class seen as arrogant and oppressive. But 
the "truly poor" (here dal, elsewhere 'ii.nz, rii.I, or 'ebyon - these terms 
are synonymous: see Whybray, 1990, pp. 15-22) are also always 
seen in these proverbs as a separate group not to be identified with 
the authors themselves. They are the totally destitute; and although 
their poverty is often due to their own fecklessness (see for example 
vv. 4, 5 above) it is an acknowledged duty to be generous towards 
them (14:21, 31; 19:17; 22:9; 28:27). 

his strong city: the metaphor is of a fortified, and supposedly 
invulnerable, town. 

16-17. These verses are linked by the occurrence in each of the 
expression to life (l'4ayyim); there may also be a thematic connection 
(see below on v. 17). But there is also possibly a superficial connec
tion between v. 16 and v. 15 in that wage and gain in v. 16, though 
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there used in a figurative sense, arc terms which in their literal 
meaning arc associated with wealth. 

16. wage (p"ullah): so in a literal sense in Lev. 19:13, but here 
in a more general sense of "reward, recompense" as in Isa. 49:4; 
61 :8. leads to life (simply l'qayyim in the Hebrew): rather, "is life". 
On the emphatic lamedh sec Brockelmann, section 31 a; F. Notscher, 
VT 3 (1953), pp. 37:2-80; Dahood, p. 19; KB3; and Ee. 9:4. gain 
(fbii 'ah): literally, "income, profit": the word is parallel with saqar, 
''gain" in 3:14; compare also Prov. 11:18. (leads) to sin (l'qaUiit): 
this may be another example of the emphatic lamedh; but to say that 
the gain of the wicked is sin is as inappropriate to the context as 
to say that it leads to sin: sin would naturally be the cause, not the 
result, of the fate of the wicked. Some kind of contrast is required 
here to the life which is the reward of the righteous. Some commen
tators propose to emend qa(liil to m'qittiih, ruin. If this were allow
able, it would link the verse with vv. 14 and 15; but textual 
corruption would be more likely to have occurred in the contrary 
direction. It may be that hiiUiil here has a sense similar to that of 
the cognate verb hii.(ii.' in 8:36, "to miss": the wicked gains nothing, 
or loses everything, because he misses, or fails to attain, "life". This 
also seems to be the meaning of the verb in :20::2, where the person 
who angers the king "misses", or forfeits, his life. 

17. instruction (musii.r); reproof (tokaqat): these terms are used 
regularly in the Instructions of chapters 1 -9 to refer to the words 
of the father or teacher. In this verse also the reference may be to 
parental teaching (compare 13:1, :24; 15:5; 22:15; :29:15), though in 
some other proverbs the reference may be general. 

is on the path to life: MT has or 'oraq l'qayyim, "is a path to life": 
in other words, the person who has himself profited by instruction 
is able to give "life" to others by instructing them (cf. v. 11a). But 
many commentators, followed by RSV, repoint 'oraq to 'oriaq, the 
qal participle of 'ii.raq: "is travelling (towards)", "is on the way to". 
This question is interrelated with that of the interpretation of mat'eh 
(goes astray) in the second line. This is the hiphil participle of 
tii.'ii.h, "to go astray". Since the most common meaning of the hiphil 
of an intransitive verb is causative, some commentators (for 
example, McKane) take the word to mean "leads others astray". 
This would make a suitable contrast with "is a path to life" in the 
first line. But Gemser, followed by RSV, takes the form as an 
"internal hiphil", that is, as intransitive (goes astray), comparing 
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its use in Isa. 63: I 7 (KB3 also cites Jer. 42:20 in this connection). 
Whichever of these interpretations of the verse is correct, the verse 

may have been placed here as a comment on v. 16, associating 
wisdom and folly respectively with righteousness and wickedness 
(Ploger). 

18-21. A group of proverbs about true and false speech (com
pare vv. 11, 13, 14). 

18. This verse is unusual in this section of the book in that it 
does not exhibit an antithetical parallelism. It presents a number 
of problems. 1. It is not certain whether the two lines are synony
mous or whether the whole verse is a single sentence with a double 
subject: "Both he who conceals hatred with lying lips (see GK I 18 
m, q on the 'adverbial accusative') and he who utters slander is a 
fool" (so Gemser, Scott, Ringgren, Ploger). The other problems 
concern the first line: 2. If this line is an independent statement it 
is a nominal (that is, non-verbal) sentence; but as with many other 
such sentences in these chapters and elsewhere it is not clear which 
is the subject and which the predicate: hence REB's "Lying lips 
conceal hatred". 3. conceals (m'kasseh) is a masculine singular parti
ciple, and neither hatred (fin'iih, feminine singular) nor lying lips 
(fip'te-fiiqer, feminine dual) can be its subject. 4. According to 
Dahood (p. 19) and Scott, m'kasseh here does not mean "conceal" 
but its opposite, "reveal", "uncover". 5. Lxx has "Righteous lips 
cover up hatred" - that is, a righteous man is able to assuage enmity. 
This might presuppose a Hebrew text which read ~edeq rather than 
fiiqer, lying. 

Of the above interpretations the most plausible is that which sees 
the whole verse as a single sentence (see 1. above). The point would 
then be that it is equally stupid - and so presumably self-destructive 
- to nurture hatred and let it fester, and to express it in slanderous 
accusations. Of the other interpretations, those of RSV and REB fail 
to account for the grammatical difficulties; Dahood's interpretation 
of m'kasseh does not carry conviction; and Lxx's rendering may be 
no more than an attempt to make sense of a difficult verse. 

19. See on v. 13 above and compare 13:3; 15:28; 17:27. trans
gression (pefa') is here used not of sin against God but of giving 
offence to others (compare REB). is not lacking: so most commen
tators. But this verb (Mdal) normally means "to cease, come to an 
end", and Biihlmann (pp. 176-7), followed by Ploger, takes it in 
this sense here: when one has committed an offence, no amount of 
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exeuses or explanations will put things right. The second line would 
then be a continuation of the theme: the prudent course in such a 
situation is to say nothing in one's defence, since "Qui s'excusc 
s'accusc". This would then be another example of the importance 
of knowing when to speak and when to keep silence. 

20. The form of this verse is chiastic. choice (nib/Jii,r): this 
expression occurs also in 8: 19. Here, however - though not in 
8: 1 g - Lxx has "melted in the fire", that is, "purified, refined", 
which has been thought to presuppose Hebrew nib/Jii,n. But Gemser 
argues on the basis of Akkadian and Syriac that niMar itself may 
have that meaning. In any case the sense of the line is that the 
speech of the righteous is of great value - either to himself or to 
others. 

- -
mind: literally, "heart" (lib). The parallelism with tongue is 

inexact; but, as is stressed elsewhere in the book, it is the mind or 
intelligence that determines what a person says, and speech is an 
indication of character. The verse may be intended as a comment 
on v. 19. 

of little worth (kim"a{): this word, which usually means 
"almost", is here probably an emphatic form of m"a{, "little" (sec 
GK 118x). The proposal (see Biihlmann, pp. 40-41) to emend it to 
k'ma'ah, "like a grain of corn", is unnecessary and improbable. 

21. feed: this verb (ra'ah) means to tend a flock. No emendation 
is necessary. The metaphor is to be explained in terms of the 
common Near Eastern concept of kings and leaders generally as 
shepherds, a concept frequently to be found in the Old Testament, 
both of human rulers and of God as shepherd of his people. Since 
one of the main functions of a shepherd is to find good pasture for 
his flock, the verb is often used in that restricted sense; but shepherds 
- and so rulers - have other important functions, especially that of 
protecting their "flock" from danger. Hence Biihlmann (pp. 284-
8) interprets the word here as meaning "care for" rather than 
"feed". Either interpretation makes good sense: the point of the 
verse ( compare v. I I a) is that the well-chosen and well-intentioned 
words of the righteous are beneficial not only to themselves but 
also to others, whereas fools not only fail to preserve their own lives 
but are also of no use to others. The contrast between righteous 
and fools in this verse indicates how closely intellectual and moral 
qualities were associated. 

die: on the concept of "death" in Proverbs see on 2: 18. Here, 
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however, a literal sense is not necessarily excluded. lack: we should 
probably repoint the adjective q0 sar ("lacking") as qeser or qoser. of 
sense: Hebrew lib, "heart"; but RSV's translation is correct. There 
is a verbal link here with v. 20b, where it is the mind (lib) of the 
wicked to which reference is made. 

22. This verse interrupts a series of antithetical proverbs. Since 
it is also one of the rare references in the chapter to Yahweh, it has 
been suggested that it may be an addition to the series, making the 
point that the good things attributed to the influence of the prudent 
or the righteous in the preceding verses are ultimately provided by 
him. Certainly the first line in the Hebrew text makes a more 
emphatic statement than appears in RSV. REB renders the meaning 
accurately: "The blessing of the Lord is what brings riches" (hi' ta""Iir) 
- in other words, there can be no material success unless Yahweh 
sees fit to confer it. This is a correction, or at least adds a theological 
dimension, to the thought expressed in v. 4b. 

There are two ways of reading the second line. Almost all the 
commentators (Toy is an exception, and also REB) take the view 
expressed in RSVmg., according to which 'e~eb (RSV sorrow) is the 
subject but has the meaning "toil", as in y10; 14:23; Ps. I2TI-2: 
Yahweh's blessing is amply sufficient as a cause of success, and hard 
work cannot add to this. This makes a more effective conclusion to 
the proverb than RSV's translation in its main text. The line thus 
completes the theological reinterpretation of the assertion of v. 4b 
begun in the first line; though it would hardly be correct to draw 
the conclusion from it that hard work is being dismissed as unnecess
ary. The meaning is probably the same as that of Ps. 127: 1 -2: no 
human effort can succeed without Yahweh. This may be the reason 
for the choice of the phrase with it ( 'immii/J) rather than the usual 
"to it" ('iilehiih), suggesting that both Yahweh's blessing and hard 
work are necessary. 

23-26. The antithetical form is resumed in v. 23 and is continued 
in vv. 24 and 25. In all of these, however, the "negative" side of 
the antithesis (fool, wicked) precedes the "positive". V. 26 is not 
antithetical, but is wholly concerned with the "negative" character 
of the sluggard. Vv. 24 and 25 are closely connected in thought. 

23. The first line of this verse might be better rendered by "Doing 
~rong is to the fool just a joke". zimmiih (wrong) also has the mean
•~g "plan"; but the context here demands a word meaning some 
kind of wrongdoing. zimmiih in this sense is reserved for particularly 
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heinous crimes such as incest, adultery and idolatry; the phrase 
'iisiih zimmiih (to do wrong), in the only other passage in the Old 
Testament where it occurs, refers to mass rape and is designated "an 
abomination in Israel". f'Mq (sport) properly means "laughter"; the 
particle ke which is prefixed to it (RSVlike) is probably for emphasis: 
see on kim"a{ in v. 20 above. The line thus means that fools are 
incapable of understanding the seriousness of their actions; the 
implication is that their ignorance will not save them if they commit 
cnmes. 

The second line is more difficult. The form is antithetical, making 
some kind of contrast between wisdom and folly. A literal translation 
of the Hebrew would be: "and (or "but") wisdom to a man of 
understanding": is pleasure is unrepresented in the Hebrew text. 
RSV has here followed those commentators who take the reference 
to sport - that is, pleasure - in the first line to apply also to the 
second: sensible persons take pleasure in wisdom as fools take plea
sure in crime (so REB). Others (for example, Ploger) take the line 
to mean "but wisdom belongs to the man of understanding". Either 
of these interpretations makes a rather poor parallel to the first line. 
The text may be corrupt. Several commentators have proposed the 
emendation of the word !J,okmii.h (wise conduct) to a word of "nega
tive" meaning such as k'limmii.h ("humiliation"), Mmah ("wrath") 
or to'ibii.h ("abomination"), for example, Toy: "but it ( that is, wrong
doing) is an abomination to a man of sense". 

24. The contrast in this verse is between two kinds of anticipa
tion. Both will be fulfilled; but a complete contrast is drawn between 
the respective states of the two types of person before that fulfilment 
takes place. The wicked person, aware of the current belief, attested 
frequently in these proverbs, that although they may seem to enjoy 
impunity, he and his like will eventually come to a bad end, already 
lives in a state of terror (m'gorii.h RSV dreads), while the righteous 
person lives in a state of happy anticipation (desire, ta"'wii.h, almost 
means "hope" here). 

will be granted: the verb is active (yittin). This has been 
explained in three different ways: it may be an "impersonal qal" 
with a passive meaning, literally "one gives" (Delitzsch, Wildeboer); 
the subject may be Yahweh (unexpressed): "he will give" (Frankc?
berg, Gemser); or the verb should be repointed as passive (yuttan, 
Toy, Ringgren, Ploger). Others (for example, McKane) are unde
cided. Lxx and other versions have passive forms, but this cannot 
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be taken as a proof of a passive verb in Hebrew: the consonantal 
text can be read either way. 

25. The theme of this verse is similar to that of v. 24. In its 
present position it serves the purpose of stating more explicitly -
though in poetic imagery - the nature of "what the wicked dreads" 
and what is "the desire of the righteous" referred to in that verse. 
The image is the common one of the effects of a violent storm on 
differently constructed houses (compare Mt. 7:24-7). supah, tem
pest- perhaps better, "whirlwind" - is a poetical word used mainly 
figuratively to denote the destructive wrath of God. The theme is 
most impressively elaborated in Job 27: 13-23, where the "house" 
of the wicked man, despite his material wealth, proves to be the 
flimsiest of structures (v. 18) and so he himself is carried away by 
the storm (v. 20). That the imagery of a house is present in this 
verse also is shown by the use of the word y'sod, "foundation", in 
the second line. A literal translation of this line would be "but the 
righteous is a foundation for ever". This should be taken with the 
temporal clause in the first line: the righteous, or his "house", is 
likewise struck by the storm, but he is unaffected by it because his 
righteousness gives him strength and stability. 

On the syntax of the first line see GK 164g. 
26. the sluggard: that is, the lazy person ( '~el). Sloth or laziness 

was evidently a major concern for the authors of these proverbs: the 
word '~el occurs fourteen times in the book, but only once in the 
rest of the Old Testament, also in a proverb (Ee. 10: 18). In Proverbs 
the theme occurs even when the word itself is not used: for example, 
in vv. 4, 5 above). 

Several of the proverbs about the '~el are specifically concerned 
with the life of the farmer, pointing out that his slackness will inevi
tably lead to poverty. This verse, however, is about lazy servants, 
whose irritating behaviour is vividly potrayed through striking 
similes. those who send him (Jol'M.w): this does not necessarily 
refer to the sending of a message by a servant. This verb (Iii.la~) 
may also refer to the setting of a task, with no spatial implication 
other than removal from the immediate presence of the person issu
ing the order (e.g., Isa. 6:8;Jer. 14:14, 15). REE renders the word 
by "his master". The apparently plural suffix (those) is in fact 
probably an anomalous singular form ( GK I 24k). 

27-32. These six proverbs have several features in common 
which suggest a deliberate grouping. 1. They all have antithetical 
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form, and in each case the "positive" side precedes the "negative". 
2. In every case the contrast made is a moral one rather than one 
between wisdom and folly. 3. The words faddzq, righteous and rafa', 
wicked occur no fewer than four times, including three verses in 
which they form a contrasting pair. 4. The series is unmistakably 
oricn ted towards Y ahwistic piety. The series begins with the phrase 
The fear of the Lord, an all-embracing formula which sets the 
tone for the whole group (see on I: 7). Yahweh also appears in v. 29, 
as protector of the upright. 

27. prolongs life: in chapters 1 -9 the same claim is made for 
the father's teaching (3:2) and for Wisdom (3: 16; 9: 11 ). The phrase 
The fear of the Lord occurs frequently in these proverbs. Its moral 
quality is indicated in 14:26; 15:16; 16:6, and its rewards - life, 
riches, honour - in 14:27; 15:33; 19:23; 22+ That the years of the 
wicked will be short - that is, that they will die a premature death 
- is implied, though less explicitly, in v. 25 above ("is no more"); 
in 11:10; 19:9; 21:28 ("perish"); 13:9; 20:20 (their "lamp will be put 
out"); and also in 19: 16, where "die" clearly refers to a death which 
is premature. There is no reason to doubt that these proverbs are 
to be understood literally. 

28. ends in gladness: the Hebrew has simply "The hope of 
the righteous (is) gladness". An alternative interpretation of this 
extremely terse line is to take the joy or gladness to be the content 
rather than the outcome of the righteous man's expectation: in other 
words, the righteous man is essentially an optimistic person, it being 
implied that he is justified in his optimism (so McKanc, Ploger). The 
difference between the two interpretations is very small. gladness 
(fim/J,ah) is so obviously to be expected for the righteous according 
to the thought-world of these proverbs that there is no need to emend 
the word to ~am'IJ,ii,h (REE "blossoms" - see BHS) in order to make 
a supposedly better contrast with lo'bid, "perish" (RSV comes to 
naught) in the second line. 

29. This verse uses two expressions which link it with the piety of 
the Psalms. ma'o;:, (stronghold, better "((place of] refuge") occurs 
nowhere else in Proverb~; but it is found a number of times in the 
Psalms where the same metaphor is employed: that Yahweh is a 
place of refuge for those who appeal to him in times of trouble or 
persecution. Here in Prov. rn:29 the thought is similar to that of 
v. 25, where the righteous is depicted as safe in his house, unaffected 
by the storm which sweeps away the wicked. The second expression 
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rcmtmsccnt of the Psalms is evildoers (po"'le 'iiwen). This phrase 
occurs in Proverbs only once more, and in a line which is identical 
with this. The precise meaning of po"'le 'iiwen when it occurs in the 
Psalms has been the subject of discussion ever since the publication 
of Mowinckel's Psalmenstudien I (Oslo, 1921 ); but here, where it signi
fies the opposite of the upright, it clearly has the general sense of 
"wicked". 

to him whose way is upright: RSV has here followed most com
mentators in repainting lattom, "to uprightness", as l'tam, which 
makes better sense. This line could also be rendered as "The way 
of the Lord is a stronghold to the upright"; but there is general 
agreement that way (derek) here makes better sense as denoting the 
behaviour of the righteous than in connection with Yahweh (com
pare also 11:20; 13:6). The "way" ofYahweh, whatever it may mean 
here, can hardly be termed a place of refuge. 

It has already been noted that the second line of this verse and 
21: 15b are identical. There, where destruction (RSV translates 
m'!Jittah there by "dismay") to the evildoers is contrasted with "a 
joy to the righteous", it makes better parallelism than it does here, 
a fact which may suggest that here it was not originally intended 
for its present position, though if m'!Jittah is given its alternative 
meaning of "terror" the parallelism, though not complete, is not 
entirely absent. 

30. The thought of this verse is similar to that of v. 29 but is 
expressed in different imagery (compare the somewhat similar pair 
vv. 24 and 25). The first line (will never be removed) reinforces 
the general notion of the security which is enjoyed by the righteous 
in times of insecurity; the second line with its reference to the 
exclusion of the wicked from the land is more concrete. The notion 
of the promise of the land ( see on 2: 2 1 -2), being here a pp lied to 
individuals rather than to the whole nation, is clearly a figure of 
speech, but one which reveals the importance of the theme for the 
ancient Israelites. 

31-32. These two verses, both of which are concerned, like sev
eral others in this chapter, with the words spoken by the righteous 
and the wicked, are also linked together verbally by the word tahpii
kot (perverse). Since mouth (peh) and righteous (faddiq) also occur 
in each, almost halfoftheir total contents (six words out of fourteen) 
is common to both. They are in a sense complementary: neither 
verse by itself offers an entirely satisfactory parallelism. This fact 



1 74 PROVERBS JO: 1-32 

has given rise to a number of textual and philological proposals 
intended to remedy this defect. 

31. This verse can only be understood if it is realized that the 
phrases The mouth of the righteous and the perverse tongue 
arc examples of the device, frequent in biblical poetry, by which 
relevant parts of the body stand for whole persons in particular 
activities (for example, when Yahweh is addressed in Isa. 51:9 with 
the words "Awake, awake, put on strength, 0 arm of Yahweh"). 
Thus these phrases here stand for the persons whose speech is "righ
teous" or "perverse". 

The first line of the verse, and probably also the second, employs 
the metaphor of the life of plants or trees. The verb nub (RSV brings 
forth) means "to flourish", primarily of plants; but it is intransitive; 
and it is doubtful - despite Dahood's arguments - whether it can 
have the transitive meaning assignee! to it here by RSV. Biihlmann's 
suggestion (pp. 303-6) that ~okmii.h (wisdom) here is an instrumen
tal or adverbial accusative (see Brockclmann, Syntax,§ 93n; compare 
GK 11 7z, 118q, 144m, note 4) is probably correct: the righteous 
speaker flourishes with respect to wisdom. 

The plant metaphor is probably continued in the second line, 
since the niphal of kii.rat "to cut" (RSV will be cut off), often used 
of annihilation, is particularly appropriate to the cutting down of a 
tree or plant - though it may have a double meaning here, as the 
word can also mean "cut out", appropriate to a perverse tongue. 

Seen, then, as an instance of plant metaphor, this verse exhibits 
a reasonable parallelism, and the various suggestions for alternative 
meanings of nub (Dahood; J. Hoftijzer [VT 11 (1961), pp. 344-5)) 
arc not needed (so also Ploger). 

32. In some degree this verse may be said to clarify the meaning 
of v. 31. The righteous flourish because they know how to choose 
their words (REB "suit words to the occasion"), while the only skill 
of the wicked is to cause trouble (tahpiikot, perverse). We may 
compare Amos 3:10: "they do not know how to do right". what is 
acceptable (rtifon): the notion of acceptability as regards speech is 
found also in Ps. 19: 14 (Heb. 15). Such words may be acceptable 
either to God or to human beings. (See also on 11: 1 .) Proposals to 
emend yid''un (know) or to assign it a different meaning based on 
an Arabic root (see Thomas, VT 3 Suppl [1955), pp. 284-5) are 
rightly discarded as unnecessary by McKane, Biihlmann (pp. 289-
92), Ploger and REB. 
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CHAPTER I I 

In this chapter each proverb takes the form of antithetical parallel
ism with the exception of v. 7, whose parallelism is synonymous, 
v. 22, which is a simile or comparison, and v. 31, which exhibits 
progressive parallelism ("If ... how much more ... !"). As in 
chapter 10, some of the antithetical couplets begin with a "positive" 
statement and others with a "negative", but there is no regular 
alternation between these two types. With regard to contents, 
proverbs contrasting the righteous with the wicked predominate, 
with a number of other proverbs making a similar point using differ
ent terms. Very few of these proverbs are concerned with contrasts 
between the wise and the fool. Other contrasts include those 
between the proud and the humble (v. 2) and between the generous 
and the mean person (vv. 24-6). Wealth is explicitly treated in 
vv. 4, 16 and 28, and by implication in vv. 24-6. Yahweh is men
tioned only in vv. 1 and 20, and in both instances in the phrase an 
abomination to the Lord; however, his agency in determining the 
fate of both righteous and wicked is probably implied elsewhere, for 
example in v. 4 (the day of wrath). There is some reason to believe 
that both vv. 1 and 20 have been placed in their present positions 
in order to comment on adjacent verses (see below). Three verses 
stand out in the particularity of their topics: v. I on honest trading, 
v. 14 on the importance of acting on advice, and v. 1 5 on the danger 
of standing surety for others. 

1. Cheating customers by using false weights or tampering with 
the scales by which goods were weighed was evidently as common 
a practice in the ancient Near East as it has been in other places 
and at other times. In Proverbs it is condemned as an abomination 
to the Lord not only here and in 20: 10, 23 ( compare also 16: 11), 
but also in the Old Testament laws (Dt. 25:14-15; Lev. 19:35-6) 
and in the prophetical literature (Ezek. 4y10; Hos. 12:7 [Heh. 8]; 
Am. 8:5; Mic. 6: 10- 11). It is also condemned in Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian literature (Amenope eh. 16, ANET, p. 423; Babylonian 
Hymn to the Sun God, ANET, p. 388). In most of the Old Testament 
passages concerned, the same or similar language is used; in particu
lar, the identical expression A false balance (mo':(ne mirmah, liter
ally, "scales of deceit", occurs in Prov. 20:23; Am. 8:5; Hos. 12: 7 
and a just weight ( 'eben I'limah, literally, "a complete [ or 'perfect'] 
stone") in Dt. 2y15. The expression "dual weights" ('eben wa'eben, 
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literally, "a stone and a stone") is also used in this connection (sec 
also on 20: 1 o). In view of the wide spread of these passages and 
the similarity of terms employed, it is hardly possible to determine 
whether it was in the legal, wisdom (or prophetic) tradition that the 
topic first appeared in Israel. 

an abomination to the Lord: see on 6: 16. his delight (r'.fono): 
this word is clearly intended to express the antithesis of to'ibii.ft, 
abomination; but delight is too strong. TO,.fOn means what is accept
able and so pleasing to a person or to God (see on 10:32). LXX 

correctly has dekton, "acceptable"; REB similarly, "accurate weights 
win his favour". 

riifon occurs fairly frequently in Proverbs. Nevertheless, its occur
rence in the two consecutive verses I 0:32 and 11: 1 is likely to be 
deliberate. Although the particular topics dealt with in the two 
verses are not the same, both verses set out criteria of acceptable 
behaviour as distingushing the righteous from the wicked. 11: 1 may 
then be regarded as a comment on 10:32 in that it makes it clear that 
moral and immoral conduct are matters not only for the approval of 
society but also for the judgment of Yahweh himself. 

2. The first line of this verse has an unmistakable assonance and 
rhyme: bii.'-zadon wayyii.bo' qii.lon, literally, "pride has come and then 
comes disgrace". This feature, together with the compactness and 
unusual form of the syntax, which has the effect of a conditional 
sentence (see GK 159h; Driver, Tenses, section 153) suggests that the 
line may be a quotation of a popular aphorism which has been 
subsequently turned into a more sententious proverb by the addition 
of the second line. Another example is Prov. 18:22a, mO,.fii.' 'ifsii.h 
miifa' tob, "He who finds a wife finds a good thing". 

qiilim, disgrace or dishonour, is the opposite of kii.bod, "honour", 
with which it is contrasted in 3:35. tnua' (humble) occurs only here 
in the Old Testament. In Sir. and Mishnaic Hebrew it has the sense 
of discretion or prudence rather than of humility. Hence McKane 
and Ploger, probably correctly, take it here to mean "modest": that 
is, one who is "humble" not in the sense of meekness, but rather of 
self-restraint or not putting oneself forward. This makes a suitable 
contrast to "arrogant" or proud. It is such a person who has wis· 
dom, which is the road to success rather than to dishonour. 
3. guides them: the same verb is used of the parents' teaching in 
6:22. Here it is the innate quality of the upright (tfii.rim) which 
governs their behaviour. The implication is the same as in the more 
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explicit statement of 6:22-23 that this "guidance" will see a person 
safely through his daily life, ensuring that he takes the road to "life" 
and not to death. tummah (integrity) occurs elsewhere in the Old 
Testament only in Job (2:3, g; 2r5; 31:6), where it is applied to Job 
himself, the man who was "blameless and upright" (tam w'yiiiar) par 
excellence. The kind of confident assertion made in this and many 
other proverbs in the book is precisely what is challenged by Job, 
who, though his integrity has signally not protected him but has 
allowed him to suffer the fate here said to be reserved for the wicked, 
yet refuses to abandon his claim to it. 

destroys them: better, "ruins them". Qere'syfdm = yfaddem is 
clearly the correct reading as against Kethib's wfdm. 

4-6. These somewhat similar proverbs are grouped together 
under the keyword tdaqah, "righteousness". 

4. The second line of this verse is identical with 10:2b. The first 
lines of the two verses differ in that here the riches which do not 
profit are not specifically stated to have been obtained through 
wickedness as they are in 10:2. However, the phrase in the day of 
wrath shows that this is implied. This phrase is reminiscent 
of prophetical denunciation: the prophets frequently speak of 
Yahweh's "day" in threatening terms, and in fact both Ezekiel 
( 7: 1 g) and Zephaniah ( 1: 18; compare also Isa. 10:3) employ pre
cisely the same phrase as here, specifying that the "wrath" is that 
of Yahweh (yom 'ebrat yhwh). This is certainly implied here. This is 
not a condemnation of wealth as such; rather, it is a warning that 
if a person has brought Yahweh's wrath on himself - that is, through 
wickedness - the fact that he is wealthy will not protect him from 
its dire consequences. 

5. keeps ... straight: this is the same verb as in 3:6. The meta
phor of the way is the same as in 4: 1 1 - 1 g and other passages in 
chapters 1 -g. falls (yippol): this verb (napal), frequently employed 
in these proverbs as a metaphor for disaster, is particularly appropri
ate here in view of the metaphor of the "way". This proverb is a 
straightforward expression of the belief that human behaviour reaps 
its own reward. 

6. The thought in this verse is very similar to that of v. 5. In the 
first line the subject is identical with that of v. 5a, and the rest of 
the line differs only in the choice of words. delivers ( the verb is 
hiHil) also recalls v. 4a. The second line reads, according to the 
Hebrew text, literally "but in the hawwah of the treacherous (they) 
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arc caught''. hawwiih can mean either "desire, avidity" as probably 
in 10:3, or, more frequently, "ruin, destruction"; but whichever is 
its meaning here there is a difficulty: the verb has no subject ( the 
persons who are taken captive can hardly be the upright of the 
first line). RSV has accepted the proposal of many commentators to 
emend h'hawwat ("in the hawwiih of ... ") to h'hawwatam, that is, "in 
(or 'by') their hawwah". This emendation, which is supported by Lxx 
and Vulg., makes the treacherous the subject of the verb. If this 
is correct it would suggest, on the analogy of v. 5b ("falls by his 
own wickedness") that hawwah here means not lust as in RSV but 
"ruin" or "destruction". The treacherous, like the wicked ofv. 5b, 
will be caught by their own destruction of others: they will themselves 
suffer the same fate as those whom they have ruined. 

7. Toy, Gemser and BHS regard the text of this verse as seriously 
corrupt and so of uncertain meaning. RSV understands it as in syn
onymous parallelism; but even this is not certain. The first line has 
been seen by some commentators as metrically too long; but those 
who hold this view are not agreed on which word should be dropped 
as redundant. The two words in question are 'ii.dam raia', literally, 
"a wicked man" (RSV has simply the wicked). If it is 'ii.dam 
which is redundant (so Toy, Gemser, Ringgren), the sense 
remains unchanged; but if it is rafa', "wicked" (Scott, Ploger) it is 
completely altered, since the line must then read "When any man 
dies ... ". 

The meaning of the second line is equally uncertain. 'fmim (RSV 
the godless) has been understood in several quite di!Tercnt ways: 
"strength" (Oesterley), "deceitfulness" (Gemser, Ringgren), "wick
edness", that is, wicked persons (Ploger), "riches" (as in Hos. 12:8 
[Heh. g]; Job 20: JO - so van dcr Weiden, McKane, REB). Others 
have proposed its emendation, on the one hand to "wilim, "foolish 
persons" (following Lxx - sec BHS), or, on the other, to "munim, 
"faithful ones" (Reider [1952], p. 124). 

With all these uncertainties the possible interpretations of the 
verse as a whole are almost endless. If it is antithetical, the tenses 
of the verbs (imperfect followed by perfect of 'ii.had - RSV has con
cealed that this is the same verb by rendering its two occurrences 
differently as perishes and comes to naught-) may be significant: 
whereas the hope of everyone will come to an end at death, the fate 
of the godless has already come upon them by retribution before their 
death. Perhaps the best solution, however, is to take the parallelism 
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as synonymous and to understand 'onim as meaning "riches", and 
so to render the whole verse with REB: 

When someone wicked dies, all his hopes perish, 
and any expectation of affluence ends. 

It then becomes a statement about expectations of wealth - that the 
wicked will not be allowed to succeed in their attempt to amass a 
fortune (compare 10:36, 286). 

8. The point of this proverb is the same as that of Ps. J: 15 

(Heb. 16); Prov. 26:27; 28: 10, where it is affirmed that the wicked 
will fall into the pit which they have dug to trap others. The situation 
is presented more vividly than in the generalities of such proverbs 
as v. 3: the first line emphasizes that the wicked comes close to 

success with his plot, since the righteous is in real danger of disaster 
(rarah, trouble) and has to be "snatched away" (~alo..r, niphal [RSV 
is delivered], a stronger verb than the hiuil of 10:2; 11:4, 6) at the 
last moment, while a corresponding disaster falls on the criminal. 
The proverb has been compared to 21:18 (sec below), in which the 
wicked becomes a "ransom" or substitute for the righteous; but this 
is probably to read too much into it. 

9-14. Plogcr comments that these verses form a group which is 
concerned with the relationship of the individual to the community 
as a whole rather tha_n simply with individuals and their dealings 
with other individuals (neighbour, vv. 9, 12; city, vv. 10-11; tale
bearer, v. 13; people, v. 14). However, the fact that two words for 
city (qiryah, qeret) arc used in two successive verses is a further indi
cation that these proverbs were composed separately and then linked 
together, if at all, by various formal or thematic features. The verb 
~lr (are delivered) both in v. 9 and v. 8, a word which occurs 
nowhere else in Proverbs, similarly forms a link between this group 
of verses and what precedes. 

9. the godless man: this word (Mnip) has the meaning "hypo
crite" in later Hebrew: sec Biihlmann, p. 296. would destroy: per
haps better, "can destroy". The proposed emendations referred to 
in BHS are unnecessary. The second line may mean either that the 
righteous can save themselves from such "destruction" (presum
ably of their reputation) by their wisdom (knowledge), or that 
those who possess such wisdom are able to rescue others from it 
(sec on I o: 14). A small community can be wrecked by unwise or 
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malicious speech, but peace can be preserved equally by judicious 
words (or by self-restraint). 

10-11. These two proverbs have clearly been grouped as a pair. 
(Lxx omits v. rnb, 11a, putting vv. ma, 11b together as a single 
proverb; but although this makes an adequate parallelism the omis
sion is probably accidental.) Both proverbs are concerned with the 
well-being of urban life; the only other references to cities in the 
sentence literature are I0:15; 16:32; 18:1 ,, 19; 21:22; 29:8, and of 
these only 29:8 has a literal sense. V. 11 may be regarded as a 
comment on v. IO in that it gives a reason for the reactions of the 
inhabitants stated there. There is also a connection between v. 1, b 
and v. 9a, both of which refer to the evil effects of the speech (mouth) 
of the wicked. 

ll. blessing: that is, prosperity. is exalted (tarum): this verb 
(rum), literally "to be high", can refer to enhanced status (Ps. 89:16 
[Heh. 17]; Isa. 52:13), and here may refer to that or to prosperity 
in general. However, Gemser, followed by van der Weiden, in view 
of is overthrown in the second line, proposes to repaint the word 
as tirom, which he takes to be a form of a verb rmm, "to build, build 
up" on the basis of Ugaritic and Arabic analogies. However this 
may be, the line means that a city shares in the good fortune of one 
of its inhabitants. 

12-14. There is an obvious affinity between vv. 12 and 13: both 
are concerned with the importance of self-restraint in speech and 
the destructive effects on the community of derogatory comments 
by individuals. Ploger also finds a connection between these two 
verses and v. 14, seeing the latter as stating in general terms the 
principle of the importance of communal consensus of which the 
former are illustrations. But there is also a connection with v. 1 I: 
vv. 11 and 14 are both concerned with the causes of the wellbeing 
and collapse of a community. 

12. belittles: this verb (bu;::_), generally rendered by "despise" 
(see 6:30), can also signify the verbal expression of contempt (com
pare 30: I 7; 2 Kg. 19:21 and Isa. 37:22, where it is associated with 
la'ag, "to mock"). In 14:21a in a similar line this behaviour is casti
gated not as foolish but as sinful. That it refers to speech and not 
to unexpressed contempt here is confirmed by the remains silent, 
referring to the man of understanding, in the second line. This 
silence, commended elsewhere in the sentence literature as the mark 
of a wise man, may here be due either to self-regarding caution or, 
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more probably in view of the other proverbs in this group, to a sense 
of responsibility towards the community. 

13. He who goes about as a talebearer (holek rakil): in all of 
the six occurrences of rakil in the Old Testament with one exception 
(Ezek. 22:9) it is associated with the verb halak, "go, walk" in the 
sense of going around. It appears to be an abstract noun used adver
bially (see GK 118q), and in each case denotes slander except possibly 
in Prov. 20:19a, which is almost identical with 11:13a and which 
may refer to non-malicious gossip or chatter. Here, where the phrase 
is contrasted with ne'man-rua4 (trustworthy in spirit) it could refer 
either to malicious or merely injudicious speech; but the general 
import of the verse is the same as that of v. 12: the responsible 
person keeps a thing hidden - that is, he keeps to himself any 
secrets or private information about other people which has come 
to his knowledge, in the interests of harmony within the community. 

14. The occurrence of the words 'am (a people), ffu'ah safety, 
sometimes used in the sense of military victory) andyo'¾ (counsel
lors) in this verse, together with the fact that in 24:6, whose second 
line is identical with the second line of this verse, there is a reference 
to waging war, has led some commentators to suppose that the verse 
presupposes an intimate knowledge of royal circles. But this is not 
so: indeed, its point would be so self-evident to members of those 
circles as to be entirely superfluous. It is rather an observation of 
persons remote from national affairs who have noted its truth and 
now apply it to their own, or indeed to any, situations. While the 
particular choice of words may be intended to advert to national 
policies, the keywords all have double or multiple meanings. 'am is 
a word of many meanings including "the common people" (Jer. 
21:7; Neh. 5:1), people in general (Gen. 50:20) and the inhabitants 
of a city (Gen. 19:4; 1 Sam. 9:13; Jer. 29:16) as well as "nation". 
t'su'ah, often "victory", is here correctly rendered by RSV by safety. 
yo'er, although it can mean "royal counsellor", also has the general 
sense of one who gives private advice (Prov. 12:20). On ta4bulot 
(guidance) see on 1 :5. The verse is thus of quite general application 
and appropriately rounds off this group of verses. 

15. See on 6: 1 -5 and especially 6: 1. This theme is peculiar to 
Proverbs (see also 17:18; 20:16; 22:26-7; 27:13). If, as is probable, 
stranger (zar) refers not to foreigners but to fellow-Israelites outside 
the family or the circle of intimates, the frequency of its occurrence 
in the sentence literature illustrates the economic insecurity of the 
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circles from which these proverbs come. Once in the hands or his 
creditors the debtor evidently had little chance or freeing himselr 
from his debt, and was likely to drag down his kindly guarantor 
into a similar predicament. This and other similar proverbs in no 
way contradict the expressions of approval of generosity found in 
such proverbs as vv. 24-5 below: generosity when one has the means 
to help those poorer than oneself is not the same thing as signing a 
blank cheque. 

will smart for it (ra'-yiroa'): that is, will suffer (from his generous 
impulse). ra' here should probably be repointed as the infinitive 
absolute roa'. he who hates: the verb fiini' here has a milder sense: 
to keep away from, to have nothing to do with. 

16. The point of this proverb is not immediately obvious, and 
some commentators (Wildeboer, Oesterley, Gemser, Ringgren) have 
concluded that there is a lacuna in the text here, and have preferred 
- at least in general terms - the longer Lxx text: 

A gracious wife brings glory to her husband, 
but a woman who hates righteousness is a throne (!) of dishonour. 
The slothful come to want, 
but the diligent support themselves with wealth. 

LXX thus has two proverbs here rather than one, each antithetical. 
However, other commentators, probably rightly, regard its 
additional lines as an attempt to make sense out ofa difficult Hebrew 
text. 

If MT represents the original Hebrew text, the main problem is to 
know where the essential antithesis is to be found. Is it between 
honour and riches (so REB, "a bold man gets only a fortune"), 
between men and women, or between gentle and violent ways of 
achieving one's ends? The problem is complicated by the fact that 
doubt has been thrown on the correctness of the translation violent 
men (Heb., plural, 'ari,rim) in the second line. Driver (Bihl 32 [1951], 
p. 180) argued that the word here means "vigorous" (so REE 
"bold"), while others propose, on the basis of Lxx, to emend it to 
Mrufim, "diligent". 

Of the various solutions proposed, two are perhaps the most 
plausible. One is that the proverb is concerned to state that gentle 
methods (such as those employed by a charming woman, 'ifet Mn) can 
achieve more than ruthlessness (or boldness, or diligence) because it 
is more important to acquire honour (kabod) than riches. Alterna-
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tivcly, the verse may be a simile, of the type in which the two 
elements arc not connected by the usual /( ("as" or "like") but are 
simply juxtaposed, being joined only by the simple w' (RSV and). 
This construction, the so-called waw adequaetionis ( GK 161 a), is 
especially characteristic of Job and Proverbs: compare Job s:7; 
14:11-12; Prov. 17:3; 2s:3; 26:3, 9, 14. The order in which the two 
elements, the thing compared and the thing with which it is com
pared, appear is variable. In this case the most probable rendering 
would be "As energetic men acquire riches, so a charming woman 
gains honour". If this is correct, the verse falls into the category of 
those proverbs (11:22; 12:4; 18:22; 19:13, 14; 21:9; 2y24; 27:15 -
and compare the longer poem 31: 10-3 1) which give advice of vari
ous kinds about the choice of a wife. It advocates the quality of 
charm, since a charming woman will be able to obtain an honour
able status for her family simply by being what she is, and so 
enhance what her husband can only obtain - that is, wealth - by 
hard work (so Ploger). This assessment offeminine charm was not, 
however, universally accepted: the author of 3I:10-31 preferred an 
intelligent and hardworking wife, and held that "charm (Mn) is 
deceitful, and beauty is vain". 

17. himself: the Hebrew uses two different words: nepeI and I"er. 
The first of these regularly has the meaning of "self"; the latter, 
elsewhere "body, flesh", appears here to be synonymous with it. 
The point of the proverb is that one's behaviour towards others, 
whether good or bad, has unintended or unexpected consequences 
for oneself. It may be interpreted simply as an assertion of the 
cenainty of eventual divine retribution; but it probably also 
expresses a belief that the effects of good and evil, once they are 
unleashed, cannot be confined or controlled. 

18-21. In a variety of ways each of these verses expresses an 
identical belief. In their present position they may all be regarded 
as expounding further the statements ofv. 17. Vv. 18, 19 & 21 define 
the "benefits himself" and the "hurts himself" of that verse in terms 
of a secure future, "life" and safety as opposed to disappointment, 
death and punishment respectively. V. 20 further interprets these 
as the consequence of pleasing or offending Yahweh. 

18. The thought closely resembles that ofv. 4. deceptive wages 
(p"ullat-Iii.qer): on the first of these words see on I o: 16. The second 
Word elsewhere, and almost always in Proverbs, denotes the telling 
ofa deliberate lie (e.g. 12:22). In 2s:14 it refers to the making ofa 
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false promise, and its meaning here is similar: the reward received 
by the wicked man is deceptive in that it is not what he had 
expected. 11 :4a puts the thought more precisely. 

There is a play on words here between feqer and feker in the second 
line: in contrast to the deceptiveness of the reward of the wicked, 
the righteous receives a feker (reward, literally "wages") which is 
"true" ( "'met, RSV sure), that is, genuine, or reliable. 

one who sows righteousness: a similar expression occurs in 
Hos. 10:12, where it refers to actions which will "reap the fruit" (of 
steadfast love). So here also the thought is of "reaping the harvest" 
of a virtuous life. 

19. He who is steadfast (kin): RSV, probably rightly, takes this 
word as an adjective. Elsewhere it frequently means "in the right" or 
"honest" (so frequently in Gen. 42). But "honest in righteousness" 
hardly makes sense; and RSV follows those commentators who take 
the word as derived - as an adjective or a participle - from kun, 
"to be firm". Other suggestions are less probable, and emendation, 
following Lxx, to ben (so, literally, "a son of righteousness") is 
unnecessary and problematical. 

20. The form of this verse is chiasmic. On abomination see on 
3:32; 6:16; on delight (rt4on) see on II:1. Men of perverse mind 
('iqq'fi-lib): other proverbs speak of perverse speech (e.g. 8:8) or 
way of life (2:15); but all actions, whether good or bad,· are the 
outward manifestations of the inner self, the heart (lib) or mind: 
compare ~•kam-lib, "wise of heart" (10:8); "lacking in mind" (6:32; 
rn: 1 3, 2 1 etc.). The consequences ofYahweh's approval or disfavour 
are made explicit in v. 21. 

21. Again the form is chiasmic. Be assured: literally, "hand to 
hand" (yad l'yad). The same expression, also followed by will not 
go unpunished, occurs in 16:5b. Ploger has pointed out that there 
as here the phrase yad l'yad is closely associated with "abomination 
to Yahweh" (there in the previous line, here in the preceding verse), 
a verbal association which may partly account for the association 
of the two verses here. Although it is generally agreed that the 
phraseyad l'yad expresses a strong asseveration perhaps derived from 
popular speech, its original significance is unknown. It may have 
been derived from a custom of sealing an agreement by striking 
hands together, also reflected in the expression taqa' kap (see on 6: 1 -
5). 

will not go unpunished (lo'-yinniiqeh): this verb is a forensic term 
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denoting acquittal, in this case presumably by Yahweh as judge, 
since being an evil man is hardly in itself an indictable offence 
in law. will he delivered: literally, "will escape", here from the 
punishment inflicted on the wicked. 

those who are righteous: the Hebrew has "the seed of the righ
teous" (zera' ~addiqim). The commentators are divided on the mean
ing of "seed" (zera') here. It is not clear that this word can mean a 
particular kind of person as RSV takes it. REB's "the righteous 
and all their descendants" almost certainly interprets the phrase 
correctly. If so, the verse may be making a further distinction 
between the fates of the wicked and the righteous: the family of the 
former will become extinct while the progeny of the latter will pros
per - compare Job 18:19; 21:19. 

22. This is a simple comparison, similar to v. 16 except that here 
the two elements are juxtaposed with no connecting particle at all 
(see again GK 161a - RSV's Like ... is is not expressed in the 
Hebrew). This rather crude proverb belongs to the category of those 
which purport to give advice about the choice of a wife - see on 
v. 16. That beauty is not a reliable guide in this matter agrees with 
31 :30 - except that the latter verse also dismisses charm; and indeed 
the whole of that poem (31: 10-31) might be seen as an extended 
commendation of a wife who has discretion. 

a gold ring: nose rings were items of feminine jewellery (Gen. 
24:4 7; Isa. 3:21; Ezek. 16: 12). without (sarat): literally, "turned 
away (from)" - a unique use of this verb. discretion (!a'am): liter
ally, "taste", that is, good taste; but the word is also used of good 
sense or judgement (Prov. 26:16; 1 Sam. 2s:33;Job 12:20). 

23-27. Ploger, perhaps not entirely convincingly, sees a connec
tion between these verses: vv. 24-6 extend the thought of vv. 23 
and 27 by illustrations showing that the righteous and the wicked 
receive their due rewards despite what might be expected from their 
actions. However this may be, there is no doubt that vv. 24-6 belong 
together: they all express the paradox that liberality will ultimately 
increase the wealth of the donor rather than decrease it, while mean
ness will lead to impoverishment. 

23. Compare 10:24, 28; 11:7. As there is no verb in the Hebrew, 
the first line could be rendered "The righteous desire only what is 
good" (so REB); but the parallelism demands a translation like that 
of RSV. good refers to the well being of the righteous, not of others. 
wrath ('ebrah): compare v. 4. No emendation is required. 
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24. This proverb points no explicit moral, but merely states 
observable facts, though it docs not claim that the instances which 
it gives are necessarily typical. In the Hebrew text One man and 
another are represented merely by "There is (one who) ... and 
( one who) ... ": in other words, such things do sometimes happen. 
McKanc points out that the proverb could be interpreted in strictly 
economic terms: "you have to speculate in order to accumulate"; 
but with other commentators he thinks it more likely that it is com
mending enlightened self-interest: "philanthropy is the best policy". 
The latter interpretation is made probable by the use of the verb 
pizzir (gives freely), which elsewhere generally means "scatter" in 
a general sense, but in Ps. I 12:9, the only other passage in which it 
refers to the spending of money, is associated with giving to the poor 
- compare Lk. 6:38. what he should give: literally, "what is due" 
or "proper" (yofer). 

25. This proverb in synonymous parallelism expresses the same 
thought as v. 24a. A liberal man (nepef-b'rakah): literally, "a 'soul' 
of blessing". b'rakah is here used in the sense of "gift" ( compare 
Gen. 33:11;Jos. 15:19; r Sam. 2y27 etc.), and nepefin the sense of 
"a person" (compare 19:15), that is, "anyone". will be enriched: 
literally, "will be made fat". The same meaning as here is found 
also in 1 3:4; 28:25. 

waters: this verb (the hiphil of rawah) occurs in a similar meta
phorical sense in Jer. 31:25. will ... be watered (yore'): this is 
probably to be understood as an anomalous form of the hophal of 
the same verb (see GK 69w). 

26. This verse has been placed here partly because of the word 
b'rakah (blessing), which occurs also in v. 25; but, more signifi
cantly, because it provides a concrete example of the liberality and 
meanness of which vv. 24 and 25 speak. The situation presupposed 
is that of a scarcity of food due to poor harvests, a not uncommon 
state of affairs which bore heavily on ordinary people. Of those 
well-to-do persons who have providently kept back and stored up 
part of their harvested grain in anticipation offuture shortages (com
pare the action of Joseph, on a national scale, in Gen. 41:48, 49), 
the profiteers refuse to sell to those in need knowing that the price 
will rise, and are cursed by the populace, while those who relieve 
distress by selling their goods without regard for personal gain will 
receive the people's blessing (compare Gen. 41:55-7). If the two 
verses (25 and 26) are taken together, the meaning of b'rakah in v. 25 
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("gift") is complemented in v. 26: "blessing" here is not just "good 
will" (as opposed to "curse" as an expression of hostility) but also 
includes the sense of material gain. The benefactor will receive a 
material "blessing" in the form of an even greater prosperity than 
before, as in v. 25. 

27. The first line of this verse can be interpreted in three ways: 
1. The person who diligently seeks good is thereby seeking God's 
favour (ra,ron): 2. he is seeking the good will of the community for 
himself; 3. he is seeking God's favour (ra,ron) - that is, prosperity 
- for the community. The first two of these interpretations imply 
self-seeking, and this hardly agrees with the general attitude of these 
proverbs. The third interpretation is tautologous, since good ((ob) 
must mean "what is good for others", and this has the same meaning 
as favour. It would be more in keeping with the attitude of this 
literature if it was said that the man who seeks good wins favour; 
and several commentators translate the verb in this way. But biqqef 
= "seek" cannot mean "win" or "obtain". Driver USS 12 [ 1967], 
p. 108), however, maintains that biqqef here is cognate with Akkad
ian baqafu which could permit the meaning "win". If this proposal 
is not accepted the line remains obscure. evil (ra'ah): i.e., misfortune; 
but there is a double meaning here: it clearly refers back to ra'ah, 
now having the other sense of moral evil, which such a person com
mits (Heh. doref, "pursues" [RSV searches for]. 

28. This verse is not concerned with dishonestly acquired wealth 
like 10:2 and 11 :4, nor with the ephemeral nature of wealth as in 
27:24; equally, it expresses no disapproval of wealth in itself. It is 
rather a general warning to those who possess it that it is sinful to 
rely on it as a protection against future disaster. The proverb should 
be understood in the light of those ( 16:20; 28:25; 29:25) which stress 
that it is in God that one should put one's trust. Those who forget 
this and so put God in second place are here seen as having placed 
themselves outside the category of the righteous, and will suffer 
the consequences of their apostasy. 

will wither: RSV appears to have followed those commentators 
who emend yippol, "will fall" (found in 11 :5, 14 and elsewhere in 
Proverbs) to yibbol. Although this would match the language of Ps. 
1 :3, where the righteous is compared to a tree whose "leaf does not 
wither", making a good parallel between the two lines, this emen
dation, which is not supported by the Versions, is hardly necessary. 
The simile in the second line (will flourish like a green leaf) is 
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found not only in Ps. 1:3 but also in Ps. 92:12-14 (Heh. 13-15) 
and elsewhere. 

29. This proverb in synonymous parallelism is probably to be 
classed among those which speak of the fate of those who fail, in 
various ways, to manage their affairs competently, for example, 10:4; 
12: 11, 24; 17:2; 18:9; 21: 17. He who troubles his household (liter
ally, "his house", meaning his personal property - compare Gen. 
39:4, 5): the same phrase occurs in 15:27 of dishonest persons; but 
the verb ( 'akar) does not necessarily have such an implication here, 
where the second line shows that the reference is to a fool rather 
than a rogue. Such a person will inherit wind, that is, will find 
that he is insolvent, and so will be reduced to becoming the slave 
( 'ebed, RSV servant) of his more prudent Wkam-leb, RSV wise) credi
tor when he is unable to pay his debts. Such a situation is widely 
attested in the Old Testament; (in Proverbs, compare 22:7). The 
verse illustrates the precarious situation of the social class from 
which these proverbs come. It does not specify any of the possible 
ways in which a person might "trouble" or injure his economic 
situation through his own fault. There is an interesting reversal of 
the situation in 1 7:2, where a clever slave can contrive to get part 
of a property into his own hands. 

30. This verse is difficult to interpret. Most commentators, fol
lowed by RSV, emend the Hebrew !J,akam, "a wise man", in the 
second line to !J,amas, "violence" (lawlessness) which may have 
been the reading of LXX. If the Hebrew text is correct, the line makes 
sense only if Loqea!J, n'piilot (takes away lives) means "wins lives" 
(so Delitzsch). But it is doubtful whether the verb laqa!J, can have 
this meaning, whereas laqa!J, nepef occurs in Ps. 31: 13 (Heh. 14) in 
the sense of "take away life", that is, "murder". But in any case 
the parallelism is weak (it should be noted that life and lives are 
different words in the Hebrew). 

The first line has its own difficulties: to call a fruit a tree makes 
no sense, and a proposed emendation of raddiq (righteous) to redeq 
("righteousness") does not solve the problem. Possibly tree of life 
( if that is the meaning of the phrase - see on 3: 1 8 and corn pare I 3: 1 2; 
1 y4) had become a stereotyped expression whose original meaning 
was no longer remembered. 

31. The a fortiori argument (If ... how much more ... !) is 
used several times in these proverbs (compare 15:11; 17:7; 19:7, 1o; 
21 :27). But if RSV's translation is correct, there is no such argument 
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here, since the belief that people get what they deserve in the world 
applies equally to the righteous and the wicked: the fate of the latter 
is not more certain than that of the former. The how much more 
( 'ap ki) is then no more than a rhetorical device to add emphasis to 
the statement of the second line. There is, however, another way of 
understanding the proverb. The verb fillem (here in the passive, is 
requited) may be intended in a negative sense with regard to both 
lines: if even the righteous must pay for their moral lapses, the 
wicked will have even less chance of escaping due retribution. That 
the righteous have imperfections is admittedly contrary to the gen
eral belief expressed in these proverbs, but it corresponds to the 
assertion in Ee. 7:20 that "Surely there is not a righteous man on 
earth who does good and never sins", and may receive some support 
in Proverbs from 25:26. If this is the correct interpretation of the 
verse, it may be regarded as a theological correction of v. 30 and 
perhaps of the attitude of these proverbs in general. It has been 
suggested that I Pet. 4: 18 is a deliberate interpretation of the verse 
in this sense (see Toy and Ploger). 

on earth: this phrase can also be rendered "in the land" 
( compare 2:2 1, 22; 10:30). It does not imply a doctrine of eternal 
punishment for the wicked as suggested by Dahood. Some com
mentators regard the phrase here as otiose, and propose various 
emendations, partly on the basis of Lxx and I Pet. 4: 18 (see Barr, 
1975, pp. 149-64). But more probably it should be taken with 
righteous: it is "the righteous in the land" who is the subject 
of the verb; compare "the affiicted in the land", Ps. 76:9 (Heh. 10) 
and elsewhere. 

CHAPTER I 2 

In this chapter almost every verse is in antithetical parallelism, 
the exceptions being v. g (Better is . .. ) and v. 14 (synonymous 
parallelism). Once again proverbs contrasting the righteous with 
the wicked - expressed in a variety of terms - predominate over 
those concerning the wise and foolish; among the latter are three 
about diligence and laziness (vv. 11, 24, 27). There are two refer
ences to Yahweh as granting favour (riiron, favour, v. 2; delight, 
v. 22) to the good or faithful and correspondingly condemning their 



I C)O PROVERBS 12:1-28 

opposites; the latter of these employs the phrase an abomination 
to the Lord already noted in 11: 1, 20. There is one reference to 
women (v. 4) which belongs to the category of proverbs which prof
fer advice to men about the choice of a wife. 

The chapter contains only one clearly defined extended thematic 
group: vv. 14-25 arc almost all concerned in various ways with the 
use of speech. 

I. Like chapters IO and 13 this chapter begins with a general 
statement about the importance of acquiring and living by the 
accepted norms of society as laid down especially by parents though 
also obtainable from other "wise" persons. This ordering of initial 
verses is unlikely to be unintentional: it is one of the many indi
cations of an editorial shaping of the material. discipline (mustir): 
this is the same word as that rendered in RSV in 1 :2, 8; 1o:17 and 
elserwhere by "instruction". The first line, with its repetition of 
loves ( 'ohib), gives the impression of having once been a popular 
or pedagogical saying. It would be possible to translate the first line 
by "He who loves knowledge loves discipline" (or "instruction"), 
and this would give a slightly better sense: if one wishes to acquire 
knowledge one must recognize the desirability of undergoing instruc
tion. The second line could also be reversed; but it gives a better 
sense if left as in RSV (where it gives the verse a chiastic form). If 
one must undergo instruction in order to acquire knowledge, then 
to refuse reproof ( = instruction) is the mark of an excessively stupid 
person. knowledge (da'at) here, as in 1 :7; 11 :9, is equivalent to 
wisdom; and it may be presumed that the editor who placed the 
verse here intended the reader to sec the verses which follow as 
constituting the contents of such knowledge. 

stupid: this word (ba 'ar) occurs only five times in the Old Testa
ment: here, in 30:2 and in the "wisdom psalms", Ps. 49: IO (Heb. 11 ); 
73:22; 92:6 (Heh. 7). It is thus peculiar to the wisdom literature. It 
is cognate with b''ir, "cattle". and in Ps. 73:22 it is parallel to b'himot, 
"cattle". It thus signifies a person of extremely dull intelligence. 

2. obtains favour from the Lord: this line is virtually identical 
with 8:35b, which is an interpolation made in order to identify the 
gifts of Wisdom with those conferred by Yahweh. Somewhat simi
larly this verse seems to be intended as an interpretation of the verse 
which follows, making it clear that it is the approval or condem
nation of Yahweh which lies behind the process of retribution. On 
favour (rtifon) see on 11:1; on evil devices (m'zimmot) see on 1:4. 
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condemns: this verb (hirfia') is properly ajuristic term, but is here 
used in a general sense. 

3. The sentiment expressed in this verse is repeated many times 
in these proverbs, and the language used is conventional. The phrase 
bal-yimmo/ (will never be moved- but the Hebrew has "not" rather 
than "never") occurs also in the similar 10:30, and the root of the 
righteous again in 12: 12. established: literally, "made firm", in 
contrast with the verb in the second line. These are "conven
tionalized metaphors" (sec Watson, p. 264) or cliches. There is no 
real intention to see the fates of righteous and wicked respectively 
in terms of a vigorous tree or plant or of one which has been weak
ened by transplanting or uprooting. Thus in v. 1 2 the same word 
root is used probably to denote stability without any corresponding 
plant metaphor in the parallel line. 

4. This proverb, like others in the book ( see on 1 1: 16) is con
cerned with the importance of choosing a suitable wife. The phrase 
'efet-4ayil (A good wife) is the same as that applied to the wife 
whose virtues are extolled in detail in 3 1: 10-3 1. The meaning of 4ayil 
as applied to a wife has been variously understood. 4ayil, perhaps 
primarily "strength", has a wide range of meanings in the Old 
Testament. In 31: 10-31 the main activities of the 'ifet-4ayil suggest 
the meaning "capability" or "efficiency"; but as here the emphasis 
is on her value as a wife: she loyally brings her husband both wealth 
and public esteem. This is strongly emphasized here both by the 
word crown and by the contrast with a wife who brings shame. 
The crown ("'/arah), properly the symbol of royalty, is used here, 
as often, figuratively of that which confers honour or esteem on a 
person: compare 14:24; 16:31; 17:6. rottenness in his bones: a 
modern equivalent expression might be "a cancer" - some disease 
which progressively saps a person's vitality. 

5-7. These verses in their present arrangement form a logical 
progression. They are all concerned with the righteous (~addiqim) 
or upright (y'farim) and the wicked (r'fa'im), first with their thoughts 
or intentions (v. 5), then with the expression of those thoughts in 
action ( v. 6) and finally with the consequences of those actions ( v. 7). 

5. No distinction is intended here between mafs'bot, thoughts and 
ta4biilot, counsels. Both denote the forming of concrete plans. ta4bii
lot, which in 1 1: 14; 20: 18; 24:6 refers to corporate planning carried 
out by a group in order to ensure success, here probably denotes 
the forming of plans by individuals for their own ends ( compare 
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1 : 5: Job 3 7: 1 2). It is therefore not correct, as many commentators 
maintain, to speak of its being used, only here in Proverbs, in a 
"bad" sense. It is an ethically neutral term. The point of the verse 
is similar to that of Mt. 7:16-20: "By their fruits you shall know 
them" (Toy). 

6. It is not specified in what way the wicked can kill, or how the 
righteous can save by the use of words, but it is not difficult to 
envisage such situations, for example in a criminal trial. lie in wait: -
literally, "are a lying in wait". Almost the same expression is used in 
1: 1 1, though the reference there is to physical violence. As in 1: 11 there 
is no justification for emending dam, blood to tam, "the innocent". dam 
is a term closely associated with violent death (see, for example, 1 Kg. 
2:9) and also with the death penalty (Ezek. 18:13; 33:4). 

delivers men: the Hebrew has "them" (verbal suffix). This can 
hardly refer back either to the wicked or the righteous, and there is 
no other antecedent. RSV takes the suffix as having an impersonal 
sense; others omit it as a scribal error. 

Biihlmann (p. 299) draws attention to the effective use of allitera
tion in this verse: rf'_ym/yirm (wicked/upright) and dbry/'rb-dm 
( words/lie in wait). 

7. are overthrown: on this use of the infinitive absolute see GK 
113ff. the house of the righteous: see on 10:25. The two verses 
make the same point. Whether house here refers to the physical 
home (compare Job 8:15) of the righteous or to his family and 
descendants, this proverb, like many in these chapters, probably 
reflects the harsh economic conditions of agricultural life in which 
total disaster - loss of house and land and a fall into destitution and 
possibly slavery - was a daily possibility. will stand (ya'"mod): that 
is, stand firm when disaster threatens. 

8-9. Ploger finds here a loose arrangement of proverbs extending 
from v. 8 to v. 11, seeing vv. 9-11 as illustrations of a general 
principle enunciated in v. 8. However this may be, there is certainly 
such a link between vv. 8 and 9. 

8. good sense: on the meanings of this word (fikellsekel) see on 
3+ Its meaning here is the same as in the similar proverb 13: 15. 
is commended, is despised: that is, by the other members of the 
community. To stand well with one's fellows was of particular 
importance in Israelite society (compare 31:23). 

one of perverse mind (na'awih lib): some commentators emend 
the first of these words, on the basis of Lxx, to na '"bih which, they 
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claim, means "stupid" or "thick-witted", on the grounds that it 
makes a better contrast with good sense. But there are several 
objections to this. na'"beh itsetr is suspect, being a dubious form of 
a verb occurring only twice in the Old Testament, where it means 
"to be fat" rather than "to be stupid". It is best to retain MT, 

especially since this verb ( 'iiwiih, niphal) elsewhere (Ps. 38:6 
[Heb. 7 ]; Isa. 21 :3) appears to denote a state of confusion rather 
than of perversity. 

9. Better is: that is, "It is better to be ... ". who works for 
himself (w''ebed lo): the most obvious meaning of this phrase is 
"who has a slave". Most commentators have accepted this, seeing 
the significance of the phrase to lie in the use of the singular 'ebed 
rather than the plural: in other words, the possession of only one 
servant is a mark of a modest standard of living, contrasted with 
that of the person who plays the great man. This view is probably 
correct. RSV and some other modern translations, however, have 
accepted the proposal to repoint the noun 'ebed to some form of the 
verb 'ii.bad "to work": "Better is one who ... works for himself" 
(REB "earns one's living"). Ringgren retains MT, but nevertheless 
interprets the phrase in the same way: "one who is his own slave"; 
this interpretation, however, is linguistically dubious (see Delitzsch). 
The general meaning of the proverb is not affected. It reflects the 
prudent attitude of persons of small means, and suggests that one 
should be content with one's lot (compare 1y16, 17; 16:8; 17:1; 19:1; 
28:6). The portrait in the second line of the man who tries to impress 
others with his social prestige while actually starving at home is a 
deliberate caricature but an effective one. 

10. This proverb appears to be concerned with a fundamental 
psychological contrast between two human types: the righteous 
man's nature is spontaneous and outgoing, knowing no bounds and 
overflowing even into the consideration with which he treats his 
livestock, while that of the wicked man is grudging; even when, 
uncharacteristically, he attempts to do a kindness (ra~"mim, RSV 
mercy), his cruel instincts hold him back. nepei, life, should per
haps be rendered "feelings". Consideration for the needs and well
being of animals is prescribed in the laws of the Old Testament 
(e.g. in Exod. 23: 12) and elsewhere, but most notably in Dt. 25+ 

11. This verse is identical with 28:19 except that the latter ends 
with "will have plenty of poverty" rather than has no sense. The 
inclusion of virtually identical proverbs in two quite separate collec-
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tions supports the view that there was a common stock of proverbs 
on which the editors of the different collections were able to draw· 
it also shows that these could exist in variant forms. The proverb 
is one of many which warn the small farmer about the absolute 
necessity of constant hard work. The phrase will have plenty of 
bread links the verse with v. 9, and the agricultural theme links it 
with v. JO and also perhaps with vv. 8 and 9 (see above on 12:8-

9). 
12. It is generally agreed that the text of this verse is seriously 

corrupt, especially the first line. RSV's translation is based on a 
heavily emended text. The best clue to its original sense is the phrase 
the root of the righteous in the second line. This phrase occurs 
also in v. 3, where the accompanying verb is "will not be moved". 
This has suggested the emendation of the meaningless yittin, "will 
give", to (b')'itii.m, "(is) enduring" (RSV stands firm); an emen
dation suggested by Lxx. If this is accepted, parallelism would sug
gest that the first line, which in MT is unintelligible, originally made 
a statement about the discomfiture of the wicked. On some of the 
numerous proposals for emendation to give the line such a meaning 
see BHS and McKane. 

13-23. The importance attached by ordinary people in Israel -
and in the ancient Near East generally - to the spoken word both 
in its consequences and in its revelati9n of character is well illus
trated in this group of proverbs, which cover a wide range of circum
stances. Speech is seen here as capable of producing important 
consequences both desirable and undesirable both for the speaker 
and for those to whom he speaks; and it also provides a means by 
which one can discern the underlying goodness, wickedness, 
common sense or folly of the speaker. (See Biihlmann, especially 
pp. 326-30.) 

13. The first line of this verse, b'pefa' f'pii.tayim moqif ra', has been 
interpreted in three quite different ways. I. RSV, following several 
commentators, assumes that moqif rii.' means "(there is) a snare for 
the wicked" (or, more probably, repaints or emends the noun moqif 
as a passive verb). The proverb then states the principle of retri
bution: the slanderer or deceiver gets what he deserves, but the 
righteous (presumably because his words are honest and true) can 
talk himself out of trouble. 2. On the other hand, McKane, on the 
analogy of 11 :9, takes moqif ra' as a subjective genitive: the snare is 
set by the wicked for others and takes the form of malicious speech, 
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by which, however, the righteous are not affected. 3. A third 
interpretation of moqef rii' is to take it as meaning "an evil snare" 
(Scott, Barucq, Biihlmann [p. 302], Ploger). The "evil man" (rii') 
of the other translations thus disappears from the verse altogether. 
pefa' f'piitayim (RSV the transgression of his lips) then becomes 
no more than "a slip of the tongue", and the meaning of the proverb 
is that although a slip of the tongue (which may be committed by 
anyone) can lead to disaster, the righteous person will be able to 
talk himself out of its unfortunate consequences. But it is doubtful 
whether pefa' can have such a weak meaning. Of the other two 
interpretations, either provides a satisfactory parallelism, and RSV 
may be right. 

14. The first line of this verse in its present position carries the 
thought of v. 13b a further stage: by choosing one's words one can 
not only extricate oneself from trouble, but can achieve material 
prosperity. The second line appears to add the somewhat trite com
ment that this is also true of one's actions; but it may be that the 
whole verse is a comparative sentence (see on 11: 16, 22) intended 
to make the point that words can be as effective as deeds. (LJ(X in 
the second line has "lips" instead of hand, but although this reading 
creates a neat parallelism its very smoothness invites suspicion.) 
The first line may originally have been an independent saying com
plete in itself: it recurs with variants in 13:2 and 18:20, but with 
quite different second lines. See further on 18:20. 

From the fruit of his words: literally, "of his mouth". The 
Hebrew is alliterative: mipp'ri pi). fruit: see on 1: 31; 8: 1 g. is satisfied 
with good: "good" here (lob) denotes material sufficiency or even 
wealth: compare 13:2, "eats good". The second line (tmuly'de-'iidiim 
yiifub lo, literally, "the reward of a man's hands ... ") means that a 
man will receive a reward - whether good or bad - corresponding 
to his actions. The meaning of tmul . . . yiifub (literally, "the reward 
will return") is well illustrated in Ob. 15, where it is paralleled by 
"As you have done, it shall be done to you". comes back: Kethib 
yiifub is to be preferred to Qere'syafib, "brings back", with Yahweh 
assumed to be the subject. 

15-16. These two proverbs are linked not only by the recurrence 
of "wil, fool, but also by their theme. The general characterization 
of the fool as being so sure that he is right that he refuses to take 
advice like a sensible person (v. 15) is followed (v. 16) by a concrete 
example: the fool is not only quick to take offence, but also quick 
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to show it in public, whilc a S('llsiblc person if he is insulted refuses 
to be provoked and plays the situation down. The meaning of the 
second line is perhaps brought out more clearly if l}iikiim (a wise 
man) and 'an'i,m (the prudent man) arc taken as the predicates 
rather than the subjects: "but he who listens to advice is wise"; 
"but he who ignores an insult is prudent". 

15. listens to advice: Proverbs as a whole and also the Egyptian 
wisdom literature regard "hearing" (that is, paying attention) and 
"speaking" as equally important for the properly conducted person. 
Only by such listening can one become wise (cf. 1:2-5) and so be 
saved from precipitate and foolish behaviour. 

16. vexation: that is, anger when provoked: compare Ee. T9• at 
once: literally, "on the (same) day". is known: MT has, literally, 
"(As for) the fool, his vexation is known". LXX and some other 
Versions have "A fool declares his anger". This may presuppose a 
different vocalization, and may be correct, but MT is not impossible. 
The general sense is not affected. ignores: the Hebrew has "con
ceals": compare v. 23. prudent ('arum): rather, "clever" or 
"shrewd". The word is used in a bad sense in Gen. 3: 1 (RSV 
"subtle"), but in Proverbs it always has a morally neutral sense, 
being contrasted with "simple" or "fool". insult: properly 
"humiliation". 

17. The meaning of this verse may not be as trite as first appears. 
The situation envisaged is that of legal testimony, as is shown not 
only by the word 'id, witness, in the second line, but also by the 
verbyiipia~ (speaks) in the first. In Proverbs this verb is used several 
times (6: 19; 14:5, 25; 19:5, 9) of giving legal testimony. RSV's honest 
evidence, however, may misrepresent what is intended by the 
Hebrew, which has the single word redeq, here probably "justice". 
Thus the truthful witness proclaims (yaggid, RSV gives) the principle 
of justice, which is the very basis of Israel's claim "to inherit the 
land which Yahweh your God gives you" (Dt. 16:20), whereas 
deceit (mirmiih) is elsewhere ( r 1: 1) singled out as "an abomination 
to Yahweh". On the frequent use of the theme see on 19:5. 

18. There is: sec on 11 :24. This proverb is concerned with 
thoughtless words which may cause trouble in the community which 
only the tactful intervention of the wise can put right. Its placing 
between two verses about lying may be intended to emphasize the 
fact that inconsidcred remarks can be as destructive of social har
mony as malicious lies. 
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19. Truthful lips: the Hebrew has the singular, literally "lip of 
truth" (f'pat "met). The line becomes less strange when it is realized 
not only that "lip", like "mouth" and "tongue", simply means 
"speech" or "language", but also that "met has a far deeper meaning 
than simply "truth" as opposed to "lies" ( compare Jedeq in v. '7). 
It implies such qualities as durability, permanence and reliability. 
Speech which has this quality will endure (literally, "will be estab
lished") for ever because it will be found to be reliable, in contrast 
with the lying tongue (compare v. 22) which may deceive for a 
moment but cannot prevail when put to the test. 

There is a play on words here: la'ad (for ever) is immediately 
followed in the second line by uf'ad (but for). 

20. There is no clear antithesis between the lines of this verse 
unless Deceit here means "self-deceit", a solution which is accepted 
by Gemser, Scott and McKane. If this is correct, the verse means 
that those who hatch schemes to harm others find that they have 
harmed only themselves (in the heart), while those who plan for 
the common good (yii'"Je Ialom, RSV plan good) find due satisfaction. 

22. Compare v. 19, on which this may be a comment. As in 
11: I ,20, to ebah (abomination) and r¾on (delight) express the oppo
site poles ofYahweh's assessment. act faithfully ('iife "munah): this 
noun ( "munah) is the same as that rendered by "the truth" in v. 17; 
and, in view of the contrast with the first line, probably refers pri
marily to speech. 

23. prudent ('arum): see on v. 16. conceals his knowledge: this 
proverb, like I o: 14, 19, belongs to the category of proverbs which 
deal with the art of knowing when to keep silent. 

24. The respective consequences of industry and idleness (com
pare 10:4, 5; 12: 1 1 and other proverbs in these chapters) are here set 
out forcefully in hyperbolic language. forced labour (mas) always 
denotes a particularly oppressive form of slavery reminiscent of the 
oppression of the Israelites in Egypt (Gen. 49:15; Exod. 1:11) and 
of the oppressive policies of Solomon ( 1 Kg. s= 1 3 [Heb. 28]). It is 
never used of private or domestic slavery. Here it stands for the 
ultimate in human wretchedness, but is clearly not intended to be 
taken literally. The same is true of the verb mafal (rule), which 
denotes the wielding of absolute power, equally unrealistic in the 
present context. 

25. In view of the uncertainty of life for the Israelite farmer, it 
is not surprising to find references to Anxiety or fear for the future 
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(also in 1y 13; 1 r22), despite the many assurances of other proverbs 
that the righteous, the wise and the diligent need have no such fears. 
The proverb is also interesting for its concern with the psychological 
state of the individual; but its main point is to be found in the second 
line. which is a further testimony to the power of speech and the 
way in which it can change a situation. good (lob) in this context 
may simply mean "kindly", but more probably means "reassuring" 
or "encouraging" (compare 1y23, 30; 2y25). weighs him down: 
that is, depresses him. 

The verse contains two grammatical anomalies: d"agah (Anxi
ety), a feminine noun, has a masculine verb; and both verbs have 
feminine instead of masculine suffixes ("her" instead of him). For 
possible explanations see Ploger. 

26. The first line of this verse is seriously corrupt and no satisfac
tory solution has been found despite many attempts to emend it or 
to make sense of it as it stands. None of these has succeeded in 
finding a tolerable parallelism with the second line, and all are 
unsatisfactory in one way or another. A literal translation of the 
first line (yatir miri'ihu Iaddiq) could be "A righteous man seeks out 
(or, 'spies out') his neighbour". RSV probably reads yasur mira'ah 
~addiq. Among other proposals, Barucq and McKane retain MT, 

takingyatir to mean "shows the way to"; Ploger has "the righteous 
looks for his pasture" (ya{ier mir'ihu); Emerton (ZAW 76 [1964), 
pp. 191-192) "the righteous is freed from evil" (yuttarmira'ahiaddiq). 

27. The general sense of this proverb is clear, al though there are 
difficulties in the Hebrew text. The first line may have originally 
been a popular saying like "The early bird catches the worm". But 
the verb rendered catch in RSV - ~arak - occurs nowhere else in the 
Old Testament, and its meaning is not clear. In modern Hebrew it 
can mean "to roast", and mediaeval Jewish commentators took it 
in this sense; but earlier post-biblical Hebrew and Aramaic attest 
for it only the meaning of "singe" or "char", not in a culinary sense. 
Lxx, however, has "catch", which Gemser and others have taken to 
be a translation of yadnk (hiphil of drk), which seems to have this 
meaning ("obtain") in the Hebrew text of Sir. 15: 1, 7. One of several 
other suggestions is that the verb is cognate with an Arabic verb 
meaning "to set in motion": so REB "put up (game)", a term used 
in hunting. 

28. This proverb employs the imagery of the two ways found 
elsewhere in Proverbs: see on 2: 12. On life and death sec on 2: 18-
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19; 5:5 and compare 11:19; 13:14; 14:27; 18:21. As with verse 27 the 
general sense is clear, but there is a textual problem in the second 
line, where the Hebrew has "but the way of the path (n'tibah) (leads) 
to death". Most commentators agree that n'tibii,h is a textual error. 
The antithetical parallelism requires a word which makes a contrast 
with tdaqah, righteousness; but it is not clear what this may have 
been. nit'ab, "abominable", is a common suggestion; Gemser and 
others propose m'fubah, "apostasy", literally "turning away" - that 
is, from righteousness. Tournay, (RB 69 [1962,], pp. 495-7) sug
gested p'ti ba', which would produce the line "and the path of folly 
leads to death"; but this produces a weakened parallelism. 

One other proposal requires mention. Dahood, who against the 
view of most scholars found a number of allusions to life after death 
in Proverbs, noted that the word generally rendered to in the second 
line is not the usual 'el but the negative particle 'al, and rendered 
the final phrase 'al-mawet by "immortality" (literally, "not-death"). 
The proverb would then be an example of synonymous parallelism: 
"And the treading of her path is immortality". This, however, 
involves both lexicographical and grammatical difficulties. In fact 
many MSS (but not MT) read 'el. (It has been suggested that the 
reading 'al was a theological interpretation of the verse by a later 
scribe.) 

Like 10: 1, which it resembles, 13: 1 has the marks of a new begin
ning, and the present verse ( 12:28) may be regarded as a general 
conclusion to the chapter or at least to the preceding group of verses. 
(So Delitzsch, who regarded it as the conclusion to the whole preced
ing section 10:1-12:28.) 

CHAPTER 13 

Like I o: 1, the very similar 13: 1 may mark the beginning of an origin
ally distinct collection intended to function as instruction. Delitzsch 
regarded it as the beginning of a section ending with Is: 19. But 14: 1 

also clearly marks a new beginning. Throughout the present chapter 
there are warnings about the need to follow the advice or instruction 
of the teacher or of persons known for their wisdom. V. 1 sets the 
tone with a proverb about the wise and obedient child, and this is 
complemented in the penultimate verse (24) which explains how 
such wisdom and obedience can be achieved. Vv. 10, 13-14, 18 and 
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:20 all build on this theme, leaving it to be understood that the need 
for instruction and advice is not confined to children. This basic 
theme is then developed in various ways in many of the other verses. 
\\·. 2-3 take up from v. I the topic of wise speech, and vv. 12-19 
form a group of proverbs related in various ways to the main theme 
( see below). 

Some smaller groups are linked together in other ways: vv. 2-4 
and 21 -2 have common elements of vocabulary; v. 6 looks like a 
comment on v. 5; vv. 7-8 both have a paradoxical character. Other 
topics - indolence, wisdom and folly, individual psychology - are 
familiar from earlier chapters. There are no references to Yahweh 
( though see on v. 2 1) and none to women. 

The lack of a comprehensive structure and the presence of unre
lated verses show that as in the chapters already considered the 
present arrangement is editorial and not authorial. 

I. In the Hebrew text the first line of this verse has no verb. It 
reads "A wise son (is) a father's instruction (musar 'ab)". (The vari
ant reading of a single MS cited in BHS does not necessarily point 
to the original reading, nor do the readings of the Versions referred 
to there.) Almost all commentators have recognized that the text is 
corrupt. RSV has adopted the view that the verb hears (yifma') has 
dropped out, although its inclusion would make an exceptionally 
long line. Others have suggested that musar has been substituted for 

yifma', perhaps because a copyist had the phrase musar 'ab in mind 
from 4: 1 ( compare also 1 :8). The line would then have read "A wise 
son listens to (his) father". An alternative proposal is 'ahib or 'ohib, 
"loves" (the phrase 'ohib da'at, "loves knowledge", occurs in 12:1). 
Driver UTS 41 [1940], p. 174) suggested a slight emendation of 
musar to m'yussar, "is disciplined (by)". Whatever may be the true 
solution, the general sense of the verse is clear, and there is a reason
able parallelism, although a phrase like "a foolish son" such as 
occurs in the comparable rn: 1 might have been expected in the 
second line. On scoffer (li.r) see on 1:22. 

2-4. Ifvv. 1-3 arc linked by a common topic, vv. 2-4 are linked 
by the common word nepef; but this word does not have the same 
meaning in each case (see below), and the link is purely formal or 
external. There is no thematic connection between verses 3 and 4· 

2. a good man: the Hebrew speaks only of "a man" ('if), and 
the line is a variant of 1 2: 14a ( which has "is satisfied with" rather 
than eats) and also, somewhat more remotely, of 18:2oa. See on 
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12: 14. RSV's addition of the adjective good qualifying man consti
tutes an interpretation of the Hebrew rather than a translation; and 
although this interpretation has a long ancestry, Emerton UTS NS 
35, 1984, pp. 91-5) rightly takes RSV to task for introducing it. 
Emerton sees no need for emendation, and renders the line by "From 
the fruit of a man's lips he may eat good" - that is, "every man has 
a chance of eating good as a result of his words". This provides a 
contrasting parallel with the second line, which then refers to a 
certain kind of person (the treacherous) who is set on the opposite 
course. Lxx's "A good man shall eat of the fruits of righteousness" 
probably took the word tob (good) at the end of the line as the subject 
of the sentence and probably read mifpa{, "righteousness" instead 
ofpi-'if (RSV mouth and man); but there is no reason to prefer LXX 

to MT. See further on 18:20. 
The second line may mean that the desire (nepef) of the 

treacherous - that is, their evil intentions - is turned to violence 
against themselves (the Hebrew has simply "(is) violence") 
(compare 12:14b). This would give an even better parallel to the 
verse. 

3. Compare 10:14, 19, 21; 18:7; 21:23. nepefhere (life) is used in 
a quite different sense from its meaning in v. 2. 

4. This is yet another proverb contrasting the fate of the indolent 
( 'a,ril) with that of the diligent (Mn4). nepef (soul) here means 
"appetite" in a literal sense ( the lazy starve, the diligent have plenty 
to eat). Both types of person have appetites, but in the case of the 
lazy one indolence wins. and gets nothing: the Hebrew has simply 
"and - nothing". The small farmer has literally nothing to fall back 
on ifhe fails to produce his own food. is richly supplied (t'duJfan); 
see on 11 :25. 

In the first line the Hebrew has napfo, ostensibly "his nepef," where 
the construct form nepef (with no suffix) would be expected. The form 
has been explained as an anticipatory suffix as found in Aramaic, or 
as the survival ofan archaic nominative (see GK 90k, o); but it may 
be simply due to scribal error. 

5. Further characteristics of the righteous and the wicked are 
stated here. d'bar-feqer (falsehood): literally, "a word of deceit", in 
other words, a lie. The other main meaning of dabar, that is, "thing, 
matter", is less probable here than "word". (Compare a similar 
expression in Ps. 1 o 1: 7). acts shamefully and disgracefully (yab 'if 
w'ya4pir): this juxtaposition of two virtually synonymous words 
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(compare 19:26) is presumably intended for emphasis, but may be 
a colloquialism like the French "une honte et un scandale". yab'ff 
(hiphil of ba'aJ, literally, "to stink") may be an internally intransitive 
hiphil (sec GK 53f). It is used metaphorically: "behaves olTen
sively''. Some commentators, however, regard the word as an error 
for yabii, the hiphil of bof, "to be ashamed", which occurs several 
times in Proverbs and is combined with the same word as here in 
19:26. The meaning is hardly alTected. 

6. This verse may be intended to constitute a comment on v. S: 
both the righteous and the wicked respectively reap the fruits of 
their own conduct. Righteousness (tdaqah) and sin (/JatWt) appear 
to be personified (compare Gen. 4:7, "sin is crouching at the door") 
and are represented as able to protect or to overthrow a person. In 
the second line the Hebrew has an abstract noun, rif'ah, rather than 
the concrete the wicked, so it would be possible to take this as the 
subject of the sentence: REB has "but wickedness brings sinners 
down". him whose way is upright (tam-darek): literally, "the 
blameless of way"; compare the similar phrase in 1, :20. lam 

("blameless", in the absolute state), should be repainted as con
struct (lam). 

7-8. These two proverbs are ostensibly simply detached observa
tions of different aspects of wealth and poverty. Ploger sees them as 
having an ironical tone in common. 

7. If this is more than a simple observation of actual oddities 
of human behaviour (compare the first line with 12:gb), several 
interpretations are possible: that one should not judge by appear
ances; that one should not, or cannot, conceal one's true circum
stances from neighbours; that one should avoid extremes of 
behaviour; etc. It may be that these possibilities - and perhaps 
others - have been deliberately left open. There is, however, a 
danger of overinterpretation here. This is illustrated by Oesterley's 
"one man, though poor, is really rich because he is content with a 
little ... while another, who has plenty, is never satisfied ... and 
therefore from his own point of view ... is a poor man". This 
thought may be in accordance with wisdom teaching, but is not 
what the text says. 

8. The point of this verse, like that of v. 7, is by no means clear. 
The first line appears to state that the rich have the particular 
characteristic that they have the means to save their lives by paying 
a ransom. Nothing is said about the circumstances in which such 
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a need might anse, and no metaphorical meaning springs to 
mind. 

The second line is also obscure. RSV is based on an emendation, 
the literal translation of the Hebrew text being placed in the margin. 
This is for two reasons: 1. The statement about the poor in the 
Hebrew seems simply not to be true. 2. This line has been seen as 
suspect because it is almost identical with v. lb except for the first 
word, where v. lb has "scoffer", not "poor", making good sense in 
its context. It has therefore been supposed that v. 86 except for the 
first word has been borrowed from v. lb to fill a gap left when the 
original line dropped out in the course of transmission. RSV rep
resents one attempt (made by Steuernagel and Gemser) to restore 
the original line. 

These emendations, however, are purely speculative and may be 
unnecessary. Most modern commentators and translations (for 
example, McKane, Ploger, NEB,JB, REB) retain the text of MT but 
render g"arah (RSV mg, "rebuke") by "threats" - thus REB has 
"but one who is poor is immune from threats". If this is correct, it 
is possible to find a parallelism in the verse by rendering the first 
line by "one who is rich has to pay a ransom" (so again REB) - that 
is, the poor have an advantage over the rich in that they cannot be 
subjected to demands for money! (It is not entirely clear, however, 
that t'arah can mean "threat".) It is in such an interpretation that 
Ploger sees irony and "gallows humour" ( Galgenhumor) in the 
proverb: certainly to tell the poor that they are more fortunate than 
the rich one would have to have one's tongue in one's cheek. (This 
is not the point of 15:16; 16:8; 15:17; 17:1, on which see below.) 

9. On this metaphorical use of light ( 'or) and lamp (nir) see on 
6:23. The phrase the lamp of the wicked will be put out was 
evidently a stock phrase in wisdom poetry: it occurs again in 20:20; 
24:20, and also in Job 18:6; 21:17, and with 'or as a variant in Job 
18:5. The lighted lamp in the house at night was a sign of family life 
and activity (comparejer. 25:10; Prov. 31:18), and its (permanent) 
extinguishing signified the extermination of a household (compare 
2 Sam. 21:17; 1 Kg. 11:36). 

rejoices (yifmii.4): if this is correct it is a somewhat extreme 
example of personification (for other examples see L. Alonso Scho
kel, A Manual of Hebrew Poetics, Rome, 1988, pp. 123ff). It may 
be better to repoint the verb as a causative (piel): "causes joy". 
Alternatively, it has been suggested that this may be another fm4, 
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cognate either with an Ugaritic (Driver, Bi~ 23 [1951), p. 180) or 
an Arabic (Kopf, 1959, p. 276) word meaning "to shine brightly". 
Various suggestions for emendation have been made, but are not 
compelling. 

10. This proverb is somewhat similar to 12:15 and several others, 
and is concerned with the need to think carefully and take advice 
before endangering good relations between members of the com
munity by intemperate speech. It is particularly appropriate to a 
collection which begins with v. 1. the heedless: this is not rep
resented in MT, which has raq, which usually means "only". This 
has been thought to be inappropriate and to create a syntactical 
difficulty in the line as a whole. RSV, together with Gemser, Scott 
and McKane, has plausibly repointed it as riq, literally "an empty 
(=lightweight) person". Others less plausibly, on the basis of 
Lxx, have emended it to ra ', "a wicked person", while Toy and 
Oesterley wished to omit raq and the following letter (b') as a dit
tography of the somewhat similar final words ofv. 9. The line would 
then read simply "Insolence makes strife". Ploger retains raq but 
renders it by "truly"; but it is doubtful whether it can have that 
meaning (see Jongeling, 1973, pp. 97-107, especially p. 106). 

those who take advice (no'~im): this is probably the true text, 
although some commentators emend the word to .f'nu'im, "humble", 
in conformity with 11 :2b, which is otherwise identical with this 
line. 

I I. hastily gotten: RSV has here accepted an emendation of 
MT's mihebel ("from worthlessness, nothingness, impermanence") 
to m'bohal. But Driver (ZAW 50 [1932], p. 144) repoints the Hebrew 
consonantal text as m'hubbal (from the verb ha.bat rather than the 
noun hebe!) which, he argues, means "got by scheming". Only Ploger 
retains MT, supposing the line to refer to persons who made a fortune 
though they began with nothing. However, it is questionable 
whether hebe! can simply mean "nothing". 

Any one of these readings would fit the general point of view of 
the proverbs in these chapters, and there is little to choose between 
them. Wealth obtained by fraud or other illegitimate means is of 
course condemned (for example, in 10:2; 11 :4, 18; 21 :6), but a sud
den access of wealth was also suspect (20:21; 28:20), probably 
because in the social and economic circumstances in which these 
proverbs were formed there were no innocent ways in which it could 
be so acquired. 
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little by little: if this is the meaning of the Hebrew 'al-yiid (liter
ally, "on/by the hand"), it perhaps makes the best parallelism with 
the hastily gotten of RSV in the first line. Wealth in itself is never 
regarded as evil in Proverbs, or indeed in the Old Testament gener
ally; it is rather regarded as a sign of divine blessing and, especially 
in these proverbs, as a well deserved reward for slow and laborious 
manual work (e.g. 10:4b). 

12-19. With the exception of v. 17, these verses form a distinct 
group which is arranged concentrically. Vv. 13-14 and 18 stress 
the need to pay attention to the teaching of the wise, which is the 
keynote sounded at the beginning of the chapter ( v. 1). Between 
these come two proverbs (vv. 15, 16) which advocate the qualities 
of good sense taught by the wise. These speak of material rewards, 
life, favour, honour; and in the same vein vv. 12b and 19a, which 
closely resemble one another and are concerned with the fulfilment 
of ambitions, provide the envelope which encloses the whole. The 
fact that vv. 12a and 1gb are not relevant to the theme does not 
detract from this view; it merely gives some indication of the way 
in which proverbs could be forced into a mould which was not 
wholly appropriate to them. 

12. This is a psychological observation rather than a piece of 
practical advice ( compare 12:25). Ploger suggests that it has been 
placed after v. 11 because the two verses both speak of the time 
taken to achieve an ambition; but this would be a rather remote 
connection. On tree of life see on 3: 18 and 11 :30. 

13-14. These verses are virtually identical in meaning. word 
(diibiir), commandment (mi.fwiih) and teaching (toriih) are all used 
interchangeably in the Instructions of chapters 1 -g to denote that 
instruction which is also specifically the subject of the initial verse 
of this chapter. 

13. brings destruction upon himself: this translation is prob
ably correct (so KB3, REB), although many commentators derive 
the verb (yiMbel) from another ~bi meaning "to be under a pledge", 
that is, under an obligation. respects: literally, "fears". 

14. a fountain of life: see on 10: 11. the snares of death: behind 
this metaphor lies a concept of a personal figure, Death, who 
ensnares his victims. On life and death see on 2:18-19. 

Ploger, noting that the theme of this verse is the same as that of 
v. I, sees it as marking the conclusion of a group; but he also notes 
that vv. 15 and 16 may be intended to exemplify the consequences 
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of acting or not acting on the teaching to which it refers, so that it 
could also be seen as marking a new beginning. 

15. Good sense: here this phrase (fikel-(ob) clearly denotes intelli
gence rather than success (see on 3:4). An example of the use of 
intelligence to secure favour (Mn) is that of Abigail (1 Sam. 25), 
who is described as (obat-fekel (v. 3). 

The second line of the verse makes no sense: the Hebrew text 
declares that the way of the treacherous is eternal or enduring. RSV 
has adopted a frequently proposed emendation, substituting 'idiim, 
(is) their ruin for 'etiin, on the basis of Lxx. Other alternative emen
dations include that of Driver (ZAW 50 [1932], p. 144), who sug
gested that the rare particle 'i, "not", had dropped out before 'etiin. 
The line is clearly in disorder. Even if emended as mentioned above, 
it still makes no parallel with the first line. It may be that some 
lines have dropped out between the two extant lines. LXX has an 
additional line there, but almost certainly does not represent the 
original text. 

16. prudent ('iinim): see on 12:16. knowledge (da'at) here as 
frequently in Proverbs (e.g. 1:4, 7; 12:1) is a synonym for wisdom. 
It is sometimes expressed by silence or caution in speech ( 10: 14; 
12:23). The verse is an interesting variant of 12:23. The statements, 
here that the wise man acts with (rather, "by") knowledge and in 
12:23 that he conceals knowledge are not opposed to one another, but 
rather complementary: in contrast to the fool who reveals his 
true nature by his speech and actions, the wise man does not draw 
attention to himself, his self-restraint being itself a proof of his 
wisdom. 

17. The messenger (mal'iik) or envoy (.rir) was a necessary 
means of communication in private life as well as in the public 
service (ambassador) even when the distance between sender and 
destination was short (compare 2 Kg. 6:32). Messengers could be 
used simply to make a report (Job 1:14) or as intermediaries (Gen. 
32:3, 6 [Heb. 4, 7]), when as representatives of the sender they 
might be responsible for carrying on negotiations. In the context of 
these proverbs such negotiations might be about the buying or sell
ing of livestock, farm products or land and the fixing of a price. The 
point of this proverb is not the content of the message but the charac
ter of the messenger. riifii' (bad) is a strong word: it can hardly 
mean "incompetent", but implies the messenger's deliberate misuse 
of his commission for his own ends ( compare the behaviour of 
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Gchazi, 2 Kg. s: 19-24), as opposed to the messenger who is faithful 
(rir "munim). 

plunges men into trouble: the Hebrew has yippol, "falls (into 
trouble)". This would mean that the unfaithful messenger will be 
found out and punished (MT is retained by Barucq and Biihlmann; 
compare Lxx and Vulg.). The second line would then presumably 
mean that the faithful messenger has nothing to fear, and the 
proverb would be a warning to potential messengers. But in 25: 1 3, 
which is similar to the second line, it is the sender who stands to 
benefit from sending a reliable messenger. If this is also the meaning 
of the second line here, RSV's rendering of the first line following 
the majority of commentators, which is based on the repointing of 
yippol to the causative (hiphil) yappil may be justified. In that case 
the proverb is a warning to exercise prudence in the choice of mess
engP-rs - a further example of the "teaching of the wise" in v. 14. 

healing: this word (marpi') is almost always used in a figurative 
sense. Here it probably has the same meaning as lib marpi', "peace 
of mind", in 1 4: 30. 

18. The use, in parallelism, of the words mii.sar (instruction) and 
toka~at (reproof) recalls 12: 1 (where mii.sar is rendered in RSV by 
"discipline"). These two verses - and also 1 3: 1 - are very close in 
meaning, though 13: 18 goes further in making specific reference to 
the conse-quences of the two types of behaviour mentioned. As in many 
other proverbs in these chapters, the point at issue is social approval 
of (or rejection by) the local community, which had decisive econ
omic consequences for the individual concerned and his family. Pov
erty (ref) and disgrace (qalon) are significantly mentioned together, 
while the root kbd - here in the pual, is honoured - denotes both 
social esteem and wealth. 

There is no verb in the first line which, rendered literally, asserts 
that the person who ignores instruction is poverty and disgrace. 
Some commentators emend the text in order to "improve" the 
syntax (see BHS); but the Hebrew text as it stands is probably 
correct: it is to be interpreted as a strong metaphor (compare GK 
127g, 13rc and Watson, 1984, pp. 263-71). 

19. The thought of the first line of this verse is very similar to 
that of v. 12b; but whereas the latter line is complemented by an 
appropriate parallel in the accompanying line, there is no such par
allelism apparent here. Many commentators, probably rightly, con
sider the two lines to have originally been quite independent of 
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one another, their present juxtaposition being fortuitous. Delitzsch 
pointed out the similarity of sound between the initial words of the 
respective lines, ta"'wah (desire) and to"'bat (abomination [to]), 
which may have led to their association in oral transmission. Ploger 
attempted to find an association of sense, seeing the second line as 
a warning that to have one's desire fulfilled was conditional on 
having the sense to tum away from evil; but this is hardly convinc
ing. Nor has any emendation which has been proposed carried con
viction. 

to the soul: nepef here probably means "person", but, as often, 
with a particularly emotional overtone: compare, for example, the 
phrase "hated by David's nepeT' in 2 Sam. 5:8. 

20. This verse shows that in the circles in which these proverbs 
had their origin the acquisition of wisdom was not thought to be 
exclusively a matter of the education of youth. It was communicated 
by constant association with persons recognized by the community 
as possessing it, presumably by following their example as well as 
by listening to their advice. The thought is similar to that ofv. 18, 
and is in line not only with v. 1 but also with several other verses 
in this chapter. The antithesis between walks with wise men and 
companion of fools indicates that wise (IJ,akam) here is descriptive 
and not a technical term. 

In the first line Kethib has imperatives: "Walk with wise men 
and become wise". Qere, on which RSV's translation is based, is 
preferable in that the imperfect becomes wise corresponds to the 
imperfect in the second line. 

There is alliteration in the verse, seen not only in the double 
occurrence of the root IJ,km in the first line, but more strikingly in 
the similarity of ro'eh (companion) andyeroa' (will suffer harm) 
in the second. Scott suggested that this line may have originally 
been a "popular epigram". 

21-22. These two verses are linked by a common vocabulary 
(IJaUii.'/IJ,oW, sinner; {ob (prosperity, good man); ~addiq, righteous) 
and also in theme. In fact v. 22 provides a concrete example of 
the statement in v. 21, which is expressed in very general terms 
(Misfortune; prosperity). 

21. RSV's rendering of the second line is probably correct. {ob 
(prosperity): perhaps rather "happiness" or "good fortune". Some 
commentators have doubted whether this can be so personified as 
to be envisaged as dispensing rewards, and have either taken the 
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subject to be God, who is otherwise not mentioned in the chapter 
(so "He rewards the righteous with good"), or have emended the 
verb (Lxx has "overtakes"). 

22. In the Hebrew text the first word of this verse (/ob, A good 
man) is identical with the last word ofv. 21 (prosperity). No doubt 
this partly accounts for the juxtaposition of the two verses. It is 
tempting to suppose that the word should be omitted from v. 21 
as an instance of dittography (see BHS); but this would involve 
considerable emendation of the rest of the line which is not justified. 

This verse has to be understood in the light of the great impor
tance attached in ancient Israel to lineage and inheritance. The 
possibility of being childless and/or losing one's family possessions 
through misfortune and having nothing to hand on to the next gener
ation was regarded as the greatest possible calamity (Ee. 2:18-21; 
4:7-8; 6:1-2), and was a fate which the pious Israelite hoped would 
befall the wicked (Ps. 109:6ff.;Job 27: 13ff.). In this verse, which in 
its present position emphasizes the truth of the bare statement about 
retribution made in v. 21, it is the element of inheritance which is 
stressed: that a sinner may acquire wealth is not in doubt; but the 
assertion that in some unspecified way it will end up in the hands 
of the righteous, thus giving him a double portion of wealth, is to 
give a double incentive to righteous behaviour in society. 

23. RSV's translation of this verse (compare also REB) makes it 
into a condemnation of those who by flouting or corrupting the legal 
process snatch away from the poor even their hard-won livelihood. 
But various objections have been made to this interpretation, and 
several commentators have regarded the verse as irremediably cor
rupt. They have pointed out that the poor in Proverbs are always 
totally destitute persons who have no land, not even rough, pre
viously uncultivated ground (nir, fallow ground); and also that it 
is unlikely that such land could produce a rich harvest (much food). 
It has also been noted that the Hebrew of the second line does not 
read it is swept away, but states only that this sometimes occurs 
(yes"), an impossibly feeble statement. 

These difficulties have not been solved by different interpretations 
of particular words. McKane, for example, pointed out that rii.'sim 
(RSV poor) may in fact be the plural of ro'J, literally "heads", and 
renders it by "grandees"; Gemser derives it from an Arabic word 
meaning "arrogant"; others emend it to fJii.'zm, "wicked". Franken
berg tookyeJ (not translated in RSV) as a noun meaning "property" 
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or "wealth", as in 8:21. But the adoption or none or these proposals 
would produce a satisfactory meaning for the verse as a whole. 

24. The view that corporal punishment was an essential clement 
in the education of children, repeated several times in Proverbs 
(22:15; 23:13-14; 29:15; compare 3:12; 19:18; 29:17) was firmly held 
not only in Israel but elsewhere in the ancient Near East, and is 
very frequently expressed in Egyptian literature. is diligent: the 
precise meaning of this verb (Il)r, Piel) is uncertain, although the 
general sense is clear. Elsewhere it means "to seek out", perhaps 
with the added nuance of "diligently", but possibly rather "early" 
(see Driver, JTS 41 [1940], p. 174). If the latter is the case, the 
verse means that such treatment ought to begin at an early age 
before the child's character is formed. On the double accusative see 
GK I 17ff. 

Ploger points out that this penultimate verse of the chapter is 
closely connected with v. 1, and suggests that it may once have 
followed v. 25, so that the chapter would have constituted an inde
pendent collection enclosed within an "instructional" framework. 

25. Compare rn:3. 

CHAPTER 14 

There are no clear signs of a fully integrated structure in this chap
ter, although the reference to Wisdom's "house" in v. 1 suggests 
that what follows was regarded at some point by an editor as a 
compendium of wisdom sayings. How far this section originally 
extended is not clear; but it is just possible that v. 11, which states 
that the "house" of the wicked will be destroyed may at some time 
have marked its conclusion. V. 12, which is a very general observa
tion, could then have introduced a new section. 

Within the chapter a number of small, mainly thematic, groups 
may be tentatively postulated: vv. 1-3, 6-8 (9), 12-13, 15-18, 19-
21, 25-8, 29-30; and, extending into the next chapter, 34-15:3. 

References to God are comparatively frequent. Three verses (2, 
26, 27) mention Yahweh by name, and all employ the formula "the 
fear of Yahweh", a phrase closely associated with wisdom in the 
preface to the book ( 1: 7) and elsewhere in chapters 1 -9. There is 
also a reference to God as Creator in v. 31 (on v. 9 see below). 
There is reason to believe that the three Yahweh-proverbs have 
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been placed in positions where they comment on adjacent proverbs. 
Other topics include caution and prudence, relations between rich 
and poor, and psychological aspects of human character. 

1-3. This placing of a verse which speaks of the fear of Yahweh 
(2) in the immediate context of a proverb (v. 1) or passage on the 
virtues of wisdom follows the same pattern as in chapters r -9 ( r :7, 
29; 2:5; 3:7; 8:13; 9:rn). The effect in each case, whether Wisdom 
is personified there or not, is to assert that the way of wisdom is 
inseparable from, or is to be defined in terms of, the faithful service 
of Yahweh. But this little group of verses probably also includes 
v. 3, which may be regarded as a further but distinct comment on 
verse 1, providing a concrete illustration of the general statement 
made in that verse. 

1. The first line of this verse in RSV is based on an emendation 
which has been accepted by the majority of modern commentators. 
The Hebrew text as pointed in MT reads, literally, "The wisest (plu
ral) of women has built her house" (~akmot naiim biin'tii betii/J). The 
emendation represented by RSV involves the omission of niiiim 
("women") and the repointing of ~akmot to ~okmot, "wisdom" (the 
unusual form found in 9: 1). The chief attraction of this reading, 
apart from the avoidance of the problem of a singular verb governed 
by a plural subject, is that it is then exactly identical with 9: 1 a. It 
also has the advantage that Wisdom as an abstract noun corre
sponds to folly in the second line, making a good parallelism 
between the two lines. The whole verse would then make a statement 
corresponding closely to the fuller picture of 9: 1 -6, 13-18 in which 
a personified Wisdom is contrasted with a personified Folly, differing 
only in that whereas in chapter 9 Folly has her own rival establish
ment to that of Wisdom, here she is represented as demolishing the 
house built by Wisdom. 

Not all commentators accept this emendation. Ploger accepts the 
emendation to ~okmot, but retains "women": "The wisdom of women 
builds her house" (compare also REB). He points out that the weak
ness of the generally accepted emendation is that it is difficult to 
account for the subsequent addition of this word, which was already 
present in the text translated by LXx. He also refers to 24:3, which 
states that "By wisdom a house is built" in a context in which the 
reference is clearly to housebuilding in the literal sense: that is, as 
in other enterprises, wisdom - that is, skill - is required in building 
a house. The interpretation of 14: 1 in a similar sense is plausible, 
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but still docs not account for the reference to women, since house
building was not a normal activity of flesh-and-blood women. An 
alternati\"C suggestion is that building a house in 14:1 may be a 
figurati\"C way of referring to founding a family; but this interpret
ation makes no sense of the second line. 

On balance the emendation represented by RSV remains the most 
probable solution to the problem. With regard to the presence of 
the word "women" in the traditional Hebrew text, it may have been 
added as a gloss by a scribe who misunderstood !Jkmwt as a feminine 
adjective meaning "wise" rather than as a noun meaning "wisdom", 
though in view of the LXX reading this would have to have been a 
very early gloss. 

If Wisdom builds her house represents the original text, the 
point of the verse appears to be that the achievements of a life based 
on wisdom can be brought to nothing by subsequent acts of folly: 
continuous vigilance is essential ( compare Ee. JO: 1). 

3. The general sense of this verse is similar to that of some already 
considered: foolish talk gets one into trouble, but intelligent dis
course can keep one out ofit. (Compare J0:13, 21; 12:16). But the 
precise meaning of the first line is uncertain. RSV has followed a 
number of commentators is emending the Hebrew text, which reads 
"In the mouth of a fool is a !Joter of pride". Mter is usually taken to 
mean "rod", although in its only other occurrence in the Old Testa
ment (Isa. 11: 1) it is a shoot springing from the stem or stock of a 
tree. "A rod of pride", however, hardly makes sense in the context, 
and RSV here represents the emendation of ga"'wah "pride", to gewo, 
his back. The phrase "a rod for the back" denoting the fate suffered 
by fools occurs in JO: 13 and 26:3, though it should be noted that in 
those two passages a different word, Jibe{, is used for "rod". 

will preserve them: better, "will protect them" - that is, the 
wise (plural). On the unusual verbal form see GK 47g. 

4. This is a straightforward piece of advice to the small farmer. 
Only if he farms his land properly and keeps oxen to plough his 
fields will he grow sufficient crops to make an adequate living (com
pare similar agricultural advice in 12:11 = 28:19; 27:23-7). How
ever, the meaning of the first line has been disputed. RSV's there 
is no grain represents a common emendation of the Hebrew text, 
replacing 'ibus, "crib, manger" by the negative particle 'epes. This 
gives a satisfactory meaning, but is speculative and probably 
unnecessary. The principal difficulty of the line is the meaning of 
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the word bar (RSV grain). There is another bar which elsewhere 
means "pure", but which several commentators (Gemser, Scott, 
Dahood, Barucq, Ploger; also KB3, and compare REB) take here to 
mean "clean", that is, here, bare or empty (Lxx also has "clean"). 
The line could then be rendered "When· there are no oxen, the 
manger is empty"; and this has been interpreted as meaning that 
although the farmer can save himself work or expense by not keeping 
oxen, that is a false economy. 

crops: literally, "what comes in", that is, "produce": compare 
this meaning of the word in 3:9. 

5. The second line of this verse is identical with 6:19a, where it 
appears (as a relative clause: "a false witness who ... ") in a list of 
things which Yahweh hates. The verse as a whole is similar to 12: 1 7. 
It appears to be a statement of the obvious; but although expressed 
in a form typical of the wisdom literature it probably corresponds 
in intention to a legal prescription (see on 6:16-19). The phrase 
false witness ( 'id feqer) occurs in the Decalogue (Exod. 20: 16) and 
also in Dt. 19: 18. The heinousness of perjury is frequently stressed 
both in the laws and the wisdom instructions of the Old Testament 
and in the literature of the ancient Near East. faithful: better, 
"truthful". See also on 19:5. 

6-8. These three verses are all concerned in various ways with 
wisdom and folly, and are also linked verbally: 4okmii.h (wisdom) 
occurs in vv. 6 and 8; da'at (knowledge) in vv. 6 and 7; k'sil (fool) 
in vv. 7 and 8. If the Hebrew text of v. 9 is correct there is also a 
verbal link between vv. 8 and 9: 'iwwelet (folly), v. 8; "'w'ilim ("fools" 
- but not in RSV: see below), v. 9. 

6. The point of this verse is that wisdom is not a commodity 
which anyone may acquire whenever he feels the need for it: it only 
comes to those who by their way of life have disposed themselves 
to receive it, and then it comes easily and increasingly (compare 
I :5). This proverb thus strikes the same note as the exhortations to 
the pupil in the instructions of chapters 1-9 in which he is urged 
to lose no time in choosing the right path. wisdom (4okmiih) and 
knowledge (da'at) here denote primarily the ability to cope with 
the practical problems of life; this explains why it can be said of the 
scoffer (li,r, perhaps better, "arrogant person"; see on 1:22), who 
is elsewhere contrasted with the wise, that he seeks wisdom. 

in vain: literally, "but there is none" - that is, for him. 
7. The second line of this verse has been held by a number of 
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commentators to he obscure and to require emendation (sec BHS, 
Gcmscr, Sco11, Dahood); but the Hebrew text makes good sense: 
literally, "for you do not learn (yiida'tii) lips of knowledge" - that 
is, "you will not hear a word of sense from him" (REB). In its 
present position the verse elucidates what is meant by "a man of 
understanding" in v. 6b: such a man docs not consort with, or pay 
attention to, known fools, who have no knowledge to impart. 

8. This proverb, which may be seen as a further elucidation of 
v. 6, employs the metaphor of the way (here derek) familiar from its 
repeated use in the instructions of chapters 1 -9 (compare "you will 
understand ... every good path", 2:9). As in v. 6 the choice between 
the right and wrong "way" (ofliving) is a crucial one. The intelligent 
person ('iirum, RSV prudent - see on 12:16 and compare 12:23; 
13: 16) will make the right choice, while fools, making the wrong 
one, will meet with disappointment and frustration. deceiving 
(mirmii.h): better, "disappointment" (self-deceit). The proposal to 
repaint this noun as a participle m'rammah, "misleads" (Thomas, 
VT Suppl. 3, 1955, pp. 285-6; Gemser; compare also REB) is 
unnecessary despite the reading of LXX, as are also more radical 
emendations. 

9. The first line of this verse is seriously corrupt, and it is doubtful 
whether it can be restored. The Hebrew has "Guilt (or, A guilt
offering- 'ii.Jam) scorns fools". A slight emendation (of the verb from 
singular to plural) would give "Fools scorn an 'ii.Jam". This word, 
which denotes a particular type of propitiatory sacrifice in the great 
majority of cases, mainly in the priestly legislation of the Pentateuch, 
and "guilt" only in a few cases elsewhere in the Old Testament, 
never occurs elsewhere in Proverbs or in the other wisdom books; 
and its choice here would be extremely surprising even if the line 
could be made to mean that fools are contemptuous either of the 
penalties consequent upon sin or of the sacrificial means provided 
for its expiation. RSV represents an unsupported radical emendation 
which changes "fools" ( "wilim) into God ( "lohim) and 'ii.Jam into 
r'sa'im (the wicked), leaving only the verb of the Hebrew untouched. 
Other emendations which have been proposed arc equally un
supported. 

The second line also presents difficulties. The Hebrew has "and 
(or, 'but') between the upright is ri4on". ben, "between", has been 
rendered by "among" by some commentators, and rii.ron (see on 
10:32) by "good will" or something similar, so that the line is made 



PROV~:RBS 14:1-35 

to speak of harmonious human relationships (RSV's his, referring 
to God, is not represented in the Hebrew). But hen means "between" 
and not "among". Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], p. 181) proposed the 
emendation of uben, "and among", to uban or ubanu ( from the verb 
bin): "but upright men discern what is acceptable" - that is, to God 
(so also McKane). But it is questionable whether r~on by itself 
without further specification can refer to divine favour. 

10. For similar psychological statements about the private 
thoughts and feelings of the individual see 12:25a; 13: 12a, 19a; 14: 13. 
The proverb does not mean that joys and sorrows cannot at all be 
shared with others, but expresses an awareness that there is in every 
person an inviolate private area which no-one can fully penetrate. 
In other proverbs ( I 7:3; 21:2; 24: 12) and elsewhere in the Old Testa
ment (for example, Ps. 44:21 [Heh. 22]) it is stated or implied that 
only God has access to what goes on in a person's heart - that is, 
in this private realm. zii,r (stranger) here means "anyone, another 
person" (compare 27:2; Job 19:27). 

11. This verse has affinities with 11 :28 and 12:7. It has a strong 
alliterative character: r'fa'im (the wicked), yiiiamed (will be 
destroyed); y'farim (the upright). tent ('ohel): as in some other 
instances in poetry this word means simply "home" or "dwelling
place", and has been chosen to make a parallel pair with house 
(bet). 

12-13. These two verses are linked by the occurrence in each of 
'a~•rit, end, and also perhaps thematically by the common thought 
that appearances may be misleading. 

12. This verse is identical with 16:25. This repetition, surprising 
in a single collection, points to the combination of two (or more) 
originally independent earlier collections. 

The thought of a way which when embarked upon leads inevi
tably to death is reminiscent of warnings against being seduced by 
the "strange woman" (5:5; 7:25-7); but there is no suggestion here 
of the making of a choice between good and evil or between wisdom 
and folly. The proverb simply states that life contains hidden snares: 
the road ahead may seem to lead straight (yafar, "straight" or 
"straightforward" rather than RSV's right with its moral overtones) 
to the desired goal, but there may be (There is, Hebrew yesl hidden 
and fatal dangers further on. This thought is in conflict with the 
general confidence of Proverbs that the guiltless will be free from 
trouble (compare v. 11), but represents a realistic strain more 
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characteristic of Job and Ecclesiastes, but not entirely unrepresented 
in Proverbs; it reappears in the next verse ( 13). 

13. As translated by RSV this verse expresses a depressing view 
ol human nature which is entirely contrary to the prevailing attitude 
ol Proverbs and indeed of the Old Testament as a whole. But this 
is a misunderstanding of its meaning. In the first line the verbyik'ab 
(RSF is sad; literally, "aches" or "is in pain") is an example of the 
potc-ntial use of the imperfect (GK 107r; S. R. Driver, Tenres, Section 
37) and should be rendered "may be ... ". Similarly in the second 
line. where there is no verb in Hebrew, "may" or "can be" renders 
the sense better than is. This is a further example of a "psychologi
cal" proverb which, like v. 1 2, recognizes that the view which polar
izes joy and sorrow as the respective and inevitable rewards of 
conduct does not do justice to the complexities of human experience, 
in which the two can exist side by side, or in which the one may 
give place to the other. (Ee. 7:3 has been compared with this verse, 
but the point made there is somewhat different.) An alternative 
interpretation of the first line taken by itself is that one should not 
judge by appearances: an external show of happiness may conceal 
a secret sorrow. 

the end: the Hebrew has "its end". This is probably a slip by a 
scribe who was thinking of the word "its end" in the previous verse. 

14. The occurrence of lib, "heart" in the Hebrew both here and 
in v. 13 (see below on perverse man) may be the cause of the 
juxtaposition of the two verses; otherwise they have nothing in 
common. This proverb reiterates the notion of reward such as 
appears in v. 11 and elsewhere in these proverbs. The verb in the 
first line (iaba' + min-, RSV will be filled with the fruit of) applies 
to both lines, but there is an ironical play on its two senses. As 
referring to the fate of the good man it means to be satisfied or to 
receive in abundance (compare 12:11, 14), whereas in the case of 
the perverse man it means to have too much - with unfortunate 
results (compare 1:31; 25:16). 

perverse man (sug lib): literally, one who has turned away in his 
heart (here, from the right way). his deeds: RSV has here followed 
the majority of commentators in emending mi'alaw (literally, "from 
upon him") to ma"'lalaw. 

15-18. There are both thematic and formal links between these 
verses. Although different terms are used, all are concerned with 
the wise and the foolish. In vv. 15-17 the same or similar character-



PROVF,RBS )4:)-35 217 

istics arc attributed respectively to the two types of person: caution 
and prudence on the one side; credulousness, recklessness and 
impatience on the other. V. 18 concludes the group with a general 
statement. Formally the use of the same terms (peti, simple; 'iirum, 
prudent, or rather, "clever") in the opening and closing verses (, 5 
and 18) knits the group together, while the repetition of 'iwwelet, 
foolishly, folly in vv. 17 and 18 forms an additional link. 

15. simple (peti): see on 1 + everything (kol-diibiir): probably 
better, "every word" - that is, everything that he hears. looks 
where he is going: literally, "gives heed to his step". 

16. cautious: literally, "fearful", that is, aware of hidden 
dangers. evil ( ra'): this word also means "misfortune", and this is 
almost certainly the meaning here. In other words, there is no moral 
implication: the wise man simply avoids trouble by taking care. 
throws off all restraint: the meaning of this verb (hit'abber) is 
uncertain. It may mean to become angry or excited and so to lose 
self-control. Gemser suggested that it is cognate with a Syriac verb 
meaning "to be careless" ( cf. Driver, JTS 41 [ 1940], p. 1 74). This, 
however, would make it synonymous with the following word bo{ia~ 
(careless), perhaps better, "overconfident". 

17. Both text and meaning of the second line of this verse are 
disputed. One problem is the meaning of 'if m'zimmot, rendered in 
RSV by a man of discretion. The word m'zimmah, however, has 
two quite distinct senses (see on 1 :4). In the majority of instances 
in Proverbs it denotes cleverness (so RSV discretion) - a neutral 
term with no moral connotations. However, in 12:2, where the same 
phrase 'if m'zimmot is used, and in some other passages in the Old 
Testament, it has the pejorative sense of wicked scheming - in 12:2 
the 'if m'zimmot is the opposite of the "good man" (lob), and is 
condemned by Yahweh. 

Most commentators, followed by RSV, have understood the word 
in its neutral or favourable sense, on the ground that only this 
interpretation affords a suitable contrast to the man of quick tem
per. But this creates a further problem: the Hebrew verb which 
governs the phrase is distinctly unfavourable: "is hated" (yiffani'). 
Since this is totally unsuitable as a description of a "man of dis
cretion", it has been assumed that the text is corrupt: hence RSV's 
is patient, which represents an emendation (perhaps supported by 
the Lxx's "endures") to yiffi' - an intransitive use of the verb nafa' 
which is attested also in 30:21 and Isa. 11:14; Jer. 44:22. Other 
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proposals include that of Thomas ( VT Suppl. 3, I 955, p. :286) to 
emend the word toyifneh, "become exalted" (on fanah [III] in this 
sense sec KB3

). So also McKane, "holds office": the clever man is 
bound to rise in the world. But it must be said (with Ploger) that 
provided that m'::,immah is taken in its unfavourable sense MT is by 
no means impossible ("the evil schemer is hated"). 

18. This is a generalizing statement about the characteristics of 
the simple and the clever (RSV prudent): compare v. 15. acquire: 
literally, "inherit" or "take possession of" (naltlu). Driver (Bib. 3:2 
[ 1951], p. 181) suggested that a better parallelism would be obtained 
if this verb were repointed as ne~'lu, the verb Miah being supposedly 
a denominative verb from ~•Li, "ornament" - so REB "wear the 
trappings of". Thus the simple person adorns himself with folly as 
the clever person crowns himself with knowledge(= wisdom): both 
wear the outward marks of their respective characters. are crowned 
with (yaktfru): this appears to be an impersonal hiphil ( GK 53d, g) 
of a verb derived from the late Hebrew noun keter, "crown", attested 
elsewhere only in Est. 1: 11; 2: 17. Elsewhere Proverbs uses "crown" 
as a metaphor, but employs a different O:oun, "'{arah. 

19-21. These verses have a certain thematic unity. Vv. 20-21 
give the impression of being intended to qualify the absoluteness of 
v. 19's uncompromising division of mankind into two classes, the 
wicked and the righteous. V. 20 describes a social evil which is to be 
deplored, but is evidently widespread and hardly deserves a simple 
condemnation as "wicked". V. 21 then comments on v. 20, but 
again in relatively mild terms (see below). 

19. This uncompromising statement is, unusually, in synony
mous parallelism. It is implied that the wicked - the nature of their 
wickedness is not defined - will initially have some success, but that 
this witl not last. Their punishment will be that they will end by 
being reduced to the humiliation of begging at the good man's door. 

20. The social evils described here were evidently not rare in the 
society in which these proverbs arose: they are condemned again in 
19:4 and 19:7. The standpoint of the proverb is that ofan observer 
who considered himself to be neither rich ('afir) nor poor (raf, that 
is, destitute). The 'afir is always regarded unfavourably in these 
proverbs. is disliked: literally, "is hated". This was probably 
because the poor begged from their neighbours, who themselves had 
little to spare. Nevertheless it is implied that they have a duty 
towards those in less fortunate circumstances than themselves. The 
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second line refers to hangers-on of the rich. friends: literally, 
"lovers". The statement is ironical: their "love" is insincere: they 
arc out for what they can get. 

21. The first words of this verse (biiz-l're'ehu), He who despises 
his neighbour, echoes the first words of v. 20 (gam-l're'ehu), "even 
by his neighbour", and this no doubt partly accounts for the juxtapo
sition of the two verses. But there is also a thematic connection: 
despises and is kind to undoubtedly refer to the provision or other
wise of material assistance to the needy who come to beg from their 
neighbours. LXX confirms this interpretation in that it reads penitas, 
"needy", in place of MTS neighbour. This does not necessarily 
mean, however, that Gemser's suggestion that the Hebrew originally 
read rii'eb, "the hungry", rather than re'ehu, the corruption being due 
to an unconscious scribal repetition of re'ehu from- v. 20. 

a sinner (~o{i'): in view of the contrast between this word and 
happy is he who ... ('airaw) in the second line, this word may 
mean no more than "one who misses (that is, fails to obtain) happi
ness". The same contrast between the two words is found in 8:32-
6. If this is correct, the parallelism is improved: both lines speak, 
respectively, of the consequences of meanness or generosity respect
ively. The attitude of the neighbour in v. 20a is thus rebuked, but 
in relatively mild terms. the poor: read Kethib ( caniyyim) rather than 
Qere ( raniiwim) . 

22. This proverb is a plain statement about the respective fates 
of good and evil persons. err (tii'iih) means to go astray, here in the 
sense of taking the wrong road, the road that leads to death ( com
pare 7:25-7; 21:16). The use of the word devise (M,ras1 implies a 
deliberate decision. meet: there is no verb in the Hebrew. This 
omission is probably a mark of the concise style in which some of 
these proverbs are couched, and no emendation is required. The 
meaning of this line appears to be that the good man's conduct is 
equivalent to loyalty and faithfulness (~esed we"met), which in 
16:6 are equated with the fear of Yahweh, which puts a person right 
with God and protects him from harm (see also on 3:3). 

23. The effectiveness of this proverb lies in the irony of the strong 
assonance of the final, and therefore most emphatic, words of the 
two lines: motiir, profit and ma/Jsor, want, which are similar in sound 
and form but opposite in meaning. This emphasis on the need for 
and rewards of hard work and the harsh fate of those who waste 
their time in other activities is characteristic of these proverbs ( corn-
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pare 12:11; 21:17; 28:19; also 27:23-7) and reflects the harsh life of 
the small farmer. ( 'ereb, toil, here has a harsh connotation - compare 
I0:22.) What is surprising in view of the high value placed elsewhere 
in these proverbs on speech is the deprecation of talk (literally, "the 
word of the lips", RSV mere talk); but other proverbs speak of the 
talk of fools, and what is meant here is presumably endless foolish 
chatter or idle boasting unaccompanied by actual physical labour. 

24. This verse has been held by many commentators to be incom
prehensible and in need of radical emendation. In the first line RSV 
has adopted one of the proposed emendations in substituting their 
wisdom ( 'ormiitiim) for the Hebrew 'oiriim, "their wealth", following 
Lxx. But the Hebrew makes good sense (so McKane, Ploger). 'ofer, 
''wealth", is a neutral term with no intrinsic moral connotations; 
but in 3:16; 8:18 it is used in a positive context, being one of the 
rewards conferred by personified Wisdom on those who follow her, 
and in 22:4 it is a reward for fearing Yahweh. crown ("'tariih) in 
Proverbs, where it is a favourite metaphor, stands for the conferring 
of esteem or honour on a person (12:4; 16:31; 17=6), and in 4:9 is 
itself something which is conferred by Wisdom. The line therefore 
means that riches are the "crown" or reward properly conferred on 
the wise. 

The second line is more difficult. The Hebrew reads, "the folly 
( 'iwwelet) of fools (k'szlim) is folly ( 'iwwelet) ". Although this might 
perhaps mean that fools are incorrigible and always remain fools, 
almost all commentators propose the emendation of 'iwwelet on its 
first occurrence (before of fools) to liwyat, "wreath" or (RSV) gar
land. (Some also emend 'iwwelet on its second occurrence to 'iwwal
tiim, ("their folly".) This proposal, which creates an excellent 
parallelism, gains further plausibility from the fact that both liwyah 
and "'tariih occur in parallelism in 4:9. If this emendation is accepted, 
the line is ironical: elsewhere liwyah (it only occurs in 1 :9 and 4:9) 
is reserved exclusively for those who have heeded instruction or 
followed wisdom. As an adornment for fools it is ludicrous. 

25. This verse has strong affinities with v. 5, where also the faith
ful or truthful witness ( 'id "'munim, here 'id "met) is contrasted with 
the person who utters lies. The frequent occurrence of the theme 
in these proverbs (compare 6:19a; 19:5, 9; 21:28 among others) as 
well as in the laws of the Old Testament points to the existence of 
a serious social evil. This verse points out most clearly the conse
quences for others of true and false witness. The witness who tells 
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the truth at the trial of a falsely accused person may be able to savr, 
him from conviction and execution, while a perjured witness by 
deceiving the judges may bring about his conviction (see on v. 5 
above). is a betrayer: literally, "is deceit". This may be a case of the 
use of the abstract for the concrete ( GK 83a); many commentators 
however, propose the repointing of the word (mirmiih) as the piel 
participle of the verb "to deceive" (m'rammeh). See also on 19:5. 

26-28. Ploger suggests that there are not only internal links 
between vv. 26 and 27 but also with those which precede and follow 
them. Vvv. 26 and 27 are obviously related in that they both speak 
of the practice of the fear of the Lord as a guarantee of safety and 
good fortune (compare also v. 2). It is certainly possible that they 
have been inserted here as comment on v. 25, to suggest that truth
fulness is closely linked with Yahweh's ethical demands and that it 
saves the lives not only of the falsely accused but of those who 
practise it. But there may also be a connection between vv. 27 and 
28, which is a proverb about kings. Although there is no obvious 
thematic connection, it is significant that this is only one of several 
instances in these proverbs where originally distinct "royal 
proverbs" have been placed in close proximity with Yahweh
proverbs: 14:34-15:3; 20:26-21:3;21: 1 -4; 22: 11-12; 25:2-7; 29: 12-
14; and above all 15:33-16:15, where a long string of Yahweh
proverbs is immediately followed by a long string of royal proverbs. 
(See below on these passages.) The main purpose of such juxtaposi
tion seems to be to stress that obedience to Yahweh is particularly 
important for kings, in whose hands are the lives of all his people. 
Ploger also finds links between v. 28 and the remainder of the chap
ter, noting that the "royal proverbs" vv. 28 and 35 enclose a group 
of sayings which can mainly be interpreted as especially relevant 
for kings. While some of the arguments put forward along such lines 
are fragile and liable to undue subjectivism, they often give at least 
a limited insight into what appear to be compositional methods and 
patterns of thought. 

26. one has: these words are not represented in the Hebrew text 
which is a nominal (non-verbal) sentence. Since this means that his 
children has no antecedent, it has been proposed that 'oz, literally 
"(of) strength (RSV strong)" should be repointed to 'ii;;,, "a strong 
person". So REE, "One who is strong and trusts in the fear of the 
Lord ... ". However, this rendering has its own difficulties, and MT 

may be right despite its apparent syntactical lapse. 
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27. This verse is identical with 13: 14 except that the subject here 
is not "The teaching of the wise" but The fear of the Lord. This 
is a further example of the reinterpretation of wisdom in specifically 
Yahwistic terms which characterizes some of the instructions in 
chapters 1 -9 - for example, chapter 2. 

28. This is the first example in these chapters of a so-called "royal 
proverb". These proverbs in fact have nothing in common except 
that they refer to kings and rulers. They reflect several quite different 
attitudes towards the king (or to kings in general), and do not pre
suppose a court origin, a school for courtiers, or a personal acquaint
ance with kings. (See Whybray, 1990, pp. 45-59.) This proverb 
states the obvious fact that the importance and power of kings 
depend on the size and importance of the kingdom over which they 
rule. It is more difficult, however, to understand the reason for this 
statement. The second line, conjuring up a picture of a king with 
no people to govern, seems to present an "upside down" world. The 
usual view was that kings were indispensable: without a king it was 
the people that was ruined ( compare 2 Sam. 2 1: 17; Lam. 4:20; and 
the paradox of the locusts, which form a well organized fighting 
force despite their lack of a king, Prov. 30:27). It is possible that 
this proverb reflects some event in the turbulent history of Judah in 
which a king had been deserted by his subjects. 

29-30. There is an obvious affinity between these two verses, 
but also between v. 29 and v. 33 (great understanding, rab-t'hunah; 
a man of understanding, (lib nahon). Both verses could be applic
able to kings, though not exclusively so. 

29. exalts: this verb (mirim, hiphil participle of rum, "to be high") 
does not give a very satisfactory sense. Some commentators therefore 
propose its emendation to marbeh, "increases", which gives better 
sense and also makes a satisfactory parallelism. But see on 3:35. 

30. A tranquil mind (lib marpi'): perhaps better, "A healthy 
mind" (see on 4:22). But some scholars regard marpi'here as derived 
not from rapa' "to heal" but from rapah "to be relaxed" (so KB3

; 

and compare GK75nn on a similar interchange of letters in the case 
of verbal forms). makes the bones rot: see on 12:4. Such a contrast 
between the calm (or "cool") and the passionate (or "heated") 
person was a commonplace of Egyptian wisdom books: see especially 
Amenope IV 6:1-12 (ANET, p. 422). 

31. This verse goes beyond v. 21 in giving a reason for the judge
ment there made that only those who treat the poor with generosity 
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can receive blessing. Here it is allirmed that the poor person no less 
than others has been created by God, and not just as part of the 
created universe but individually (note his Maker), and is thus 
under his personal protection. To maltreat him is therefore to insult 
God himself, while to recognize his full status as a fellow human 
being is to honour God ( compare also 20: 1 2). The theological impli
cations of this thought are immense. Similar thoughts are, however, 
found elsewhere in ancient Near Eastern wisdom books - compare, 
for example, Amenope XXV (ANET, p. 424). 

oppresses: this verb ( 'afaq) is often used in the Old Testament 
of the actions of the rich and powerful, but there are also passages 
(Lev. 6:2 [Heb. s:21); 19:13; Hos. 12:7 [Heb. 8)) where it refers to 
common robbery or cheating of "neighbours", that is, of fellow
members of the same intimate community. 

32. through his integrity: this translation is based on an emen
dation accepted by the great majority of commentators. The Hebrew 
has b'moto, "in his death"; this makes sense only if it is taken as an 
expression of a belief in personal immortality, which, despite the 
arguments of Dahood and others, is extremely improbable in 
Proverbs. The proposed emendation to b'tummo represented in RSV 
(with metathesis of consonants) may be supported by LXX ("in his 
holiness"). It makes a good parallelism with through his evil
doing in the first line. 

33. In the second line of this verse RSV follows the majority of 
commentators; the Hebrew text, however, lacks the word not! It is 
generally assumed that Lxx's ou diaginosketai, "it is not discerned", 
reflects the original text, and that "not" has fallen out of the Hebrew 
text accidentally. The accidental loss of a whole word, and that one 
which is vital to the meaning of the text, has, however, been regarded 
by some commentators as unlikely, and various suggestions have 
been made to emend the verb (tiwwadea', RSV is ... known) or to 
interpret it differently. Some early commentators emend it to 
'iwwelet, "folly" (so, "but folly [abides] in the heart of fools"). 
Thomas UTS 35 [ 1934), pp. 302-3) in connection with his special 
theory about the meanings of the verb yada' (see pp. 86 above) 
took the verb to mean "it is suppressed". Emerton, however ( VT 
41 [1991), pp. 161-2) rejects Thomas's theory and suggests emen
dation to teroa ', "suffers harm". But if that were the original reading 
it is dillicult to explain the reading of Lxx, which may after all be 
right. If this is so, the point of the verse may lie in the verb tanua~, 
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abides: in the heart of the man of understanding wisdom is not 
a temporary but a permanent "guest" (REB "is at home"), but it 
is a stranger (is not known) to the heart of fools. 

34-15:3: Although these proverbs may not at first appear to have 
a common theme, there are indications that they have been arranged 
in order to assert that human conduct is rewarded and punished by 
Yahweh or by the king as his representative. The opening verse (34) 
speaks of the consequences for a nation of righteousness and sin, 
while the closing verse ( I 5:3) affirms that nothing escapes the uni
versal scrutiny of Yahweh. Vv. 34 and 35 taken together imply that 
the king's function is to observe the behaviour of his subjects and 
to mete out favour or wrath to them as they deserve. 1 s: 1 may then 
be seen as a comment on v. 35, and 15:2 as a comment on v. r. The 
king may thus be said to possess God-given ability to discern and 
to reward or punish. As with some other proverbs in these chapters, 
there is perhaps a reminiscence here of the tradition about Solomon 
recorded in I Kg. 3 (especially vv. 8-g, 28). V. 3 makes it clear 
that this ability is dependent on Yahweh's universal omniscience 
and power. 

34. exalts: that is, makes great or prosperous. reproach (/Jesed): 
better, "degradation" (compare REE). No emendation (such as that 
suggested in BHS) is needed: this word !Jesed, also found in Lev. 20: 1 7 
(and compare the corresponding verb in Prov. 25: 10) is unconnected 
with that meaning "love" or "loyalty". The thought, which may 
be compared with the teaching of the prophets, is unusual among 
these proverbs in its concern with matters beyond the local com
munity; but compare also v. 28. It may refer to the behaviour of 
the king or the ruling class rather than to the common people at 
large. 

35. Although this proverb is concerned with skill and incompet
ence rather than moral qualities (on the two verbs see on 10:5), it 
has some relevance to the theme of this group of proverbs in that it 
speaks of the king's ability to perceive and judge others. servant 
( 'ebed) here probably means a member of the royal administration, 
though its wider meaning lies in the background. Like other "royal 
proverbs", this one does not presuppose personal acquaintance with 
the court. 

falls on: the Hebrew has tihyeh, literally "is" or "will be". No 
emendation is necessary, although l' (literally "to") would normally 
be expected before mibif, one who acts shamefully ( compare l"ebed 
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in the first line). But these brief proverbs do not always strictly obey 
the "normal" rules of grammar. 

CHAPTER 15 

This chapter is chiefly remarkable for the high proportion (nine in 
thirty-three verses) of its references to Yahweh (vv. 3, 8, 9, 11, 16, 

25, 26, 29, 33). Much of the chapter appears to have been built 
round these: vv. 8-11, 12-17, 25-33. V. 33 is also a pivotal verse 
which introduces a further group consisting almost entirely of 
Yahweh-proverbs (see on 16:1-9 below). 

The other most notable feature of the chapter is that almost half 
of its constituent proverbs are concerned with the teaching and 
acquiring of knowledge and instruction and the importance of these 
for daily living. The two themes are brought together in the final 
verse (33) in which instruction in wisdom is identified with the fear 
of Yahweh. It is not clear, however, that the chapter as a whole 
originally formed a single collection. V. 20 may have once marked 
the beginning of a separate collection. 

I. Like others in these chapters this proverb lays great emphasis 
on the power of the spoken word, in this case on its power to promote 
harmony or to cause disharmony in a community (compare 12:18). 

It is clearly intended to be universally applicable, though in its 
present position it can be seen as an extension of the thought of 
14:35, applying the "royal" saying to everyday life. wrath and anger 
pick up the "wrath" of that verse, though there quite different words 
are used. a harsh word: literally, "a word of pain" (d'bar-'{seb), 
that is, a word which causes pain. 

2. This verse is a further general statement about wise and foolish 
talk, probably meaning that a person's talk is a key to his character. 

dispenses: this represents a common emendation of the Hebrew 
te/ib to taUiP, literally, "drops" or "drips". Other emendations have 
also been proposed; but the Hebrew makes acceptable sense (so also 
Biihlmann and Ploger). he/ib, the hiphil imperfect of y/b, here has 
the not infrequent meaning of making something- here one's know
ledge - acceptable or pleasant to others. This fits well with v. 1 

and with I 4:35 and probably accounts for the verse's present pos
ition. The purpose of the proposed emendations is to create a good 
parallelism with pour out in the second line; but good parallelism is 
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not an essential feature of these proverbs; and to emend a reasonably 
satisfactory Hebrew text without supporting evidence and solely for 
the sake of style is a questionable procedure. 

3. The notion that the gods (or a particular god, who might 
be idrntified with a heavenly body passing through the sky) were 
all-seeing and scrutinized human behaviour is a commonplace of 
Egvptian literature and other literature of the ancient Near East. 
In the Old Testament we find it for example in Arn. 9:2-4; Ps. 
33:13-15, 18-19; 139:1-12. This proverb, which concludes the 
group that began with 14:34, is a reminder that the whole range of 
national as well as private behaviour comes under Yahweh's inexor
able scrutiny. 

4. This proverb has affinities with vv. 1 and 2, especially with 
the former: it concerns the effects of the spoken word on others. It is 
not entirely clear, however, what kinds of speech are here contrasted. 
marpe' (RSV gentle) has more than one possible meaning (see on 
14:30); selep (perverseness) occurs in the Old Testament only here 
and in 11 :3, where it appears to denote what is twisted or false, 
though the corresponding verb (slp, pie!) can mean "to ruin". Prob
ably the contrast is between speech which heals or soothes ( compare 
its use in 12:18) and so enhances the life of the hearer (on tree of 
life see on 3: 18) and malicious or hurtful speech which can ruin the 
lives of others by driving them to despair (feber b'n1a~, RSV breaks 
the spirit - compare feber n1a~ in Isa. 65: 14 and the "broken spirit" 
of the Psalmist in Ps. 5 1:1 7 [Heb. 19]). 

5. Compare v. 20. The language of this verse (his father's 
instruction, musar 'abiw; heeds, literally, "keeps", Jamar; despises, 
na'a.f; compare s: 12 and see also 1 :30) is that of the Instructions of 
chapters 1-9. is prudent: perhaps better, "will acquire shrewdness", 
that is, as a result of heeding the admonition. 

6. Compare 10:2; 11 :4. The grammar of the second line is anom
alous: see BHS. On t'bu'ah (income) see on 10:16; 14:4. 

7. spread: this verb (zrh) is elsewhere always used in an unfav
ourable sense of "scatter". Of the emendations and repointings that 
have been proposed, that noted in BHS (yi,r.(n1, "keep, guard", is 
probably the most plausible. The expression "guard knowledge" 
(na,rar da'at) occurs also in 5:2 in connection with lips or speech, 
and Symmachus's translation probably supports this emendation. 

not so (lo'-ken); here ken is almost certainly an adjective as in 
1 1: 1 g, and the phrase should be rendered "not right", that is, prob-
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ably, not reliable or untrustworthy. So the meaning of the verse 
seems to be that whereas the speech of the wise is disciplined in 
accordance with the knowledge - that is, the wisdom - that they 
have acquired, fools cannot be relied on because their minds (liter
ally, "heart") have not acquired, or have rejected, that self
discipline. 

8-11. These verses are linked both formally and thematically. 
Formally, vv. 8 and 9 are closely parallel. They both speak of the 
wicked (rasa', plural in v. 8; singular in v. 9), whose behaviour is an 
abomination to the Lord, and also, on the other hand, ofYahweh's 
affection (ra,fon, delight, in V. 8;ye"hab, loves, in V. 9) for the righ
teous (y'sarim, the upright, in V. 8; m'raddip tdaqah, him who pur
sues righteousness, in v. 9). Vv. 9 and ro are associated not only 
by the motif of the way (derek, v. 9; 'ora~, v. ro), but also by the 
contrast between loves (ye"hab, v. 9) and hates (foni', v. ro). Vv. ro 
and 11 are linked by references to death (will die, v. ro; Sheol, 
v. 11); and the reference there to Yahweh looks back to vv. 8 and 
9. 

A thematic thread also runs through these verses: the reference 
to specific religious acts (sacrifice, prayer) in v. 8 leads to a wider 
appraisal of moral conduct in v. 9, while v. 10 extends the general 
references in vv. 8 and 9 to God's disapproval of the wicked (abom
ination to the Lord) in specific terms - such people will die. V. 11 

concludes the series with a reminder (cf. v. 3) that there is no escape 
from this fate because nothing- not even the inner thoughts (hearts) 
of men from which their actions proceed - is hidden from Yahweh, 
who is the master of death as well as of life. 

More than one explanation is possible of the way in which this 
group of verses has been built up. It may be that the three Yahweh
proverbs (vv. 8, 9, 11) have been assembled round v. 10, the only 
verse in the group which does not mention Yahweh, in order to 
make it clear that the otherwise undefined way ofv. 10 is to be seen 
as a matter of obedience to the demands of Yahweh (compare the 
additions to the Instructions of chapters 1-9). Alternatively, vv. 9-
11 may be seen as an expansion of v. 8, underlining the point that 
worship of Yahweh unaccompanied by obedience to Yahweh's 
moral demands is not only unacceptable to him but a heinous sin 
which will lead to the destruction of its practitioners. However this 
may be, there is reason to suppose that this group of verses in its 
present form, together with the other references to Yahweh in the 
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chapter, is intended to put a particular stamp on the chapter as a 
whole. These verses have many points of contact with other verses 
in the chapter: in particular, v. 8 has contacts with vv. 3, 6 and 29; 
,·. g with vv. 16 and 17; v. 10 with vv. 5, 20, 31 and 32; and v. 11 
with vv. 24-6. 

8. Although some passages in the Old Testament (for example, 
Ps. 51:15-17 [Heh. 17-19]; Mic. 6:6-8; Prov. 21:3) express the 
view that the only sacrifice acceptable to God is a righteous and 
humble life, and in Ps. 141:2 prayer appears to be regarded as a 
substitute for sacrifice, the view of some early commentators that in 
this verse a contrast is intended between sacrifice and prayer is mis
taken. Prayer (t'pillah) and the offering of animal or vegetable sacri
fice were never regarded as mutually exclusive forms of worship in 
ancient Israel. Although prayer obviously could, and often was, 
offered without the accompaniment of sacrifice, it was a regular 
accompaniment of ritual sacrifice: in Isa. 56:7, for example, Yahweh, 
in speaking of his acceptance ofanimal sacrifice, refers to the Temple 
where that sacrifice is offered as "my house of prayer"; and the two 
forms of worship are associated in other passages: see for example 
Isa. 1:12-17;Jon. 2:7-9 [Heb. 8-IO]. Both were acceptable forms 
of worship; and prayer, which was primarily petition, or an appeal 
to God for favourable treatment or help, was no more acceptable 
to him if offered by the unrighteous than was animal sacrifice (so 
Prov. 15:29; 28:9). The contrast drawn in this verse is not between 
alternative forms of worship but between God's response to those 
who approach him: whether they are wicked or upright. It should 
be noted that although it has often been alleged that these proverbs 
are only marginally interested in worship, whether sacrificial or not, 
this proverb - as also 15=29; 21 :27 and 28:9 - appears to take it for 
granted as a normal activity (see Perdue, 1977, pp. 155-62). 

On to'"batyhwh (abomination to the Lord) see on 6:16. On rafon 
(delight) see on 11: 1. 

9. pursues righteousness: that is, tries to lead a righteous life. 
The verb is in the intensive (piel) form, indicating a serious and 
fixed intention. 

10. severe discipline (musar ra'): better, "severe hardship" or 
"severe punishment". On this meaning of musar see on 1 :2. The 
synonymous parallelism of this verse equates this with "death". On 
what is meant by "death", however, see on 2:18-19. forsakes the 
way: this must refer to the way or path of life or of wisdom (compare 
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2: 19; 4: 1 1) frequently contrasted in the Instructions of chapters 
1 -9 with the path or way of life chosen by the wicked or the 
foolish. "The way" (derek) is used similarly in an absolute sense in 
Ps. 119:1. 

ll. Abaddon, literally "destruction", associated with Sheol also 
in 27:20; Job 26:6, and with death in Job 28:22, is another name 
for the underworld, the place of the dead. The first line of this verse 
presupposes a common belief that even the underworld is subject 
to the scrutiny of Yahweh; the second line proceeds by means of an 
a fortiori argument ( 'ap ki, how much more ... !) to point out 
the absurdity of supposing that he is incapable of performing the 
presumably simpler action of seeing into the hearts of the living 
(compare Am. 9:2) - in other words, that not only human actions 
but human nature itself, that is, the good or evil propensities of 
individual human beings, is an open book to him. 

Krispenz (pp. 71-4) observes that the word "heart" (lib) which 
occurs in this verse recurs also in vv. 1 3, 14 and 15 as a "catchword", 
and concludes that this verse ( 11) is the beginning rather than the 
end of a series. There is, however, no contradiction here: if, as 
seems probable, v. 11 is a pivotal verse pointing both backwards 
and forwards, this should be regarded as a valuable pointer to the 
compositional methods employed by the editors of this proverb 
material. (See below.) 

12-17. These verses (and v. 11) are linked by a vocabulary 
chain, but only partly by theme. As has already been noted, lib 
(heart, mind) occurs in vv. 11, 13, 14 and 15; it has also been 
pointed out that even v. 12, which does not contain that word, 
begins with the same letter as vv. 13 and 14. Vv. 15-17 are, further, 
linked by the occurrence in each of the word {ob ( cheerful, Better); 
vv. 16 and 17 are particularly closely linked by their syntactical 
form ({ob ... min -, Better is . .. than . .. ). These formal editorial 
links are unlikely to be coincidental. But only between ( 13 and) 15-
17 is there a thematic link (see below). Krispenz's argument for a 
thematic link between the whole of ( 11 and) 12-15 is not convincing. 
The word lib in these verses has quite different meanings. In v. 11 
it refers to Yahweh's ability to see into the hearts - that is, the 
inner thoughts or plans of men and women, but in vv. 13 and 15 
it denotes not their mental processes but their emotions: these are 
psychological observations and have nothing to do with Yahweh's 
powers of obseivation; indeed, v. 13a speaks rather of the way in 
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which a person's inner feelings can be detected by his human acquaint
ances. V. 12 is also quite unconnected with its context. 

12. On the scoffer (Ii~) see on 1 :22. His arrogance and obstinacy 
are a constant theme of these proverbs: compare 9:7, 8; 13:1; 14:6. 
The statement that he will not go to the wise probably does not 
specifically refer to consultation but to associating with wise persons. 
Lxx has "consort with", which may presuppose 'et, "with", rather 
than 'el, to, in the Hebrew; compare "walks with" in 13:20. /J,"kamim, 
RSV "the wise", is used in a general sense, as elsewhere in these 
proverbs, of ordinary members of the community who have a repu
tation for common sense. 

13. The two lines of this verse are not strictly parallel: the first 
observes the fact that happiness shows itself externally in the face, 
while the second is purely psychological: mental suffering can end 
by wrecking one's entire life - compare 15:4, where the "breaking 
of the spirit" is the opposite of possession of the "tree of life". 

14. At first sight there seems to be no correspond~nce between 
the two lines of this verse: seek (biqqif) and feed on (ra'ah) seem 
to offer no parallel. Various emendations of the second of these verbs 
have therefore been proposed. However, Biihlmann (pp. 190-93) 
has plausibly argued that the metaphor of shepherding which is 
used in the second line is the key to the whole verse. As in 10:21, 
ra'ah is used not in its intransitive but in its transitive sense ofleading 
sheep to pasture and protecting them from harm, while biqqiI here 
has a similar sense: the good shepherd seeks good pasture for the 
sheep, and also seeks out and cares for the lost sheep (so Ezek. 34: 1 -

10). So here the person who has understanding (nabon, compare 
1 :5; 10: 13) is seen as a shepherd who takes thought (lib, "under
standing") for the welfare of the community, while fools have only 
their own folly to offer. 

15-17. V. 15 picks up v. 13, expressing a similar thought but 
reversing the order of the lines. The metaphor in the second line, 
which represents a cheerful heart (lob-lib) as a continual feast, 
suggested to the collector another proverb (v. 17) which also con
nects a meal ( ,.ru!J,ah), dinner) with a happy state of mind (again 
(oh, RSV Better). V. 17 can thus be seen as a possible - though not 
the only possible - interpretation of v. 15, giving its own definition 
of the nature of a "feast", which, in contrast with what is generally 
assumed and taken for granted, is to be found not in its lavishness 
or abundance (a fatted ox), but in its being eaten in the context of 
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a loving, harmonious family. V. 16, which substitutes the fear of 
the Lord for the simple love, and the rather vague great treasure 
for the concrete fatted ox, is clearly based on v. 17 and must be 
reckoned as one of those additions, found in these collections as well 
as in the Instructions of chapters 1-9, whose pious purpose is to 
bring all acceptable human activities under the aegis of religion. 

15. The second line of this verse reads like a popular proverb 
complete in itself: literally, "merry of heart - perpetual feast". As 
with some other such short proverbs, the syntax is minimal, and 
the text needs no correction: it speaks for itself. But the first line 
appears to contradict it: it states that it is impossible for the truly 
poor or indigent ('iini means "poor" rather than afflicted here) 
ever to enjoy happiness, since their whole life is wretched (ra', RSV 
evil). McKane's interpretation of the whole verse, that "There is 
an inner resilience which is invulnerable to the whims of fortune", 
does not take into account the absoluteness of the statement in the 
first line of this apparently contradictory proverb. 

16-17. Although these two verses are probably intended to be 
extensions of the thought of v. r 5b, their standpoint is quite different 
from that of v. 15a. Neither a little nor even a dinner of herbs 
reflects the situation of the "poor" of that verse. Those who are 
envisaged in these two verses are not "poor" in any absolute sense: 
the contrast made here is with the truly rich, who have great trea
sure and can afford to dine on a fatted ox. They are in fact the 
small farmers, whose circumstances may well be, at least at times, 
straitened, but who are by no means entirely without resources; 
here they are warned not to envy the rich, whose wealth does not 
necessarily bring them happiness. 

16. On the fear of the Lord see on 1: 7; ro: 2 7. This verse is 
almost identical with 16:8 except that whereas 16:8 has "righteous
ness" (s'diiqiih) in the first line and "injustice" (lo~ 'miipiil) in the 
second, this verse has the fear of the Lord and trouble. The two 
verses are really different versions of the same proverb, but in 15: 16 
Yahwistic piety has taken over the role of morality. Compare the 
similar process exemplified in the pair 13:14 and 14:27, in which 
the fear of Yahweh has taken the place of "the teaching of the wise". 
The kind of trouble envisaged here as a possible accompaniment of 
great wealth is not specified; Ee. 5: 10-20 [Heb. 9-19] may provide a 
clue to this. 

17. A dish of vegetables (RSV's dinner of herbs) would not be 
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an unusually meagre meal for an Israelite farmer (contrast, however, 
the "d1;' morsel" of I r I), nor would a fatted ox be out of the way 
for him on a special occasion such as that alluded to in 7: 14. The 
point of the proverb is that there are more important things in life 
than comfortable living. love and hatred may refer either to family 
relationships or to relations between neighbours who gather for a 
communal meal. 

18. stirs up strife: in 29:22a the same phrase is used of the "man 
of wrath"; in 28:25 it is used of the greedy man. Here the contrast 
is between the hot-tempered and the person who is slow to anger, 
a theme which was also a favourite of Egyptian wisdom literature. 
Like so many other of these proverbs, this verse expresses a concern 
for harmonious relations between members of the local community 
- for the building up of society and against whatever threatened to 
disrupt or destroy it. There is a certain link with v. 1 r both verses 
speak of good and bad personal relations. 

19. overgrown with thorns: the Hebrew has "like a thorn
hedge". The metaphor is probably intended to represent the excuse 
which the sluggard makes for his failure to achieve anything: that 
whatever he tries to do, unsurmountable obstacles stand in his way. 
Many commentators, on the grounds that upright (y'farim) is not 
a true parallel with sluggard ( 'ij,sil), propose to emend it to q"rf4im, 
"diligent", following LXX ( cf. also 13:4). However, Ploger points out 
that there is a tendency in some of these proverbs to equate good 
with wise and bad with foolish. 

a level highway: all that is meant by the Hebrew here is "a 
highway", that is, a properly constructed road from which obstacles 
have been removed. 

20-23 (24): Ifv. 20 once stood as the opening verse ofa collection 
(see the introduction to chapter I 5 above), there is no dear indi
cation where this ended, though vv. 31 and 32 could be seen as 
rounding off its message by returning to the theme of v. 20. 
(Delitzsch held that it ended only in 17:20.) On a smaller scale, 
however, there are clear signs ofa deliberate arrangement ofvv. 20-
23 (possibly also v. 24). Formally, the root fmq (the verb make ... 
glad and the noun fimQ<ih, joy) is common to vv. 20, 21 and 23. 
Thematically, vv. 21 -3 are all concerned with aspects of human 
behaviour which have their roots in the attitudes of children towards 
their parents alluded to in v. 20: responsible and irresponsible 
behaviour in general (v. 21); taking or refusing to take advice from 
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others (v. 22); knowing how and when to speak (v. 23). V. 24, with 
its promise of "life" to the wise, may have been intended to close 
this short series. 

20. This verse is a variant of J0:1 (compare also 12:1 and 13:1). 

The first line is identical with JO: 1 a; the second is slightly different 
- 1 o: 1 b has "is a sorrow to" rather than despises. Proverbs, like 
other books of the OT including the Decalogue, puts great emphasis 
on the duty of obeying and honouring parents, and is extremely 
severe towards those who do not do so ( 19:26; 20:20; 28:24; 30: 1 1, 

17). This verse probably alludes to acceptance or rejection by chil
dren of parental instruction (compare 1 :8), which according to the 
Instructions of chapters 1 -9 was essential for forming character and 
instilling right attitudes to life. 

a foolish man: literally, "a fool of a man" (k'sil 'iidiim). On this 
expression, which occurs again in 2 1 :20, see GK 128 I. There is no 
need to emend to "a foolish son" with LXX to conform with JO: 1 b. 

21. This verse is thematically somewhat similar to v. 19. It con
trasts the irresponsible person who wastes his life on amusing trivial
ities ( compare J0:23) with the person who takes life seriously, 
moving steadily through it (once again the metaphor of the "way", 
found also in vv. 19 and 24 and constantly in the book, is used). 

22. This is a variant of 11: 14, differing in that it does not draw 
on a political analogy. counsel (sod): that is, consultation. The 
emphasis placed in this and many others of these proverbs on the 
importance of acting only with the co-operation of other members 
of the community is a mark ofa conservative society which mistrusts 
individual initiative. 

23. There is a certain appropriateness in the placing of this 
proverb in that it may be taken to constitute advice to the advisers 
whose assistance is recommended in v. 22! The theme is similar to 
that of v. 1; but RSV has here gone beyond the Hebrew text in 
introducing the word apt. A literal translation of this first line might 
be "There is joy (or, "satisfaction") to a man in the answer of his 
mouth". The verse as a whole is prob<'.bly an instance of the use of 
the afortiori argument (mah-Uob can mean "how much better ... !" 
as well as how good . .. !).Aman may be pleased with the answer 
he has given; but it will be fully effective only if it is made at an 
appropriate moment. This is an example of the emphasis laid by 
these proverbs on the importance of mastering the difficult art of 
persuasive speech. The time is not always ripe: when to speak is as 
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important as what to say and how to say it. This idea of the "right 
time" pervades the wisdom books: compare, for example, Ee. 3: 1 -

8. 
24. This verse may have been placed here to form the conclusion 

of the group which begins in v. 20: it is a general statement which 
picks up the thought of that verse and elaborates its implications. 

As it stands in the Hebrew text, this verse, which presents the 
choice to be made between two ways of life and their consequences, 
the one leading upward (l'ma'lah) and the other downward (maUah, 
RSVbeneath), may appear to suggest a doctrine of personal immor
tality - of eternal life in heaven and of eternal punishment in the 
underworld (compare Dan. 12:2-3 and an alleged allusion to such 
a belief in Ee. 3:2 I). Most commentators, however, agree that such 
a belief is extremely improbable here in view of its absence otherwise 
from Proverbs and of the comparatively early date attributed to 
these proverbs: the reference is to the future of the wise during their 
existence in this world and to the "paths oflife" and "death" in the 
same sense as in, for example, 4: 18-22 and 12:28. Others, while 
agreeing with this view, hold that "upward" and "downward" 
(especially the former, with its implication of a heavenly afterlife) 
can only be interpreted in an eschatological sense, but see these 
words as later glosses inserted into a text in which no such sense 
was originally implied. It is significant that they are not represented 
in LXX. 

25-33. There is agreement among those scholars who are inter
ested in tracing the composition of these chapters (Hermisson, 
Ploger, Krispenz) that these verses form a distinct group. Their 
most notable characteristic is the predominance in them ofYahweh
proverbs - four out of nine verses (25, 26, 29, 33), including the 
first two and the last. On the verbal level there is a chain of links 
which cannot be coincidental: vv. 25 and 27 have the word bet 
(house, household) in common; vv. 28 and 29 both speak of the 
righteous (faddiq) and the wicked (rasa'); the root Im' (the verb 
"hear", Jama', three times; news, s'mfi.'ii, [literally, "what is heard"]) 
occurs in each of the four consecutive verses 29-32, and vv. 31 and 
32 are also linked by toka~at, admonition; musar, instruction, is 
common to vv. 32 and 33. 

On the thematic level it is not possible to trace a single continuous 
thread; but at least vv. 25-9 are all concerned with righteousness 
and wickedness, and vv. 31 -3 with the theme of instruction and 
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admonition. It is, however, the Yahweh-proverbs as commenting 
on their contexts which give this group of proverbs their distinct 
character. Vv. 25-6 may in fact be pivotal: they can be seen as 
commenting on v. 24, interpreting the "life" and "death" set before 
the wise man in that verse as the consequence of pleasing or displeas
ing Yahweh, but also, together with v. 29, as attributing the fate of 
the wicked and righteous ofvv. 27 and 28 as equally due to his favour 
or disfavour. Similarly v. 33 defines the instruction in wisdom 
commended in vv. 31 and 32 as equivalent to The fear of the 
Lord. The non-Yahweh proverbs in this group are thus brought 
specifically into the sphere of Yahweh's moral demands. It is also 
significant that this group of proverbs is immediately followed by 
another group (16:1-9) of which every verse but one (v. 8) is a 
Yahweh-proverb (see below). 

25. One of the greatest misfortunes which could befall a family 
in ancient Israel was the loss of its ancestral portion of land, on 
which its livelihood, and often the status of free citizens, depended. 
Those who were responsible for driving such people off their land 
for their own profit are frequently condemned in the Old Testament. 
The powerful had many ways of doing this, one of which was the 
use of either force or deceit to enlarge their own property by chang
ing the position of the boundary stones (g'bul, RSV boundaries) 
which marked the limits of fields; this is prohibited in Dt. 19: 14; 
27:17, and also in the wisdom books (e.g. Prov. 22:28; 23:10-11; 
Job 24:2). To act in this way against those who were particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation, that is, the widow, mentioned here, and 
the orphan or fatherless ( Prov. 23: 1 o- 1 1) was regarded as a particu
larly heinous crime. Neither the practice nor its denunciation was, 
however, peculiar to Israel. For example, the Egyptian Amenope (VI 
7:10-15, ANET, p. 422) strongly condemns the practice, and in the 
ancient Near East in general it was acknowledged to be a special 
duty of rulers to put widows, orphans and other disadvantaged 
persons under their protection. To this extent, therefore, the Old 
Testament attitude to this problem is by no means unique. What 
is striking, however, in this verse is the assertion - characteristic, 
indeed, of much Old Testament teaching - that Yahweh himself 
will act directly to defend widows from exploitation and to root out 
the offenders. This may suggest that the practice was a common 
one (cf. Job 24:2 If.) which the king, despite his acknowledged duty 
in this matter, might be unable or unwilling to suppress. tears down 
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the house of the proud: compare 10:25; 12:7. The proud (gi'im) 
ar<' th<' powerful or wealthy, who recognize no moral law. 

26. The meaning of the second line of this verse is uncertain. The 
Hebrew has "pleasant words are pure". Lxx ("the words of the pure 
are held in honour") appears to presuppose a reversal of the order 
of the words. However, the Hebrew text may be correct, although 
pure (tahor) is an unusual word to be used as the opposite of abom
ination to the Lord. It is primarily a technical term for ritual purity, 
but is also used in an ethical sense (Ps. 51:10 [Heb. 12];Job 17:9, 
where it is equivalent to "righteous"). Since human purity whether 
ritual or ethical is always purity in the eyes of Yahweh, it may have 
this sense here. "Pleasing words" ( 'imre-no'am) may mean speech 
which makes for communal harmony (compare Prov. 16:24; 3:17, 
where no'am is parallel with Iii.tom) and so is contrasted with the 
thoughts or plans of the wicked, which cause dissension. 

27. He who is greedy for unjust gain: this phrase (bo,ria' ba.ra, 
is rendered by RSV in 1: 19 by "who get gain by violence"; but here 
the emphasis appears to be on the heinousness of the crime rather 
than on the means by which it is committed. Its precise nature is 
not stated here; but the parallel in the second line suggests that it 
is some kind of extortion. makes trouble for his household: see 
on 11 :29. Clearly the verb ( 'ii.kar) here signifies a major calamity. 

bribes: this word (mattii.nii.h) means "gift". It is used in a neutral 
sense in 19:6. Another word for "bribe" used in Proverbs is Io~ad 
( 1 r23; 21: 14). Bribery - of witnesses or judges - was evidently a 
common practice and is severely condemned in the laws (Exod. 23:8; 
Dt. 16:19; 27:25) and elsewhere in the Old Testament. In Proverbs 
it is condemned here and in 17:23; but a different attitude towards 
it seems to be implied in 21: 14, which simply notes - without com
ment - that it is sometimes expedient (contrast 6:35). will live: on 
the meaning of "life" in Proverbs see the note on 3:2. 

28. The second line of this verse is a variant of v. 2b; but there 
the contrast is between wise and fools, here between righteous 
and wicked. Such ambivalence occurs frequently in these proverbs. 
There is a contrast here between considered speech (ponders) and 
rash speech (pours out); but more important is an implied contrast 
between responsible and anti-social speech. The righteous man takes 
time to consider how he can ease a difficult situation, while the 
wicked man is ready and eager to stir up trouble. 

29. The point of this proverb is not that divine help can only be 
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obtained through prayer. Rather, like 28:9, it assumes that prayer 
is olfered to God by wicked and righteous alike, but that God will 
only respond to the petitions of the latter. The complaint frequently 
made in the psalms of lamentation that Yahweh is far from the 
petitioner is always a complaint that he has failed to respond to his 
prayers. 

30. This is the only verse in the group which appears to be the
matically isolated. It is a psychological observation comparable to 
10:26; 12:25; 13: 12, 17; 14:30; 15: 13, 15. The light of the eyes: this 
phrase (m"or-'enayim) is strange. Elsewhere ma'or means a lamp or 
source of light. Here the phrase may refer to a radiant look seen in 
the face of a happy person (so Scott; compare REB's "a bright 
look"). Emendation is probably unnecessary. 

31. He whose ear: literally, "The ear that ... ". It may be the 
reference to the eyes in v. 30 that has led to the placing immediately 
after it of this proverb which begins with the word ear. It may also 
be that the same preoccupation with the parts of the body accounts 
for the position of v. 32, which refers to the heart (lib, RSV "under
standing"). Compare the use of the same device in another form in 
6:16-19. 

wholesome admonition: literally, "admonition of life" (toka4at 
4ayyim), that is, admonition which leads to or confers "life" in the 
sense in which that word is understood in Proverbs (compare 'iira4 
4ayyim, "the path which leads to life", in 5:6). 

It is not clear whether the second line of this verse states the 
contents of the admonition - that is, to seek the company of wise 
men - or whether its meaning is that heeding such admonition will 
give the entree to their company or will be considered to do so by 
others. However this may be, the proverb reiterates the standard 
teaching that only by willingness to listen to good advice can one 
achieve wisdom. 

32. This verse echoes in antithetical parallelism what v. 31 states 
in a single positive sentence. The first line would be better rendered 
as "He who neglects instruction rejects himself" ( contrast "loves him
self" in 19:8). There is a play on two different meanings of lib 
(understanding) here: in its meaning of "heart" this word is close 
to nepef (RSV self) which occurs in the first line. One line of conduct 
rejects the nepef while the other acquires the "heart". 

33. The first line of this verse, which equates the fear of the 
Lord with readiness to accept instruction in wisdom, echoes 1 :7 
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and 9:, o, suggesting that it belongs to a later editorial stratum than 
the preceding verses. Its function here is to interpret the vocabulary 
or n·. 31 and 32 (admonition, wise, instruction, understanding) in 
terms of obedience to the demands of Yahweh, and so to round olT 
this group ofproverbs. The second line is identical with 18:12b, and 
may have originally been a popular saying. Here, however, as in 
22:4, it acquires a specifically religious connotation. It does not 
contradict 22A, which states that "the reward for humility and the 
fear of the Lord is riches and honour and life", but is in agreement 
with it: it means, not that honour is of little worth compared with 
humility, but that honour, that is, an honourable and prosperous 
position in society, can only be obtained by those who have already 
(goes before) shown themselves to be humble towards God. 

CHAPTER I 6 

Even more than chapter 15, this chapter is dominated by Yahweh
proverbs. In vv. 1-9 every verse except one (v. 8) is a Yahweh
proverb, and the final verse (33) is also a Yahweh-proverb, and one 
which echoes verse 1, so forming a framework for the chapter. There 
are also Yahweh-proverbs in vv. 11 and 20. Vv. 1-9 are immediately 
followed by a second series (vv. 10-15) of which every verse but 
one (v. 11) is a royal proverb. 

These two series, which occupy almost half the chapter, have 
clearly been placed in their present sequence deliberately (see below 
on 1 6: rn-15). It is to be noted that their respective topics have been 
intertwined in vv. 9-12, where the sequence is Yahweh-proverb, 
royal proverb, Yahweh-proverb, royal proverb. 

It is almost certainly significant that this double series of proverbs 
has been placed precisely in a central position in the book: the 
Masora points out that the central verse in the whole of the Book 
of Proverbs is 16: 17. This arrangement clearly reflects an editorial 
view about the central importance for the reader of these statements 
about Yahweh, about the king, and, implicitly, about the relationship 
between the two. A link between chapters 15 and 16 is provided by 

1S:33· 
It has frequently been noted that chapters 16:1-22:16 differ for-

mally from chapters I0-1 5 in that in the former synonymous para
llelism prevails, while in the latter antithetical parallelism is 
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dominant. But whatever may have been the origin of this difference 
in the history of the composition of the book, there is no sign of a 
break in the text as it stands. 

In the remainder of the chapter there is particular emphasis on 
positive virtues associated with wisdom - humility, the proper use 
of speech, patience - rather than on the enemies of society; the latter 
theme is almost entirely confined to the short section vv. 27-30. 

1-9. The only verse in this group which stands in isolation from 
the rest is v. 8, which contains no reference to Yahweh and has no 
close connection, either thematical or formal, with its context 
(though see below). Its presence here may be due to a subsequent 
dislocation of the text. Otherwise the verses have been arranged in 
a logical order. Vv. 1 and 9, both of which stress Yahweh's sover
eignty over the lives of men, the success of whose plans is entirely 
dependent on him, constitute the framework of the group and deter
mine its tone. Vv. 2-4 further elaborate the thought of v. 1: Yahweh 
has complete knowledge of human motives (v. 2); he will give success 
to those who commit their plans to him (v. 3); all created things 
answer to his purpose, including the punishment of the wicked (v. 4). 
Vv. 5-7 speak in more detail of his dealings with mankind: he will 
punish the arrogant (v. 5, which is closely linked with v. 4) and 
protect and give peace to those whose lives meet with his approval 
(vv. 6, 7). The verse which precedes this section (15:33) identifies 
the fear of Yahweh (v. 6) with the "instruction in wisdom" of which 
Proverbs speaks elsewhere. Together, these verses make up a theo
logical compendium and have deliberately been given the central 
place in the book. 

I. This proverb is often taken to mean that all human attempts 
to control events are pointless: it is God who is in control, and what 
he decides may be quite different from what men and women want 
to happen: "Man proposes, but God disposes". Similar notions are 
found in non-Israelite Near Eastern wisdom literature, for example, 
"One thing are the words which men say, another is what the god 
does" (Amenope XVIII 19:6-7; ANET, p. 423). There can be no 
doubt that Yahweh's sovereignty is stressed here, but it is not so 
clear that the intention is to belittle human enterprise. The interpret
ation of the verse depends on the meaning of the answer of the 
tongue in the second line. Some commentators (Barucq, McKane) 
understand this to refer to Yahweh's decision; but this is an unnatu
ral interpretation of answer. There is, moreover, a close connection 
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betwl'en answer and tongue in this line and plans and mind in 
the first. In other words, it is man who both plans and answers: 
man decides what he wants to say (compare 15:23 on the "apt 
answer" and the "word in season"), but he is dependent on God 
for the ability to choose the right words. If this is the correct 
interpretation of the verse, its intention is not to denigrate all human 
plans as useless but to stress human dependence on God for their 
successful execution. 

2. This verse, probably placed here because of the logical 
sequence from thoughts ("plans of the mind", v. 1) to actions (literally, 
ways), is concerned with a rather different attribute of Yahweh: his 
ability to discern human motives. A man may (the Hebrew does not 
require the translation are) believe that the motives for his actions 
are entirely disinterested, but Yahweh assesses them at their true 
value. (See further on 20:9.) weighs the spirit: the Hebrew has 
"spirits" ( ruMt). The meaning of the phrase is the same as "weighs 
hearts (libbot)" in 21:2, which is otherwise almost identical with this 
verse except that it has yiifar "right" - that is, righteous - instead 
ofpure (zak). 

There is a slight difference of opinion among commentators about 
the meaning of token, weighs. Driver (VT 1 [1951], pp. 242-3) held 
that the verb takan means "to fix a standard (for)"; Gemser and 
others that it means "tests". In Prov. 24:12, which like 21:2 has 
token libbot, the verb is paralleled by "keeps watch, watches over". 
The meaning of the line is, however, hardly affected by these differ
ent interpretations. It should be noted that the meaning of the verse 
is not that impure motives cannot be hidden from Yahweh, but the 
more subtle one that he is a more accurate judge of the purity of a 
person's motives than that person himself. This point is taken up 
by the next verse, which is a warning that plans will only succeed 
if they are first subjected to Yahweh's scrutiny. 

3. Despite the difference of terminology ("ways" in v. 2 and ma'a
fim, work, here both refer to human actions) which indicates that 
the two verses were originally unconnected, this verse, which is in 
the form ofan admonition, neatly fits its context (see on v. 2 above). 
The second line is virtually the same as 4:266, where, however, it 
is the human "father" who guarantees success. In another passage 
(Prov. 20: 18) where the same phrase "plans will be established" 
occurs, it is again human advice which will ensure this. 

Commit: literally, "roll" (giilal). This curious metaphor occurs 
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also in Ps. 22:8 (Heb. g) and Ps. 37:5. The meaning may be similar 
to that of I Pet. 5:7, "casting all your care upon him". Pesh., Targ. 
and Vulg. appear to have regarded this verb as derived from galah, 
"to reveal" (reading gal instead of got). 

4. for its purpose (lamma "'nehu: the usual meaning of ma "'neh ( for 
example, in v. 1) is "answer". This is hardly an adequate meaning 
here; and the majority of commentators render it by "purpose", 
citing Arabic usage and the Hebrew expression (l')ma'an, which can 
mean "for the purpose of", as evidence. McKane, however, takes 
the word here as meaning "in relation to its (not Yahweh's) counter
part" - that is, Yahweh has made everything correspond to 
("answer") the proper order of things: the day of trouble is an 
appropriate fate for the wicked. The same ambiguity appears in the 
use of the verb 'anah, normally "answer", in Ee. 1 o: 1 g. 

A more important problem on which the commentaries do not 
agree is whether this verse implies that the wicked are predestined by 
their creator to their punishment and so have no choice in the mat
ter. Ben Sira (Sir. 39: 16-25) perceived this moral problem, and, 
after a discussion, took refuge in the thought that it is wrong for 
man to question what God does. Probably the author of this verse, 
holding the view expressed elsewhere in the Old Testament (for 
example, Am. 3:6; Isa. 4y7) that everything that happens is directly 
due to Yahweh because nothing exists outside what he has created, 
was unaware of the moral problem. 

lamma '•nehu: this form - the use of the article with a noun which 
has a pronominal suffix - is anomalous. It may be due to an 
erroneous pointing by the Massoretes; if not, the reason for it is not 
fully understood (see GK 127 i; Brockelmann, Syntax, 73d). 

5-6. These two verses are probably intended to act as different 
kinds of comment on the second line of v. 4. V. 5 offers a definition 
of the kind of wicked person whose punishment is certain; v. 6, 
however, offers reassurance that it is possible for atonement to be 
made for sin. 

5. To be arrogant (literally, "lifted up in heart") is an unforgiv
able sin because it is an offence directly against Yahweh (compare 
Isa. 2:11-17). On abomination to the Lord see on 6:16; on be 
assured see on 11:21. will not go unpunished: literally, "will not 
be acquitted". Yahweh is here clearly seen in his capacity of judge. 

6. The two lines of this formally synonymous proverb are synony
mous also in meaning. On loyalty and faithfulness (~esed we"met) 
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sec on 3:3. is atoned for: this verb (kipper) is primarily, though not 
exclusively, a technical term of the sacrificial cult. McKane, who 
takes loyalty and faithfulness as referring solely to moral qualities, 
holds that its use in this context betrays an anti-cultic attitude; but 
the verb is probably used here in the same sense as "covers (all 
offences)" in I o: 1 2. The idea that obedience is more highly regarded 
by Yahweh than sacrifice is not an anti-cultic one: it was also the 
view of the Deuteronomists (1 Sam. 15:22). avoids evil: that is, 
escapes misfortune (compare is atoned for). 

7. This proverb has affinities with v. 2 (the same phrase a man's 
ways occurs in both verses) and with vv. 3 and 6. The background 
is local community life with its unpleasantnesses so often referred 
to in these chapters: the man whose ways please the Lord, that is, 
whose behaviour meets with Yahweh's approval, will enjoy har
monious relations with all his neighbours: even his former enemies 
will wish to become his friends. 

8. See on the similar proverbs I y 16 and 1 7 and compare also 
17: 1. This verse may have been inserted here to provide an illustra
tion of what is meant in v. 7 by "pleasing the Lord". If this is so, 
it is particularly close to 15: 16, which speaks of "the fear of the 
Lord" - this may be implied here by the words righteousness 
({daqah) and justice (miipa() - compare 21 :3. 

9. This group of verses ends with a proverb similar in meaning 
to v. 1: it also states that the plans formed by A man ('ii.dam) in his 
mind (lib) can only be brought to fruition with the help and 
approval of Yahwefr; but the thought is here extended to all of a 
person's activities in life (way, derek): each of his steps along the way 
(Ia'ad) need Yahweh's guidance. 

10-15. On the relationship between this group of proverbs and 
the preceding one see on 16: 1 -33. These "royal proverbs" have 
been brought together to stimulate thought about the role of the 
king just as vv. 1-9 are a compendium of thoughts about God. 
They do not all reflect the same standpoint: for example, v. 14 may 
envisage the possibility of arbitrary destruction, while vv. 10 and 
13, taken by themselves, are quite uncritical of kings. 

But the two passages (vv. 1-9 and I0-15) seen consecutively and 
as a whole echo one another in many ways and are clearly intended 
to react upon one another. As vv. 1-9 are concerned with the depen
dence of men and women in general on Yahweh, so vv. I0-15 arc 
concerned by implication not only with the king as ruler but also 
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with the king as a man, and not only in his relationship to his 
subjects but also in his relationship to his God. This double topic 
closely conforms to Israelite beliefs about the king's position as 
Yahweh's representative: he has been endowed with both power 
and responsibility, and is answerable to him. (This may be one of 
the reasons for the inclusion in this series of one Yahweh-proverb, 
which speaks of the supervision of weights and measures, which was 
one of the king's duties [see 2 Sam. 14:26], as ultimately under 
Yahweh's care.) 

The relationship between the two passages can be seen in some 
of the specific statements about the king, which echo statements in 
vv. 1 -9. For example, the king fulfils the role of a judge over his 
people, including power over life and death (vv. 10, 14, 15) which 
Yahweh himself exercises (vv. 4, 5,), but at the same time he is 
responsible for his actions, and will retain his throne only if he 
maintains righteousness and punishes evil (v. 12). He, like others, 
will be judged by his actions (v. 12, compare vv. 5, 6, 7). Kings 
make plans, but like others can only carry them out with Yahweh's 
help (v. 10, inspired decisions; compare vv. 1, 3, 9). The king's 
words are dictated by Yahweh like those of other persons ( v. 1). It 
should also be noted that the same word abomination is used in 
v. 12 in connection with the king's duty to right wrong as is used 
in v. 5 of Yahweh's own punishment of wrong. So by the careful 
choice and assembly of diverse proverbs, kingship is seen in its 
proper light in accordance with Israelite notions. Like the other 
Yahweh-proverbs in these chapters, none of the proverbs in this 
group necessarily reflects a personal acquaintance with kings or 
royal courts (see Whybray, 1990, pp. 45-59). 

10. Inspired decisions (qesem): elsewhere in the Old Testament 
this word always denotes divination or the like, and is strictly con
demned as both an illegitimate and a fraudulent practice of persons 
who claimed by this means to discover and so to make known the 
divine will. Here alone it is used in a clearly positive sense, and is 
paralleled by the pronouncing by the king of judgment (miiptit) -
that is, of a judicial decision made with respect to cases brought to 
him as judge. No satisfactory explanation has been found of the use 
of the word here; but it probably reflects a naive view of royal 
judicial pronouncements comparable to that of the woman ofTekoa 
(2 Sam. 14: 17) who in asking for a legal decision claimed to believe 
that David was "like the angel of God to discern good and evil". 
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This docs not mean that the king was believed to be God's mouth
piece, but that God had endowed him with his own ability to make 
right judgments (compare I Kg. 3:28). 

11. See on 11: 1. The weights (literally, "stones") were kept in 
a bag or purse (Dt. 25: 13; Mic. 6: 11). (On the connection of this 
verse with the topic of kings see on 16:10-15 above.) It has been 
suggested, partly on grammatical grounds and partly on the grounds 
that it would be more logical to say that every weighing device, 
whether accurate or not, belongs to Yahweh, that the word mifpa{ 
(just) is a later addition to the text; but this is hypercriticism. The 
Lxx text suggests that it is original, and also the fact that in the text 
as it stands miJpat ("judgment" in v. 10) acts as a key-word linking 
these two verses. (On the grammatical point see GK 128a, n. 1.) 

This proverb, more clearly than others which speak of Yahweh's 
detestation of dishonest trading, implies a very close relationship 
between Yahweh and the ordinary details of human life: it asserts 
that commerce, here represented by the weighing of goods, is not 
merely subject to his scrutiny and judgment, as stated in the Old 
Testament laws and in Israelite and Near Eastern wisdom literature 
generally, but is his work- that is, it is not a man-made enterprise 
but actually a part of the created order. 

12. RSV's rendering of the first line of this verse gives the impres
sion that it is the kings who do evil. But it is more probable that 
the line should be rendered "Doing evil is an abomination (that is, 
is abhorrent) to kings": that is, kings cannot tolerate wicked persons 
because the upholding of righteousness is the basis of their rule. 
This interpretation is supported by the similarity of the phrase an 
abomination to kings to the frequently occurring "an abomination 
to the Lord". 

The statement here that the royal throne is founded on righteous
ness clearly implies that the king is regarded as the representative 
of Yahweh on earth, since precisely the same language is used else
where (Ps. 89:14 [Heb. 15]; 97:2) in passages which refer to 
Yahweh's own sovereignty. The imagery may have originated in 
Egypt (see Brunner, 1958, pp. 426-8), though McKane regards it 
as "so commonplace and obvious that it might occur to anyone at 
any time". 

13. Righteous (Iedeq) here echoes "righteousness" (tdaqii.h) in 
v. 1 2. The general sense of the two verses is also similar. Ploger 
points out that, as in v. 12, what is said of the king here is elsewhere 
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said ofYahweh himself(e.g. in 12:22). The verse expresses a general 
belief: there is no specific reference to advice given to a king by his 
courtiers, which might suggest a court background for the proverb. 

a king: the Hebrew has the plural, although the verb is singular. 
LXX and other Versions and some MSS have "king" (see BHS). him 
who speaks what is right: the Hebrew phrase is somewhat strange. 
Some commentators (and see BHS) propose emendation to "words 
of righteousness" or the like. 

14-15. These two verses speak simply of the king's sovereign 
power, without making any adverse judgement. 

14. Just as punishment is in store for those who anger Yahweh 
(v. 5 above), yet forgiveness is possible for those whose conduct 
pleases him (vv. 6-7), so with the king, whose power is here 
regarded as absolute, but whose anger can be deflected by wise 
conduct. (The analogy is particularly suggested by the use of the 
same verb kipper, appease, in both this verse and in v. 6, where it 
appears in the passive form "is atoned for".) a messenger of death: 
the Hebrew has "messengers". For the meaning of the phrase com
pare Ps. 78:49-50, where Yahweh's "messengers" (also in the plu
ral) do not simply convey information but act as the agents of his 
anger, actually inflicting disease and death on his people. For an 
example of a royal "messenger of death" see 2 Kg. 6:32-3. The 
picture here of a king who as a matter of course sends his agents to 
despatch those who have angered him - although such things could 
happen in very exceptional circumstances ( 1 Kg. 2:25, 34) - belongs 
to the realm of the imagination rather than of real life, and reflects 
a naive awe of kings such as might be expected of people who had 
no direct knowledge of the way in which kings ordinarily behaved. 

15. This proverb, placed here because it depicts the opposite 
aspect of the exercise of royal power to that depicted on v. 14 ( the 
king can confer life as well as death!), could equally refer in its 
entirety to God. The phrase 'or panim (the light of. .. [the] face) 
is used in one other passage in the Old Testament (Job 29:24) of 
the favourable disposition of one human person to another; but it 
is pre-eminently used of Yahweh's favour (Ps. 4:6 [Heh. 7 ]; 44:3 
[Heb. 4]; 89:15 [Heh. 16]), and elsewhere Yahweh is entreated 
similarly to "make his face shine" on his worshippers, e.g. in the 
blessing of Aaron: "May Yahweh cause his face to shine on you and 
be gracious to you" (Num. 6:25). 

the clouds that bring the spring rain: this simile reflects the 
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fact that the spring rain, which was eagerly awaited because without 
it there would be a poor fruit crop, was preceded by the appearance 
of clouds. This appearance was therefore a moment for joy and 
relief. 

16-23. There are many links both verbal and thematic between 
these verses. Thus "wise" and "wisdom" occur in vv. 16, 21 and 
23; vv. 20, 22 and 23 have the root fkl in common (mafkil, He 
who gives heed; sikel, wisdom;yafkil, makes . .. judicious)· ruah 
spirit, occurs in vv. 18 and 19; lib, heart, mind, in vv. 21 a~d 23; 
toh in vv. 16, 19 and 20 (better; mi4a' {oh, will prosper);yosip leqa!J, 
increases persuasiveness, in vv. 21 and 23. The themes, apart 
from the desirability of acquiring or possessing wisdom in vv. 16, 
21, 22, 23, are also appropriate: general uprightness (v. 17); humility 
as opposed to pride (vv. 18, 19); heeding the "word" (that is, of 
wisdom or instruction, v. 20); wise speech ( vv. 2 1, 23). 

It is possible that v. 16 (compare 10:1; 12:1; 13:1; 15:5, 20) marks 
the beginning of a small group of proverbs fashioned to function as 
a miniature "instruction" in the manner of those in chapters 1 -9. 
The language of "getting", that is, acquiring, wisdom (qanah 4ok
mah) and understanding (qanah binah) clearly associates this verse 
with 4:5, 7, where the importance of this is a main feature of an 
instruction, and more generally with the introductory sections 
of other instructions (3:14; compare 2:4); and in the speech of 
personified Wisdom in chapter 8 (vv. JO, 19) there is the same 
comparison, in Wisdom's favour, between its value and that of silver 
and/or gold. If this hypothesis of a miniature instruction is correct, 
v. 23 probably marks its conclusion: it then begins with a general 
statement about the importance of wisdom (v. 16) and concludes 
with an emphatic three-verse repetition of the same theme (vv. 21 -
23). It is noteworthy that at the centre of the group - perhaps 
properly to be regarded as its kernel - is a Yahweh-proverb (v. 20). 
There is also a possible link with the preceding sections (vv. 1-9 
and IO- 15) in that wisdom is seen as necessary to all, both kings 
and men and women in general. 

16. The grammar of the first line of this verse is somewhat strange 
in the Hebrew, which has "To acquire wisdom, how much better 
Lhan gold!". RSV, following the Versions and many commentaries, 
omils how much (mah), which may be a dittography, its consonants 
being identical with the final consonants of the previous word Mk
mah. In the first line also the form q'noh (To get) is anomalous; the 
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second line has the normal form of the infinitive, rfnot. But emen
dation is probably unnecessary: see GK 75n. 

17. turns aside from evil: that is, "avoids evil". "Evil" here 
means "harm" rather than "wickedness"; the righteous will come 
to no harm. highway (m•sillah): this is the theme of choosing the 
right way so prominent in the book, especially in chapters , -9. The 
word m'sillah, which occurs only here in Proverbs, means a raised 
highway, which would be free of obstacles and difficulties. The 
second line, in synonymous parallelism, puts the thought in a 

slightly different way. guards his way: that is, "watches his step" 
(so REE). 

18. The condemnation of Pride is a commonplace of Proverbs, 
although a variety of different terms is used. The word employed 
here (ga'on) is cognate with ge'im ("the proud") in V. 19. The first 
line of the verse, probably the origin of the English proverb "Pride 
goes before a fall", may here also have originally been an indepen
dent popular saying. 

19. the poor: Kethib has "'nryyim, "poor"; Qere ""nawim, 
"humble". RSV is probably correct, although some commentators 
take the opposite view. of a lowly spirit is paralleled by proud; 
poor by divide the spoil. 

divide the spoil was probably originally a military term, but 
here means to be wealthy - to be among those who between them 
share this world's goods ( compare 3 1 : 1 I; Isa. 53: 1 2). On the proud 
(ge'im) as both wealthy and rapacious see on 1y25. 

20. He who gives heed to the word (maikil 'al-do.bar): it is not 
clear whether this refers to the teaching of the wise (as in, e.g., 1:23; 
4:4) or of God. The former may have originally been the meaning 
of this line; but it was clearly open to a theological interpretation, 
and the second line may have been added to provide that 
interpretation. 

21. The difficulty with the first line of this verse is that wise 
(Mkam) and man of discernment (nabon) are synonymous (cf., e.g., 
IO: I 3; 14:6; I 8: 15). Some commentators attempt to obtain some 
significant meaning for the line by stressing the importance of the 
verb is called (yiqqare'): the wise man's wisdom will come to be recog
ni;:.ed in the community. But this interpretation is hardly convincing. 
There is probably textual confusion here, but no convincing solution 
has been found. REB's "The sensible person (nabon) seeks advice from 
the wise Wkam-lib) ", repainting yiqqari' to yiqra', literally, "calls 
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upon", docs not improve the sense. The fact that there seems to be 
no connection between this line and the second one (except, perhaps, 
in the progression from "heart") (lib) or "mind", to speech) tends 
to lend support to the view that it is corrupt. 

pleasant speech: literally, "sweetness of the lips" (meteq s"pa
tayim). The expression occurs in the Old Testament only here; but 
Dahood pointed out a similar expression (though not a metaphorical 
one) in Ugaritic (see Gibson, 1978, p. 125). increases persuas
iveness (yosip leqa~): this phrase seems to have been a commonplace 
of Israelite wisdom literature, occurring again not only in v. 23 but 
also in 1 :5 and 9:9. It is not certain, however, that leqaq here means 
"persuasiveness". It appears to have something of that meaning in 
r21; but elsewhere it means either learning or acquiring knowledge 
( I :5; 9:9) or teaching, instruction (4:2; Dt. 32:2; Isa. 29:24). Here, 
then, the line may mean either that an agreeable or attractive way 
of speaking by a wise man or teacher will enable him to persuade 
his hearers, or that it will encourage learning - the difference is not 
great. 

22. a fountain of life: see on I o: 1 1. to him who has it: the 
Hebrew lacks "to"; almost all commentators propose emending 
b"alaw to lib''alaw, the l' having dropped out by haplography (com
pare LXX). 

The second line probably means that fools bring punishment on 
themselves by their folly (musar, chastisement, being used here in 
the same sense as in 13:24 and 22:15, not in the more usual sense 
of "instruction"). But Scott takes the line as meaning that fools are 
educated only in folly, and McKane that to try to educate fools is 
folly. 

23. The point of this verse is similar to that of v. 21. makes ... 
judicious: the verb hifkil has a different meaning here from that 
which it has in v. 20 ( compare also 2 1: I I). "Guides" or "instructs" 
would be a better rendering than that of RSV. 

As perhaps in v. 21 there is a progression from mind (lib) to 
speech, that is, from the inner character to the outward expression. 
On adds persuasiveness (yosip leqaq) see on v. 21 b. But if leqaq 
does not mean "persuasiveness" but "learning, instruction" (see 
above), the meaning of the line is not clear; and in that case the 
proposal of several commentators to emend w"al (and ... to) to 
uba 'al, "master" ( so McKane, "and an expert speaker promotes 
learning") may be justified. 
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24. This verse has connections with vv. 21 -23 in various ways. 
Both it and v. 21 speak of Pleasant words, though not in the same 
terms: here 'imre-nii'am, there meteq f'patayim, literally, "sweetness of 
the lips". The occurrence of matoq, sweetness, here in the second 
line and meteq in v. 21, however, is unlikely to be accidental, in view 
of the rarity of these two words: meteq occurs only twice in the whole 
of the Old Testament, and matoq only in one other verse in Proverbs. 
There is also a certain thematic connection with v. 23. However, 
this verse reads like an anti-climax after v. 23, and was probably 
added to vv. 16-23 after those verses were formed into a group, 
rather than having originally been part of the group itself. 

The phrase 'imre-nii'am occurs also in I y26. On marpi' as meaning 
health see on 14:30. nepef here means "palate" (literally, "throat") 
rather than soul; there is no idea here of a dichotomy between soul 
and body. The verse, like 1 5:26, probably refers to speech which 
makes for communal harmony. The first line may originally have 
been a popular proverb. honeycomb. (Jup-d'bas'): the idea is of honey 
which drips from the honeycomb. The metaphor of the dripping of 
words upon the hearers - although other words are used - is rela
tively frequent in the Old Testament: compare, e.g. Prov. y3; Job 
29:22; Am. 7:16. 

25. This verse is identical with 14:12. 
26. nepef (appetite, perhaps here "hunger"), which picks up the 

same word in v. 24, has a similar meaning, but is used literally 
rather than metaphorically. mouth in the second line is equivalent 
in sense. There is a play on words in the phrase 'amil 'am'lah, worker 
... works, perhaps suggesting that this line was originally a popular 
proverb. worker ('a.mi{): that is, a manual labourer (comparejudg. 
5:26). 

This proverb makes a "neutral" observation in the first line and 
then makes this more explicit in the second: the labouring man 
must work in order to live. But it is also open to other and wider 
interpretations, and was probably intended to be so. Two other 
interpretations are, for example, suggested by Qoheleth, who 
(Ee. 4:7-8) speaks of the rich man who toils ( 'amil) not out of necess
ity but because he is greedy for even greater wealth, and also (3:9) 
of toil ( 'a.mat) as futile because it brings no real gain. It would be 
possible to interpret this verse in either of these two ways, or in 
other ways. 

27-30. These four verses clearly form a group. They have no 
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thematic connection with what precedes, though their present pos
ition may be due to the fact that the previous verse contains the 
word "mouth" - though it is there not used in connection with 
speech - and v. 27 speaks of speech (literally, "lips"). These four 
verses are all implicit warnings - though couched in the form or 
statements - against types of persons who, mainly by the things 
they say, deliberately set out to cause trouble and to endanger the 
wellbeing or the community. The series has close links with 6:12-
15 and 6: 16- 19; but here each item in the list has been expanded 
by the addition of a second line. The first three are bound together 
by the form of their first lines, each of which begins with the word 
'zI, "A man of ... ", followed by a noun which characterizes the 
type of person in question. The form of the last item (v. 30) is 
different from that or the other three, but it rounds off the series by 
pointing out what are the outward signs by which such persons can 
be recognized (compare the way in which 6:12-15 is juxtaposed to 
6:16-19). 

These verses contain a remarkable number of words and phrases 
which are identical or very similar to terms employed in 6: 12-19. 
'ii b'liyya'al (A worthless man) in v. 27 is equivalent to 'iidiim 
b'liyya'al in 6:12; perverse (tahpiikot, vv. 28, 30) occurs also in 6:14; 
spreads strife (Iilla4 miidon, v. 28) is found also in 6: 14 ("sowing 
discord"); plots evil (koreh rii'iih, v. 27) is similar to "devise wicked 
plans" (/J,orif ma4f'bot 'iiwen) in 6:18; the rare verb qiira.f, here 
used (v. 30) of the man who compresses his lips, occurs also in 
6: 13, where it refers to winking with the eyes, an action which 
is itself referred to in the first line of this verse, using a different 
verb. 

27. On A worthless man see on 6: 12. plots: this verb (kiiriih) 
means literally "to dig". This is a variant on the common metaphor 
of "digging a pit" (e.g. 26:27) for others, meaning to attempt to 
destroy them: rii'iih, evil, here means trouble or disaster. Gemser and 
Scott pror,ose the emendation or koreh, "digging", to kur, "furnace" 
(" ... is like a furnace of wickedness") on the grounds that this 
makes a better parallelism with the second line; but MT makes 
adequate sense and is supported by LXX. The mischief-maker 
forms his plans and then puts them into action with words 
which are calculated to be destructive or social harmony: fire 
is frequently used in the Old Testmament as a symbol or total 
destruction. 
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28. A perverse man ( 'if tahpukot): see on 2: 1 2. a whisperer 
(nirgan): this word is peculiar to Proverbs (here and 18:8; 26:20, 22) 
and its meaning is uncertain. The context suggests the meaning 
"slanderer". The verb (ragan) is used of Israel's "murmuring" in 
the wilderness: hence RSV's translation. 

29. 1:10-19 - where the same word patah (pie!) is used as here 
(entices) - gives a fuller description of the kind of action here attri
buted to the man of violence. not good is probably an euphemism 
for either "criminal" or "disastrous". 

30. Compare 6:13-14; but whatever may be the significance 
there of the bodily actions listed, here the meaning seems to be that 
wicked persons may be detected by observing these signs. The verb 
'i4ah (winks) occurs only here in the Old Testament, and its mean
ing is uncertain. It may be connected with an Arabic verb meaning 
"to shut". 

plans: the Hebrew has what appears to be the infinitive form. 
This may be an unusual form of the third mascular singular of the 
imperfect (Dahood), or it may be a case of the infinitive construct 
used in the sense of "to be about to" or "to be likely to ( do some
thing)". See GK 114i, k and notes, and Driver, BiQ 32 (1951), 
p. 196. Some commentators draw attention to the fact that in the 
second line of the verse the verb (RSV brings ... to pass) is in 
the perfect tense (killah). This might suggest that whereas a wink 
indicated a·n intention to do evil, the pursing of the lips was taken to 
be a sign that evil had already been done (so, e.g., McKane, "has 
corn pleted mischief"). 

31. a crown of glory: the same phrase is used in 4:9, where it 
is a gift of Wisdom (compare also 14:24). A hoary head: that is, 
grey hair as a sign of old age. This line may have originally been a 
popular saying expressing the deference given to the aged as being 
repositories of wisdom. The second line seeks to draw a moral from 
this saying, connecting old age not only to the possession of wisdom 
but, more specifically, to virtuous conduct. Since, as is constantly 
reiterated in Proverbs, the wicked die before their time, longevity 
must be a reward for a righteous life (Heb. derek f daqah, literally "the 
way of righteousness"). 

32. Self-control and patience under provocation are marks of the 
wise man not only in Proverbs (compare, e.g., 1y1; 1r27; 2y15; 
2y28) but also in the wisdom literature of Egypt. is better than: 
RSV's rendering of this line lacks liveliness. The Hebrew (''It is 
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helter to be ... than") is more accurate. slow to anger: sec on 
1y18. where the same expression is contrasted with "hol
tempered". 

The references to the mighty (Heb. gibbor, "warrior") and he 
who takes a city do not necessarily imply familiarity with military 
operations, nor should the proverb be seen as speaking of top-level 
diplomacy as preferable to war. Rather, it simply uses a comparison 
with warfare to make the point that wisdom can achieve more than 
brute force (compare 24:5-6 and Ee. 9:13-16). 

33. The general purport of this proverb is the same as in vv. 1, 
9. The casting of the lot (goral) as a means of reaching a decision 
was evidently a common practice, not necessarily a religious one 
( compare 1: 14; I 8: 18); but it was also practised as a means of dis
cerning the will of Yahweh - notably in the form of the Urim and 
Thummim (e.g. Exod. 28: 30-31; Lev. 16:8-10 etc.; but compare 
also I Sam. 14:41 -3; Jon. 1: 7). In this verse it is not clear for what 
purpose the lot was cast; the point is that whatever human decision 
may be taken by this means, the ultimate decision (mifpat) is in 
Yahweh's hands. McKane sees the verse as in some sense a defence 
of the practice, but there is no reason to suppose that its rightness 
was questioned. into the lap: this has been thought to refer lo 
the pocket in the High Priest's breastplace where the Urim and 
Thummim were kept; but this interpretation is hardly compatible 
with the local and social background of these chapters. The practice 
was evidently widespread and not at all confined to the priests, who 
are never mentioned in Proverbs. The lap (Mq) was the fold of a 
garment, which formed a lap when the wearer was seated. But too 
little is known about the practice for any specific assertions to be 
made about its mechanics. On the use of 'et- here before haggoral 
see GK 121a, b. 

On the possible connection between this verse and the first verses 
of chapter 17 see immediately below. 

CHAPTER 17 

Most commentators are in agreement that there are few indications 
of deliberate arrangement of the proverbs in this chapter, although 
Delitzsch connected the first six verses with 16:31-3 on the grounds 
of the occurrence of the word crown in 16:31 and 1 7:6, and Krispenz 
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saw a connection between the final verses ( 26-8) and 18: 1 -8. On 
vv. 1 -3 see below. 

The most frequently occurring theme is that of fools and their 
folly (vv. 2, 7, 10, 12, 16, 18, 21, 24, 25, 28), a theme which is 
treated in a variety of ways. There are four references to sons (vv. 2, 

6, 21, 25), of which three are warnings, presumably to parents, 
about the misfortune attendant upon their stupidity or folly, and 
are therefore presumably indicative of an educational concern. 
There are three references to God (Yahweh, vv. 3, 15; his Maker, 
v. 5). Formally the chapter contains few antithetical proverbs but 
a variety of other types. 

16:33-17:3. 16:33, as has already been stated, belongs to chap
ter 16 in that together with 16:1, which it closely resembles, it forms 
a framework for the whole chapter. But it is also a pivotal verse: that 
is, it is also the first of a group of four proverbs. 17: 1 and 2 are 
related in that they both refer to the ruin of a family (a house, the 
inheritance), either through strife among its members or through 
the worthlessness of the heir. These two proverbs are flanked by 
two Yahweh-proverbs (16:33; 17:3) which set these situations in a 
new context and so re-interpret them. The strife between members 
of the family (v. 1 ), it is implied by 16:33, will not be settled by 
human means (like the casting of lots), because it will be Yahweh 
who makes the decisions; and the question of the inheritance ( v. 2) 
will also be settled by Yahweh, who tries hearts - that is, he will 
decide between the claims of the slave and the brothers on the 
basis of his assessment of them. This arrangement of these verses 
also unobtrusively introduces a different meaning into the word 
mafkil (who deals wisely) from that which it originally had: it now 
denotes not simply a person who possesses shrewdness or cunning 
(as in 10:5; 14:35) but the person whose "path leads upward to 
life" ( 15:24, where mafkzl is rendered in RSV by "The wise man"). 
Similarly mebzI (acts shamefully - compare 10:5; 12:4; 14:35) 
acquires a moral connotation ( compare its use in Hos. 2:5 [Heb. 7]). 

I. Compare 15:16, 17; 16:8, especially 15=17. morsel (pat), that 
is, a scrap, almost always refers to bread (compare 28:21). quiet 
(Ialwah), which can also mean "ease" or "security", here takes its 
meaning from the context: freedom from quarrels between members 
of a family. Such quarrels would probably be, as in v. 2, between 
brothers about their share of the inheritance. feasting (;;_'bii.~im): 
literally, " ( communion-)sacrifices"; but the reference is to the eating 
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of the meat at a family feast after the sacrifice had been carried out 
(sec on 7=14-15). Presumably only the well-to-do could afford to 
have their house full of feasting, that is, to hold such feasts fre
qut>ntly. 

2. The situation envisaged here appears to be that an unsatisfac
tory son may be disinherited by his father, and a domestic slave 
freed and promoted in his place, even being given his share of the 
inheritance. mafkzl (who deals wisely) is always used in Proverbs 
in an approving sense: there is no suggestion that the author of this 
proverb was appalled by such a social overturn as was the author 
of 30:22. It is not stated in what way the son acts shamefully, but 
the reference is probably to laziness - to a refusal to take an active 
part in the work of the farm, so bringing poverty upon the family 
(compare the same phrase in 10:5). The principle involved is enunci
ated in general terms in 12:24. It is not known whether such a 
practice was common ( though see Ee. 1 o: 7). This proverb is not 
primarily concerned with the status of slaves but is a warning to 
sons to pull their weight, and about the need for hard work if poverty 
is to be avoided. 

3. tries hearts ( ho/J,in lihhot): compare token lib hot, "weighs - or 
tests - hearts" in the apparently similar 21:2; 24:12 and token ru~ot, 
"weighs spirits" in 16:2 (see also 15:11). However, the meaning of 
this verse may be somewhat different. The verb ha~an means "to 
test, to prove" (compare Ps. 11:4-5), which may imply judgement; 
but the simile in the first line of the verse - the melting of metals 
in a crucible or furnace - refers not (only) to the testing of their 
purity but to a process of purification. This verse may therefore 
mean that Yahweh is capable of purifying the hearts of men rather 
than simply that he judges them. 

The first line of this verse occurs again in 27:2 1 but in an entirely 
different context: it may have been a current phrase, evidently usable 
in different ways. 

4. This verse makes better sense if the first line is rendered "He 
who listens to wicked talk is (the same as) an evildoer"; and similarly 
in the second line. The reference appears to be to the person who 
deliberately keeps his ears open to catch any scrap of malicious 
gossip that he can pass on in order to make trouble. Such a person 
can also be called a liar, since he passes on as true what he knows 
to be false. a liar: MT has the abstract "lies" (feqer) probably a 
mispointing for faqqar, "liar" or "deceitful person", a word which 
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docs not otherwise occur in the Old Testament but was current in 
later Hebrew (compare Lxx here). 

5. the poor (riif): on words for "poor" in Proverbs see on I o: 15. 
glad at calamity: this also characterizes the type of person described 
in v. 4. Probably this verse is intended as a comment on v. 4, in 
two ways: it states that the evildoer will not escape punishment -
this is not made clear in v. 4 - , and that this is because a sin 
committed against fellow human beings is also an attack on the 
honour of God, who will not tolerate it. 

insults his Maker: compare 14:31; 22:2; 29:13. will not go 
unpunished: see on 16:5. 

The expression is glad at calamity (fiimiaq l"eri) does not make 
a very close parallel with the first line: reference to a person rather 
than to a situation might be expected here. Several commentators 
have proposed an emendation to fiimiaq l"ohid, "rejoices (arrogantly) 
over those who are ruined" ( compare Lxx, "rejoices at the destruc
tion of another"). Ploger suggests 'edo, "his distress" - viz. of the 
poor man; Driver (Bib. 32 [ 1951], p. 82) connects 'ed with an Arabic 
verb meaning "to be bent, weighed down" - hence a person in 
distress. The Hebrew text with its conventional translation (as in 
RSV) may, however, be correct. 

6. Elsewhere (4:9; 16:31) the two words crown (ca(iiriih) and 
glory (tip'eret - also "beauty") form a single phrase ("beautiful 
crown", "crown of glory"). Here in parallelism they are virtually 
synonymous. By putting these two statements together the proverb 
describes the mutual respect and pride which ought to exist among 
three generations ofa family. The basis of the first line is the impor
tance which was attached to the preservation of the family line by 
the birth of male children: grandchildren are the crown of the aged 
grandparents when they have survived to see them, because they 
are assured of this. The other side of family pride is expressed in 
the second line: sons can take pride in the esteem with which their 
fathers are held in the community. This is a picture of an ideal 
family: other proverbs are well aware of the existence of worthless 
sons (and also, at least by implication, worthless fathers) who bring 
shame rather than glory upon their families. 

7. The word niihiil, here rendered by fool, is not one of those 
regularly employed in Proverbs (its only occurrences in the book 
are here and in 17:21; 30:22); and it has a somewhat different conno
tation from the others. It denotes a person who, in the words of KB3

, 
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"takes a negative stance in every area oflifc, contributes nothing (i.e. 
lo society), gives no help, respects nothing, is a nothing", and who 
ought therefore to be excluded from normal society (see Roth, VT 
JO [ 1960]. pp. 394-409). He thus exists at the opposite social 
extreme to the nadib, prince, that is, the person of high rank. (For 
another possible meaning of nadib, however, see on v. 26 below.) 
The first line of this verse, then, states that if a no.bat were to be 
heard making :rn outstanding verbal contribution to the welfare of 
society (f'pat yeter, literally, "a lip of excellence"), this would be 
completely out of character (not becoming); see also on 19:10; 
30:21 -3. (The proposed emendation of yeter to yofer, "righteous
ness", is not necessary: compare Gen. 49:3, where yeter is correctly 
rendered in RSV by "pre-eminence"). 

But the main point of the verse is expressed in the second line: 
false speech- that is, deceitful or lying speech- uttered by a person 
of power and influence is, or ought to be, even more unthinkable 
than what is envisaged in the first line. 

8. him who gives it (b"altiw): this use of ba'al is ambiguous (see 
on 3:27); and some commentators take the word here to mean "him 
who receives it", while others are undecided. The context suggests 
that RSV is correct: bribes, although obviously useful to the dis
honest person who accepts them, are more likely to bring permanent 
success in life (yafkil, he prospers) to the one who offers them. 
(hifkil can also mean to be wise or prudent, but this interpretation 
does not make good sense here.) a magic stone ('eben-/Jin): this 
probably means an amulet, thought to bring good luck. 

Like 21: 14, this proverb merely states a fact oflife without express
ing either approval or disapproval. I 7:23, which refers specifically 
to bribery in legal cases, where its purpose would be either to secure 
the acquittal of the guilty or the conviction of the innocent, expresses 
the consensus of the laws and wisdom books both of Israel and the 
ancient Near East in condemning such practices. 

9. The first line of this proverb is the counterpart of I o: 12 b, "love 
covers all offences". Whereas in JO: I 2 love - that is, good will or 
friendship ( compare 15: 1 7) - disposes a person to forgive an offence, 
here the motive for forgiveness is a desire for future friendship. Both 
proverbs are concerned, like many of these proverbs, for social har
mony. The second line interprets the verb kissah (RSV forgives) in 
a slightly different way from 10: 12, as meaning "conceals": the 
person who seeks to be friends conceals the offence: in other words, 
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he docs not repeat the matter to others, while the person who does 
so makes future good relations impossible. 

10. goes deeper: this rather unusual use of the verb niilf,at may 
be compared with Ps. 38:2 [Heb. 3], where it is used of divine 
punishment. The point of the proverb, which is echoed in other 
literatures, is obvious. 

11. A few commentators have taken the first word of this verse 
(m'ri, rebellion) to be the subject rather than the object of the verb: 
it is rebels ( the abstract noun is taken to stand for the concrete) 
'who seek evil. But RSV's rendering is the more natural one. 

It has not been generally noted by the commentators that - apart 
from one or two textually doubtful occurrences - m'ri is used exclu
sively in the Old Testament of rebellion against God (and the corre
sponding verb, miirah, also almost without exception). In I Sam. 
15:23 as here it is used in that sense without qualification. This 
verse does not, then, as most commentators hold, refer to particular 
or imaginary cases of attempted political or military insurrection, but 
to deliberate sins against God. The identity of the cruel messenger 
who will be sent to punish the rebel is, perhaps deliberately, not 
stated but left vague; he may be a "messenger of death" like the 
one mentioned in 16:14, but here sent by God rather than by a 
human king - compare Ps. 78:49. This interpretation makes better 
sense of the vene and is more appropriate than that which gives it 
a reference to political rebellion, a topic which is altogether outside 
the sphere of interest of the authors of these proverbs, even though 
a few do refer, somewhat naively, to the king or the "rulers". 

cruel ( 'azkari): probably better, "merciless"; the word has a some
what sinister feel. Note the wordplay between 'azkari and 'ak-m'ri. 
This rules out emendation of the text as proposed by some commen
tators to read 'tI m'ri, "a man ofrebellion" (a point made by Gemser, 
following G. Bostrom, 1928, pp. 168-9). 

12. Although there is no obvious thematic connection between 
the two verses, it is hardly coincidental that immediately after the 
reference to the "cruel messenger" sent by God in v. 11 we meet a 
she-bear robbed of her cubs. Bears, whether bereaved or not, 
are rightly regarded throughout the Old Testament as particularly 
dangerous animals, and are in several passages compared in this 
respect with lions. Meeting a bear is sometimes seen as a punishment 
inflicted by God. In 2 Kg 2:23-4 bears attack and kill children as 
the result of Elisha's cursing them in the name of Yahweh; and in 
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sevcTal passages (Hos. 13:8; Lam. 3:10; compare Am. 5:19) Yahweh 
himsdfis compared to a ferocious bear. The phrase used here about 
the bereaved she-bear was evidently a common one: it occurs also 
in 2 Sam. 17:8; Hos. 13:8. The propensity of bears to appear without 
warning is well known to those who have had this experience (com
pare also the stage direction in The Winter's Tale, Act III, scene 3 
["Exit, pursued by a bear"]. 

This is the most emphatic statement in Proverbs that involvement 
with a fool (here k'sil, but the reference to his folly [ 'iwwelet] shows 
that no distinction is made between k'szl and "wzl) is a calamitous 
experience, though many other proverbs (e.g. 13:20; 19:13; 26:24-
5; 29: 11) regard fools as in various ways a menace to society. The 
exaggeration of the comparison with a dangerous animal here sug
gests that the proverb is intended to be humorous, though this is a 
humour born of bitter experience. 

13. This is a straightforward statement of the principle of exact 
retribution. The case is that of a person who is not only ungrateful 
for benefits or kindnesses which he has received but even turns 
against his benefactor to do him harm (there is an example of this 
in Joseph's accusation of his brothers in Gen. 44:4). The evil that 
he does to him will rebound on him in tum, and its effects will be 
permanent, even extending to his family (house). 

14. There is no comparative particle in the first line of this verse, 
which simply reads "One who releases water - start of quarrelling". 
The laconic style together with a degree of alliteration suggests that 
this may originally have been a popular saying. The meaning is that 
as a flow of water - for example, one caused by the opening of a 
sluice - is difficult to stop once it has started, so too quarrels get 
out of hand and are difficult to stop. This plea against quarrelling 
is characteristic of ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature. The 
second line is a comment on the first, taking the form of a warning: 
a dispute should be settled or abandoned (na(af, RSV quit) at the 
outset, before it becomes too serious (hitgalla', perhaps literally, 
"show one's teeth"; REB "come to blows"). 

15. By translating the Hebrew m~diq by justifies and marfia' by 
the general term condemns, RSV fails to make it clear that these 
are forensic terms ("acquits" and "convicts" respectively), and that 
this verse is about the misconduct of judges. The verse turns the 
normal phrases "acquit the innocent" and "convict the guilty" (see 
Dt. 25= r, where they define the proper functions of judges) upside 
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down. Here, however, it is Yahweh himsclfwho is judge: he judges 
the human judges (on abomination to the Lord see on 6:16). 

There is probably a connection between this verse and the preced
ing verses 1 1, 12 and 13, all of which speak of mysterious fates which 
will befall the enemies of society. This verse may be seen as a com
ment on those verses, making it clear that such calamities are not 
due to chance or to human contriving but come directly from 
Yahweh himself. Thus apart from v. 14, which may be a later 
intrusion, vv. 11-15 may be regarded as a deliberate editorial 
grouping. 

The point made by this verse is, of course, not new. Corrupt 
judges are universally condemned in ancient Near Eastern literature 
as well as in the Old Testament, especially in the laws, wisdom 
literature and prophetical books. In the laws - Exod. 23:6-8 and 
Dt. 16: 18-20, both of which claim divine authority - it is presumed 
that these offences will be punished by human means; but they were 
evidently often committed with impunity: hence the reminder here 
that the offenders will have to reckon directly with divine justice. 

16. The commentators are divided on the meaning of this verse. 
Some see it as proof that there was a class of professional "wise 
men" who taught "wisdom" for a fee; others take it simply as an 
assertion - in the form of a rhetorical question - that wisdom, unlike 
other commodities, cannot be bought for money: it can never be 
acquired by a fool (k'sil) because he lacks the mental capacity 
(mind, literally, "heart") to comprehend it. Although there were 
those in Israel - parents or others; see chapters 1 -9 - who claimed 
to teach wisdom, there is no evidence (in contrast to the Greek 
practice) that there were paid teachers, at least before Hellenistic 
times. The second of the above interpretations is therefore the more 
probable. 

I 7. It is not clear whether the parallelism in this verse is synony
mous or antithetical: in other words, whether a distinction is 
intended between the behaviour of a friend (rea') and a brother 
('a~). 18:24b, which also speaks of the two relationships, suggests 
that while brothers might normally be expected to help one another, 
sometimes a friend may show even more loyalty (compare also 
27:10). The present verse perhaps expresses a somewhat similar 
view: there is no intention to contrast brotherly love unfavourably 
with that of friendship, but a distinction may be intended in that 
while a brother, who is bound to his brother from birth by natural 
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ties, can normally be expected to assist him in a real crisis (advers
ity) and may even be said to have been born for this, the friend 
(hiiria' - the unusual use of the article is perhaps intended to suggest 
that true friends arc always like this: sec GK 126m - has bound 
himself to his friend by a spontaneous and enduring affection which 
manifests itself not only in crises but at all times. 

18. Comparc6:1; 11:15; 20:16; 27:13. gives a pledge (toqia'kap); 
becomes surety ( 'orib "'rubbah): see on 6:, -5. This verse seems to 
regard the offering of any kind of financial guarantee as completely 
foolish. in the presence of his neighbour (lip'ne ri'ihu): this can 
hardly mean "on behalf of his neighbour", though that is perhaps 
what is implied. neighbour, ria', which occurs in v. 17 in the sense 
of "friend", here means no more than an acquaintance; but it is 
probably because the word occurs in both verses that they have 
been juxtaposed. 

19. The meaning of each line of this verse is uncertain, as also 
is their relationship to one another. The first line perhaps makes the 
best sense if it is rendered "He who loves strife loves transgression", 
branding as wicked the "perverse" person who enjoys stirring up 
trouble for its own sake (compare v. 20 and 10:12a; 11:ga; 12:6a; 
16:27). The interpretation of the second line is obscured by the 
difficulty of the unusual phrase he who makes his door (pitM, 
literally, "gateway") high. This would be an odd way of referring 
to ostentatious building, and a literal interpretation seems hardly 
possible. But the cognate adjective gaboa/J, "high" often has the sense 
of "proud" (compare 16:5); and it is probable that the reference 
here also is to pride or arrogance, which will lead to destruction 
(feber) as in 16: 18, where the same word is used of the fate of the 
proud (goba/J-rua~, "haughty spirit"). This does not, however, 
explain the reference to his door. Some commentators have pro
posed the emendation of pitqo to peh, "mouth", referring to arrogant 
speech; but this is purely conjectural. 

20: On crooked mind see on 11 :20, where the same phrase is 
used, and where the reason why such a person does not prosper 
is given: he is "an abomination to Yahweh". prosper: literally, 
"find good" (mii,Iii,' (ob); compare 16:20. perverse (nehpak): this form 
of niphal participle (hapak) occurs only here; it is clearly connected, 
however, with tahpukot, "perversity", which occurs in 2: 14 and else
where in Proverbs. 

2 l-25. The frequency in these chapters of similar proverbs about 
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the sorrow or joy to parents caused by a stupid (J0:1; 1y20; 17:25; 
19:13) and/or wise (10:1; 13:1; 1y20) son may be due to editorial 
adaptation of these proverbs for educational purposes (see on JO: 1 -

5; 12:1; 13:1-25). In this chapter the similarity ofv. 21 to v. 25 may 
suggest that, like JO: 1-5, vv. 21 -5 was once a distinct group. V. 24 
has a suitably educational flavour, though this is less obviously so 
in the case ofvv. 22 and 23. Delitzsch regarded v. 21 as the beginning 
ofa much longer section (17:21-22:16). 

21. fool (niibiil): see on v. 7. Here it stands in parallelism with 
k'sil, stupid; this does not necessarily mean, however, that the two 
words were regarded as exactly synonymous. 

22. This is one of a number of proverbs ( compare 14: JO, 13, 30; 
15:13, 15, 30; 16:24; 18:14) which reflect on the states of mind of 
individuals to a large extent in the same or equivalent terms. Thus 
A cheerful heart (lib fiimia~) occurs also in 15=13 (compare also 
15:30) and a downcast spirit (rita~ n'ki'iih) in 15:13 and 18:14, while 
there are phrases comparable to or contrasting with dries up the 
bones in 14:30 and 15: I 3. The thought of this verse is especially 
close to 14:30 and 15:13. This is a psychosomatic observation. 

is a good medicine (ye/zb gihiih, literally "does good to the 
gihiih"): The meaning of the latter word, which occurs only here in 
the Old Testament, is uncertain. Driver ( 1950, p. 344) took it as 
related to an Arabic word meaning "face" ( compare Is: 13); but 
more probably it is related to the rare verb giihiih (Hos. 5: 1 3) which 
appears to mean "to heal". 

23. See on v. 8 above and on 15=27. In these verses, and also in 
21:14, opposite views are expressed about the morality of giving and 
taking bribes (here fo~ad, elsewhere also mattiinah, "gift"; but the 
two words stand in parallelism together in 17:8). The offering of a 
gift when asking a favour is still in many countries and in the present 
writer's own experience not only customary but socially mandatory, 
and is not normally regarded as "bribery": it simply helps to get 
things done and is also a form of politeness. It is only immoral if 
the purpose for which the "gift" is offered is itself immoral. This is 
true of I 5=27, and also here: corruption of judges or witnesses was 
universally condemned in the ancient Near East as elsewhere, par
ticularly if its purpose was to secure the condemnation ofan innocent 
person (compare v. 26 below). 

accepts: the verb is laqa~, "to take". Grammatically the subject 
could be either the corrupt judge or witness who accepts a bribe, or 
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the briber, who secretly takes the bribe from the bosom to give it 
to the person whom he is bribing. The commentators and translators 
arc divided on this point; but as both taking and giving bribes for 
such purposes were regarded as equally reprehensible, the point is 
an academic one. bosom: see on 16:33. The bribe has been carried 
hidden in the folds of the briber's garment. 

24. In Hebrew the first line of this verse has simply "In the 
presence of ( 'et-p'ni-) the man of understanding is Wisdom" - that 
is, \\!isdom is "never out of sight" of such a person (so REB). The 
thought of the verse is similar to that of 14:6. While the wise person 
"keeps his sights" on Wisdom, the fool is incapable of concen
tration: to say that his eyes are on the ends of the earth can 
only mean that his attention is always wandering. The verse is 
reminiscent, with its personification - or, at least, partial personifi
cation - of Wisdom, of those verses in chapters 1-9 (e.g. 2:2-4; 4:5; 
r4) which have been inserted into the father's admonitions in order 
to associate Wisdom with his teaching. It serves a sinilar purpose 
with regard to the "mundane" teaching ofvv. 25 and 21. 

25. This proverb, which is similar to v. 21 except for the introduc
tion of the mother ( compare JO: 1) probably marks the end of a short 
section (see on vv. 21-5 above). Some older commentators (Ewald, 
Delitzsch), however, regard it as the beginning of a more extended 
section, though without giving sufficient reasons. 

26. This verse, like v. 23, refers to corruption in the lawcourts. 
righteous: this word (~addiq) here has its proper legal sense of"inno
cent". to impose a fine ("'nof): this verb may have a rather broader 
sense of"punish" here; but to impose fines was a recognized punish
ment in certain cases: compare Exod. 21 :22. to Bog: literally, "to 
beat": compare Dt. 2y2-3. noble men (n'dihim): this word usually 
denotes men of noble rank (see on v. 7 above, where RSV has 
"prince"); but here it probably means persons of exceptional nobil
ity of character (compare Isa. 32:5-8 and also the double meaning 
of "noble" in English). not good: see on 16:29. 

wrong ( 'al:Joier): this may mean "contrary to what is right"; but 
the expression is unusual, and some commentators propose emen
dation to 'al:Jeler, "beyond (reasonable) measure", "excessive" 
(compare Ps. 31:23 [Heb. 24], RSV"abundantly"). If this is correct, 
it suggests an a fortiori progression: if fining the innocent is 
(always) wrong, subjecting persons of exceptional nobility of charac
ter to the humiliation of public corporal punishment is even more 
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so. This in interpretation may be supported by the word gam, "also, 
even" (not translated in RSV) with which the verse begins. 

27-28. The common theme of silence accounts for the juxtaposi
tion of these two verses, though the fact that quite different verbs 
arc employed shows that they were originally independent proverbs. 
Krispenz (pp. 91-2), ·noting that 18:2 has a similar theme, regards 
17:(26) 27-18:2 as a distinct unit; but 18:1 hardly fits into this 
scheme. 

27. The second line of this verse broadens the scope of the first: 
keeping control over one's words is only one aspect or manifestation 
of the possession of a cool spirit: that is, of self-control or moder
ation. Compare IO: 19; 11: 12; 13:3 with the first line and 14:29; 15: 18; 
16:32 with the second. The theme is also a commonplace of Egyptian 
wisdom. and he who has a cool spirit (w'qar-rua4): this reading 
(Kethib) is to be preferred to Qere's y'qar-rua4, "precious ( = 
"worthy, esteemed"?) of spirit". 

28. There is a certain irony in this proverb: it is characteristic of 
the fool that he is incapable of keeping quiet (compare, e.g., 12:23). 
The theme is, however, also represented in ancient Near Eastern 
wisdom literature: compare Ankhrheshonqy 23:4, "Silence conceals 
folly" (see Lichtheim, 1983, pp. 47, 88). In its present context this 
proverb is perhaps intended to reinforce v. 27a: it is always best to 
say as little as possible for fear of making a fool of oneself. 

CHAPTER I 8 

As in chapter 1 7 there are very few antithetical proverbs in this 
chapter. There is also no indication of the incorporation of substan
tial sub-groups unless v. 15 can be regarded as having originally 
functioned as the introduction to such a group (see below). However, 
some topics have been grouped together on a smaller scale: vv. 6-
8, 10-1 I (12), 16-18 (19), 20-21, 22-4. 

Only two proverbs are specifically concerned with the wicked 
(vv. 3, 5) and three with fools (vv. 2, 6, 7). Several deal with aspects 
of the proper use of speech (vv. 4, 6-8, 13, 20, 21). Some have a 
legal background (vv. 16-18) and two refer to the behaviour of the 
rich (vv. 11, 23). One verse has a psychological theme (v. 14). 
Yahweh is mentioned twice (vv. IO, 22). Other topics include arro
gance (v. 12), bribery (v. 16) and friendship (v. 24). 
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1. The meaning of this verse is not entirely clear. niprii.d, 
estranged, means, literally, "separated". It is used absolutely only 
here, but probably refers to exclusion from the local community, 
either voluntarily or by expulsion: it is not clear which. pretexts: 
this translation is based on the widely accepted emendation, possibly 
attested in Lxx, of ta "'wii.h, "desire, object of desire", to to'"nii.h, a 
word which elsewhere occurs only in Judg. 14:4, where Samson 
seeks an occasion, or pretext, to attack the Philistines. MT is, how
ever, retained by Scott, McKane, Ploger and REB, who take the 
line to mean that such a person disregards all conventions and acts 
according to his own whims. This interpretation fits reasonably well 
with the second line. 

to break out: RSV here suggests a continuity between the two 
lines which is not present in the Hebrew text, which has "he breaks 
out". Moreover, "quarrels" would be a better translation - see on 
17: 14 and also 20:3, where RSV itself understands this verb as mean
ing "quarrel". The line thus probably means that the estranged 
person "quarrels" with all sensible practical conventions or 
decisions (tuJiyyii.h; see on 2:7). Thus the purpose of the proverb is 
probably to point out the dangers either of anti-social behaviour or 
of ostracism of undesirable individuals. 

2. The reason for the present position of this verse is undoubtedly 
the superficial similarity between hitgallot (expressing his opinion) 
here and yitgalla' (break out) in v. 1. Otherwise any affinity with 
this verse would be with v. 4 or with I 7:28. The two verbs are totally 
unconnected. 

in expressing his opinion: literally, "in revealing his heart (that 
is, mind)". It is characteristic of the fool that he loves to air his 
views but does not reflect before he speaks. 

3. The commentators have been able to make little of this verse. 
The three words buz (contempt), qii.lon (dishonour) and ~erpii.h 
(reproach) overlap to a large extent in meaning. In Ps. 119:22 buz 
and !Jerpii.h stand in parallelism. It is possible that the succession of 
the three words is intended to mark progressive stages in the social 
disgrace which befalls, or ought to befall, the wicked; but our under
standing of the distinctions between them is insufficiently precise to 
be sure of this. 

When wickedness comes: the Hebrew reads "When the wicked 
person (rii.fii.') comes". Most commentators, probably rightly, 
repoint the word as resa', "wickedness". 
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4. The first line or this verse is to be understood in the light of 
20:5a, where it is what a man thinks with his mind (lib) that is 
compared lo deep waters. That the words which one speaks are 
the result or, and an indication of, one's mind or character is a 
commonplace of Proverbs (see especially 16:23): consequently there 
is little difference in saying that the mind or the speech is like deep 
water. What is being said here is that the nature of a person's 
character is almost impenetrable to an observer - according to 20:5, 
it takes a particularly perceptive person to understand it. This line 
is therefore a general statement, based on experience, about human 
nature; and in spite of the reference to wisdom in the second line, 
there is no justification for emending a man's mouth (pi-'if) to 
"wise men" (4•kamim) or something similar as proposed by Toy and 
Oesterley. 

The second line constitutes a problem. Many commentators take 
it, as does RSV, as a nominal sentence (like the first line) with 
the fountain of wisdom as the subject. Others, however (Toy, 
Oesterley, McKane), take it as the continuation of the first line: 
The words of a man's mouth are then characterized in terms of 
three images connected with water ( that is, in English translation 
the two phrases in this line should be seen as in apposition, with 
no is). The former interpretation is the more probable. If the first 
line is concerned with mankind in general (see above), the reference 
to wisdom in the second line marks this out as an independent 
proverb, probably placed here because of the related imagery and 
perhaps especially because of a supposed contrast between the static 
deep waters and the gushing stream. 

Toy maintained that it makes no sense to define a fountain 
(maqor, properly "spring" or "source") as a gushing stream. But 
this is hypercriticism. In 5: 15- 18 no fewer than six words and 
phrases, including maqor and no.tlim, "flowing water", are used, 
apparently without significant difference of meaning, of sexual activ
ity; and in 5: 16, ma)'onot, "springs", is clearly used as the equivalent 
or "streams or water" (pal'ge mayim). This imagery is evidently used 
imprecisely. The point of the present line appears to be that wisdom 
(m'qor 4okmah, "the fountain of wisdom - compare m'qor 4ayyim, "a 
fountain or life", 10:11; 13:14; 14:27; 16:22 - MT is to be preferred 
to the alternative reading of Lxx and some Mss; sec BHS) is a constant 
source of strength and refreshment. 

5. This verse is a condemnation of corrupt judges (compare 
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1 r23). raiii' (a wicked man) and raddiq (a righteous man) arc 
technical terms for "guilty" and "innocent" respectively. The 
phrase nii.sii' panim (to be partial, literally, "to lift the face [ of some
one]") is used of judicial bias in Lev. 19:15 and Ps. 82:2, and also 
in Dt. 10: 17, where it is specifically associated with the taking of 
bribes. The hiphil of 'flii(ah (deprive ... of justice, milpiil), literally 
"thrust aside", is regularly used in the OT in this sense (e.g. 
Exod. 23:6; 1 Sam. 8:3 [in connection with bribery]; and compare 
Prov. 1 7:23). not good: see on 16:29. 

In the second line the Hebrew begins with the infinitive "to 
deprive ... ", linking the rejection of the case of the innocent with 
bias towards the guilty. This makes excellent sense, and the addition 
in RSV of or, following Lxx and some commentaries and turning a 
continuous sentence into a synonymous parallelism, is not necessary. 

6-8. The juxtaposition of vv. 6 and 7 which are similar in form 
and also have a common theme - the harmful effects of the talk of 
fools - is obviously intentional. This is probably also true of v. 8. 
But v. 8 is identical with 26:22, where it forms part of a much larger 
group (vv. 1 7-26) and where it fits more satisfactorily as those 
proverbs are mainly concerned with malicious rather than foolish 
talk. This verse was evidently a "floating" proverb which was incor
porated quite independently into two different contexts. 

6. This proverb is concerned, like many others, with harmonious 
relations within the community (compare, e.g., 15:18; 17:14; 20:3). 
Irresponsible talk can obviously cause trouble; but it is not clear 
whether the second line refers to the punishment of the fool, or 
whether it simply repeats the thought of the first line. RSV's flogging 
interprets it, probably correctly, in the former way; but this word 
(mah0 lii.mot) appears simply to mean "blows", and could, especially 
in view of the corresponding strife in the first line, refer to the 
physical outcome of a quarrel caused by the fool's malice. REB's 
"his words provoke blows" leaves the question open. 

bring strife: MT has yiibo'u b'rib, which would normally mean 
"enters strife". Driver ( VT I [ I 951], p. 249) defended MT on the 
grounds that "come with" can mean "bring"; but the supporting 
texts which he cited are not comparable. The suggestion of many 
commentators that the verb should be repointed as the causative 
(hiphil) yiibi'u, "bring", is probably correct. 

7. The theme of this proverb - the disastrous effects of irrespon
sible talk - is the same as that of v. 6; but in this case it is clearly 
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the fool who suffers the consequences. The verse may be intended 
as a clarification of v. 66. There is no reference here to the effect of 
the fool's behaviour on others, though this may be taken for granted: 
it is regarded by others as intolerable. ruin (m'4iUah), rendered 
variously by RSV elsewhere in these proverbs by "ruin", "destruc
tion", "dismay", is an imprecise but uncompromising word. are a 
snare to himself (moqif napfo): nepef can mean either "self" or 
"life"; and McKanc's "a lethal snare" may be right. 

8. This verse is identical with 26:22. whisperer: probably better, 
"slanderer" or "gossip" (see on 16:28). The verse is a warning to 
resist the natural human propensity to listen eagerly to gossip. the 
inner parts (4°darim): literally "the inner rooms"). The same 
expression is found in 20:27, 30. This noun (4,der) is also used of a 
storeroom; and McKane may be right in supposing that it is here 
implied that gossip is not only greedily absorbed by the hearer but 
is also prone to be remembered - and so repeated at a later time. 
they: the Hebrew resumes the subject of the first line with w'him, 
literally, "and they", probably for emphasis: "it is these words 
which ... " 

9. Although the word rendered by slack here in RSV (milrappeh) 
is unusual (McKane translates it by "half-hearted"), this verse, 
though expressed in strong, dramatic terms, is yet another example 
of the warnings about the disastrous consequences of laziness so 
frequent in these collections of proverbs. The slack worker is com
pared with, or put in the same category as (for another example of 
this use of brother see Job 30:29, and also compare Prov. 28:24, 

"companion of a man who destroys") him who destroys (ba'al 
maf4it), that is, a deliberate wrecker or enemy of society. 

RSV has left untranslated the first word of this verse: gam, most 
frequently rendered by "also" or "even". Here it is probably used 
as a strong asscverative: see C. J. Labuschagnc, 1966, p. 199. 

10-12. It is generally acknowledged that the juxtaposition of 
vv. 10 and 11 is no coincidence; but there is also a case for the 
inclusion of v. 12 in this small group. 

The verbal agreements between vv. 10 and 11 are obvious. The 
noun 'ii;:;, "strength", is common to both, and occurs in virtually 
synonymous phrases: migdal- 'ii;:;, a strong tower ( v. 10), qiryat 'u;:;;:;o, 
his strong city (v. 11). The niphal participle nisgab (safe) appears 
in v. 10, and its feminine form nisgii.bah (high) in v. 1,. The two 
verses also have a common theme: each is in effect an answer to the 
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question "How can a man ensure his safety?" ( that is, from the 
chances and misfortunes of life). Both the answers to this question 
are given in terms ofreliance on reliable defences; but what is meant 
b\' these is expressed in contrasting images: the rich man ( 'tiizr) 
relies on his wealth to protect him, while the defences of the righ
teous man ($addiq) are defined as The name of the Lord. 

V. JO is clearly an example ofa Yahweh-proverb commenting on 
an adjacent one. Its purpose seems to be to modify, or possibly to 
deny (sec on v. 11 below) the truth of the assertion made in v. 11: 
it asserts in effect that wealth does not protect a man from misfortune; 
only Yahweh can be relied on to do this, and he will do it not for 
the rich but only for the righteous. It is possible, but by no means 
certain, that v. 10 was composed for this specific purpose: the ter
minology is not identical, and v. JO can well have originally stood 
on its own. V. 12, which speaks of the destruction (Jeber, "collapse") 
of the haughty (literally, "high", but the word used is not the same 
as that used in v. 11) may also have been placed here as a disapprov
ing comment on that verse. 

10. The phrase The name of the Lorc;l occurs only here in 
Proverbs (though we may compare "the name ofmy God" in 30:9). 
The concept of Yahweh's name in the Old Testament does not 
always have precisely the same connotation. But in J0:29 he himself 
is said to be a stronghold (mti'oz) to the upright, and this kind of 
imagery is found in a manner of the Psalms. Here, whatever may 
be the precise significance of speaking of the name rather than 
directly of Yahweh himself, the general meaning is clear from the 
context. In Ps. 61 :3 [Heb. 4) Yahweh is addressed as a strong tower 
(migdal 'oz - the same phrase as is used here) against enemies. runs 
into it: the reference is to the inhabitants of a town taking refuge 
in the town's fortified tower at the approach ofan enemy, as in Jg. 
9:51. is safe: this verb (fgb) means "to be high", but with the 
implication of being out of reach of danger below. 

I I. The first line of this verse is identical with JO: 15a; but whereas 
in that verse it forms part of an antithetical proverb contrasting the 
situation of the rich man with that of the poor, here the parallelism 
is synonymous. The sense of the second line, however, is not clear 
because of uncertainty about the meaning of the final word, b'mafkito 
(RSV protecting him). RSV is based on an emendation favoured 
by some commentators on the supposed basis of Lxx and other 
Versions (see BHS); the Hebrew word is somewhat obscure, but 
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McKane, Ploger, REB and JB, who retain the text of MT, take it to 
mean something like "in his imagination" or "as he believes". This 
may mean that his wealth does not in fact protect the rich man; if 
so, this gives a quite diffo:rent meaning to the verse from that of 
10: 15. It also means that the function of the previous verse ( 10) is 
not to deny the truth ofv. 11 (see above on vv. 10-12) but rather 
to confirm it in Yahwistic terms: the rich man thinks that his wealth 
will protect him, but in fact only reliance on Yahweh can do this. 
This interpretation is probably to be preferred: the quite different 
reading of the Versions may be due to a misunderstanding of the 
rare mafkit. 

12. The first line of this verse resembles, but is not identical with, 
16:18a; the second is completely identical with 1y33b. Both of those 
verses are examples of synonymous parallelism. Here, where the 
second line is a short, crisp non-verbal sentence which may once 
have been an independent popular saying (see also on 1y33), the 
first is stylistically more laboured, and has probably been added to 
it to make a more impressive antithetical statement. destruction 
(feber, that is, ruin) is the antithesis of honour (kii.bod, that is, pros
perity and esteem). 

13. This is probably a general comment on the person who can
not wait to express his opinion and does so without waiting for his 
interlocutor to finish speaking. His behaviour is a particular example 
of the lack of control so frequently castigated in these proverbs. The 
view that the verse refers to the specific case of the pronouncement 
of premature decisions in legal hearings (see M. A. Klopfenstein, 
Scham und Schande nach dem Allen Testament, AT ANT, 1972, pp. 119-
36) is not proven. (See Biihlmann, pp. 196-8; Ploger.) 

shame (k'limmii.h): that is, disgrace or humiliation incurred by 
such conduct. Some commentators, however, render the word by 
"insulting" - that is, such behaviour is insulting to the other speaker 
(so REB). 

14. This proverb is clearly related to I 5: I 3 and 17:22, the only 
other two passages in the Old Testament where the phrase riia~ 
n'ki'ii.h occurs; but it presents a special problem of interpretation. In 
the other two proverbs a contrast is made between the "broken 
spirit" and a glad or cheerful heart (lib fii.mia~), and all three 
proverbs make the point that the former is a sad case, with the 
implication that it is incurable. But whereas in the other two cases 
the sadness of this condition is emphasized by a contrast with the 
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opposite state of happiness, here the point appears to be made by 
contrasting two cases of adversity of different degrees of intensity, 
the lesser one endurable, the greater one unendurable. So much is 
clear; but the use of the same word spirit in both lines is confusing, 
at least to the modern interpreter, and raises more acutely than in 
the other two cases the question of what is meant by a broken 
spirit. If a man's spirit is strong enough (or may be strong enough) 
to overcome the misfortune of sickness (it is not clear whether this 
word is intended literally or metaphorically), what is this broken spirit 
that is apparently unendurable or incurable? The commentators have 
been unable to find a satisfactory answer to this ques
tion. It has been suggested that it refers to a state of irrational 
acute depression; but speculations of this kind about ancient texts, 
particularly such brief ones, are unwise. The question remains un
answered. 

15. The first line of this proverb is identical with 15:14a except 
for the verb; but the second line also resembles 15:14a, which also 
contains the phrase seeks knowledge. Thus all three lines ( 15: 14a; 
I 8: 15a; 18: 15b) are variants of the same didactic statement that a 
desire for further education is the mark of the wise man (compare 
1 :5). This verse reflects the attitude of the introduction to the book 
( 1 :2-6), and may mark the beginning of a sub-collection of proverbs 
collected with an educational purpose. The ear as the organ by 
which the father's (oral) instruction is to be received is characteristic 
of the Instructions in chapters 1 -g (2:2; 4:20; 5: 1, 13; compare also 
1 y31 ), and stands in parallelism, as here, with the heart (mind) in 
a similar context in 2:2. 

16-19. Vv. 17 and 18 are specifically concerned with legal pro
cesses; and this is probably also true of v. 16. The meaning of 
v. 19 is uncertain; but the occurrence of the word midyiinim/m'donim 
(disputes, quarrelling) both here and in v. 18 suggests that this 
verse too may have belonged to a small group of proverbs to which 
V. 15 may have been the introduction (see above). 

16. The word mattiin (gift), though it may be used in a general 
sense, also has the more restricted meaning of "bribe" (compare 
21:14, and the use of the cognate mattii.niih in 15:27). Here the 
immediate context shows that it means a bribe, but the commen
tators are divided on the question whether it refers to the particular 
practice of bribing judges or witnesses, a practice attested elsewhere 
in these proverbs ( especially clearly in 1 7:23), or more generally to 
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the bribing of officials or servants in order to secure privileges, 
whether social, political or commercial. The fact that the two follow
ing verses are concerned with forensic matters suggests the former, 
as perhaps does also the term g'dolim, great men: this term is used 
generally of influential persons, persons who might be presumed to 
be able to influence the course of justice; and it may be significant 
that in mic. 7:3 they are associated with corrupt judges. 

On the anomalous mattiin where the construct mattan would nor
mally be expected see GK 92g. 

l 7. seems right: Iaddiq here as elsewhere means "innocent". 
Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], p. 183) has argued convincingly that the 
setting is that of a legal trial: He who states his case first (in 
the Hebrew, simply hiin'fon, "the first one") is the defendant, and 
the other (ri'ihu, literally, "his neighbour") the plaintiff or accuser. 
The verse is addressed to judges, warning them against making 
premature judgements before all the evidence and arguments have 
been heard. A more general setting (note that states his case is an 
interpretation by RSV and has nothing corresponding to it in the 
Hebrew), that is, of an ordinary discussion among neighbours, is 
not impossible, but a legal setting is more probable in the light of 
the wider context. 

comes: read Kethib yiibo' rather than Qere ubii'. 
18. On the casting of the lot see on 16:33. This is the only refer

ence in the Old Testament to its use in ordinary disputes, presum
ably in cases where other methods had proved impossible. puts an 
end to: according to Albright ( 1955, p. ro) this verb (hifbit) may 
have been a technical term for reaching a legal decision. 

The meaning of the second line is not entirely clear. The verb 
rendered in RSV by decides (between), hiprid, normally means to 
separate, or even (16:28; 17:9) to alienate. Further, the reason why 
"powerful contenders" ('"Iumim) are singled out as a special case is 
also not clear, unless to imply that disputes between such persons 
are likely to be more socially disruptive than disputes between 
others. Driver (Bib. 32 [ 1951]; p. 183) thought the word to be inap
propriate here, and proposed its emendation to 'o,f'mim, which he 
rendered by "litigants" on the basis of a Syriac cognate and the 
Hebrew word '"Iumot, "pleas", which occurs in Isa. 41 :21. So REE 
"keep(s) litigants apart". 

19. This verse is particularly difficult, and several commentators 
have regarded the Hebrew text as corrupt beyond the possibility of 



272 PROVERBS )8:J-24 

correction. The second line may mean that disputes can lead to 
complete alienation between the disputants; but the first line has 
not been satisfactorily elucidated by any commentator. RSV's helped 
follows an emendation derived from the Versions; but this offers rio 
more satisfactory sense than the Hebrew, which has nipia', the niphal 
participle of paia', "to rebel", or, in religious terms, "to sin". Some 
commentators take this to mean "sinned against" (so Ringgren and 
Gemscr, "deceived": McKane, "aggrieved"); but this is a dubious 
translation. 

20-21. These two proverbs are both about the power of speech. 
There is one verbal connection between them: the occurrence in 
both of the word fruit as meaning the consequences which flow 
from a person's words. V. 20 speaks of the beneficial effects of speech 
on the speaker; v. 2 1, in stronger terms, emphasizes its power both 
for good and evil. 

20. The first line of this verse has strong verbal affinities with 
I 2: 1 ¥ and l 3:2a, and it is probable that all three are variants of 
some common saying, which has been used in different ways with 
the addition of different second lines. This variant has one signifcant 
difference from the other two: whereas 12:14 has (literally) "is satis
fied with good (tob)" and 13:2 has "eats good", here the word tob is 
replaced by bitno "his belly": "his belly is satisfied" (this word is 
not represented in RSV). This opens the line up to different interpret
ations. Whatever "eats good" may mean in 13:2, the word "belly" 
here in conjunction with fruit suggests the idea of literally 
satisfying one's hunger. But to say that one satisfies one's hunger 
by what comes out of one's mouth rather than by what goes into it 
appears at first to be an absurdity. Clearly the author of this variant, 
like Jesus in Mt. 1y11, is using a rhetorical device (a verbal contra
diction known as oxymoron) to make a point. But this is not the 
only verbal device used in the line. The verb faba' (is satisfied) has 
more than one meaning: whereas in 12:11; 20:13; 28:19 it has the 
positive sense of satisfying hunger ( either literally or metaphorically), 
in 25:16 it means to have loo much for one's good; in 1:31 it means 
to suffer the consequences of one's evil deeds; and in 25: 17 it means 
to become weary - to have too much - of someone's company. In 
14: 14 it has both a good and a bad sense in the same proverb. The 
word "belly" (be(en) too can be used in two distinct ways: whereas 
in 13:25 it denotes the belly as the seat of physical hunger, in I 8:8 
and 20:27 it has a more psychological sense of the inner or essential 
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man. (Together with faba', therefore, it could have the same meaning 
as the English expression "to have a bellyful"). 

There is thus scope for different interpretations of this line. Of 
those which have been proposed, the most natural is, taking both 
the oxymoron and the puns seriously, to see it as meaning that just 
as eating fruit may either leave one pleasantly satisfied or - if it is 
taken in excess - unpleasantly surfeited ( with unfortunate results -
compare 2y16, on eating honey-), so also what comes out of the 
mouth - that is, words - has consequences which may be either 
good or bad: so it is important to use them with discretion. The 
meaning of this first line, therefore, is not very different from that 
of 12:14a or 13:2a taken by themselves, but the point is made with 
greater verbal subtlety. The second line, unlike the second lines of 
12:14 and 13:2, simply echoes the first. 

21. This verse expresses the same thought as v. 20 but both more 
simply and more strongly. those who love it: that is, those who 
like to chatter or to express their opinions. eat its fruits: as in v. 20, 
such people will be faced by the consequences of their loquacity. It 
is not stated whether these will be good or bad; the latter is probably 
implied. On the use of the distributive singular (yo'kal, eat) with a 
plural subject see GK145 I. 

22-24. Toy and Ploger point out that these three verses deal with 
different but important aspects of ordinary life: marriage, wealth, 
friendship. They are in fact more closely related than at first appears, 
in that they are all concerned, in various ways, with the importance 
of having reliable human relationships: a happy marriage means to 
have a lifelong companion (v. 22); the poor man, elsewhere 
described as one who has no friends (14:20) or as deserted by his 
friends (19:4), is isolated and vulnerable in his poverty (v. 23); there 
are true friends, but also false ones (v. 24). Some of these themes 
recur in chapter 19; but there is no reason to suppose the existence 
of a longer subsection beginning here. 

22. The first line of this verse was probably originally a popular 
saying, as its style suggests. Although several of these proverbs 
(11:22; 19:13; 21:19; 25:24; 27:15) reflect the fact that marriages are 
not always blissful, this is clearly one of those ( compare 1 1: 16; 1 2 :4; 
1g:14, and especially 31: w-3 1) which extol the joys of marriage. 
(In Proverbs, of course, marriages are always assessed from the 
point of view of the husband.) The reference is obviously to marriage 
with a "good" wife, although this is not explicitly stated (LXx adds 
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the word "good", but this clearly docs not represent an original 
Hebrew text). finds a good thing: this expression (miifa' (ob) else
where (16::20; 17:20) means "to prosper" (on the construction sec 
GK159b, h). 

The second line is identical with 8:35b, which refers to the "find
ing" of personified Wisdom but is an addition to an earlier poem, 
asserting Wisdom's connection with Yahweh (see on 8:32-6). Some
what similarly, it has been added here to the older proverb in order 
to assert that the ordinary circumstances of life such as happy mar
riages arc the work of Yahweh. Whether the assurance that the 
happy husband receives favour from the Lord refers to the choice 
of a wife or to the comequences of such a choice, a point on which the 
commentators differ, is hardly significant. But see on 19: 14. 

23. This is one of several proverbs in these chapters (also 10: 15; 
14:20; 22:2, 7, 16; 28:6, 11) which specifically contrast the character
istics or behaviour of rich and poor. On these terms, and on the 
hostile attitude of these authors towards the rich, see on 10: 15 and 
14:20. This verse does not necessarily favour the poor as against 
the rich, but is a "neutral" comment on a fact of social life and 
relationships. 

24. There are: in this first line MT has 'if, "A man (of)". RSV, 
following the majority but not all of the commentators, has taken 
this to be a mispointing of yif, "There is", bringing the line into 
formal conformity with the second line. The line clearly draws a 
contrast between "friends" whose friendship is in some way faulty, 
and the true friend who can be relied on in trouble. But the precise 
way in which the "false" friend proves unsatisfactory is unclear 
because the meaning of the word rendered in RSV by who pretend 
to be friends (hitro'ia') is uncertain; and some commentators offer 
alternative explanations of it. Delitzsch derived it from r" "to be 
harmful" and rendered the line by "A man with many friends comes 
to grief". Wildeboer, Ringgren and Ploger produce a similar mean
ing by deriving it from another r" (an Aramaizing form equivalent 
to ru), "to break". Toy, followed by Oesterley, with a slight emen
dation (to hitra'ot) (from rii.'ii.h, "to be a companion"), offered the 
translation "seeks society" - in other words, there are friends who 
are no more than social companions. Finally Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], 
pp. 183-4), followed by McKane, derived the form from rw', "to 
shout", but saw it as used in a weakened form attested in Syriac 
meaning "to chatter". 
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sticks closer than a brother: the value of true friends in time of 
trouble as (even) greater than that of brothers is also the theme of 
27:10 and possibly also of 17:17. On the other hand, 19:7 puts no 
trust in either. 

CHAPTER 19 

As in the immediately preceding chapters there are only a few 
examples of antithetical parallelism in this chapter, and a promin
ence of synonymous ones. Very few of these proverbs contrast the 
righteous and the wicked, although various kinds of reprehensible 
conduct are mentioned. Wisdom and prudence are frequently advo
cated (vv. 8, 11, 14, 20, 25, 27), but there are few verses extolling 
goodness for its own sake. The importance of education and instruc
tion is frequently stressed, and of these proverbs four (vv. 8, 16, 20, 

27) use language strongly reminiscent of the Instructions in chapters 
1-9. The rich and the poor are frequently mentioned (vv. 1, 4, 6, 
7, 17, 22). Three proverbs are concerned with false witnesses (vv. 5, 
9, 28) and two with sloth (vv. 15, 24). 

As in chapter 18 there are few clear signs of extensive groupings, 
though v. 27, an admonition to "my son", has the appearance of 
the introduction to an Instruction, and vv. 16 and 20 may mark out a 
small such group. There are several examples of pairing of proverbs: 
vv. 2-3, 6-7, 11-12, 13-14, 20-21. Yahweh is mentioned five times 
(vv. 3, 14, 17, 21, 23), and in three of these cases the Yahweh
proverb appears to be a comment on the previous verse (v. 3 on 
v. 2, v. 14 on v. 13, v. 21 on v. 20). Ploger finds a connected group 
in vv. 18-23. 

I. This verse is identical with 28:6 except that in the second lines 
the latter has "a rich man" ( 'iifir) rather than a fool and "ways" 
rather than speech. Some MSS and Versions have "ways" in both 
verses; but the notion of "perverted speech" - that is, telling lies in 
order to deceive - is no less appropriate to the context ( compare 
8:8; I 7:20). 

MT's fool (k'sil), however, has been thought to be inappropriate 
here, and most commentators, following Pesh. as well as 28:6, emend 
the word to "rich", which admittedly provides a good parallelism 
with poor. However, it is not clear how MTS reading could have 
arisen. If fool is in fact the correct reading a reasonably good sense 
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for the verse can be obtained. The implication may be that liars arc 
in fact fools because - as is axiomatic in these proverbs - wickedness 
docs not pay in the long run. Thus, somewhat analogously to those 
proverbs (1y16, 17; 16:8, 19; 17:1) which declare that the rich arc 
not necessarily to be envied for their luxurious style of living, this 
proverb may be saying that the state of the poor man whose conduct 
is irreproachable is preferable to that of the persuasive liar because 
the former will in the end be blessed with prosperity while the latter 
is a fool who will not escape divine punishment. See also on 28:6. 

2. The parallelism of this verse is improved if the word nepef (RSV 
a man) is rendered by "desire" (compare 10:3; 13:4, 25; 16:26), 
that is, ambition: to desire to do something without giving proper 
thought to ways and means will lead to disaster (on this meaning 
of lo' /oh, literally, not good, see on 16:29); similarly the person who 
is in too great a hurry (literally, makes haste with his feet) will 
fail to reach his objective (MW, misses his way - on this meaning 
of ~a/ii' see on 8:36). The expression is of course metaphorical. 

On the word with which the verse begins (gam, untranslated in 
RSV) see on 18:9. 

3. This verse is probably intended as a comment on v. 2 (and 
perhaps also on v. 1). Its point is somewhat weakened in RSV's 
translation: a better translation would be "It is a man's own folly 
which ruins his life, yet it is against Yahweh" ( emphatic) "that he 
rages". F oily and blasphemy are closely linked here. Von Rad ( Wis
dom in Israel, p. 65), who refers specifically to this verse among others, 
characterized folly as "practical atheism" similar to that expressed 
in Ps. 14:1, "The fool (niibal) says in his heart, 'There is no God'". 
But, as Pl6ger points out, this is not quite what is meant here. The 
fool does not deny or discount God's power; rather, he accuses him 
of misapplying it, manifesting an arrogance and self-conceit which 
is a form of blasphemy rather than any kind of atheism. It is a 
denial of the principle expressed .frequently in these proverbs and 
elsewhere in the Old Testament that God is righteous. This is a 
question urgently raised in the Book of Job. 

4. Compare v. 7 and see the comments on 14:20. is deserted by 
his friend (miri'ihuyippiirid), the word for "friend" being ria'. Some 
MSS read m'ri'ihu, miria' being another word meaning "friend": "As 
for the poor man, his friend deserts (literally, "separates himself 
from") him". Either pointing is possible; the sense is unaffected. 

5. This proverb is one ofa group of verses (6:19; 12:17; 14:5, 25; 
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19:9; 21 :28) which contain partial variants, or in some cases identical 
phrases. Every one of its words and phrases occurs also in one or 
more of the other verses in the group; and, in this chapter, v. 9 is its 
almost exact doublet. The problem oflying witnesses was evidently a 
major problem for the community which produced these proverbs; 
the use of a common vocabulary points to a common, probably oral, 
source. will not go unpunished (lo' yinnaqeh): that is, will not be 
acquitted. 

6-7b. These two verses form an excellent antithesis, although 
they were almost certainly originally separate proverbs. Compare 
14:20 with its equally strong implicit condemnation of those who 
fawn on the rich and despise the poor, and 18:24 on true and false 
friends in general. On the third line of v. 7 see below. 

6. a generous man: this word (nadib) has several distinct though 
related meanings (see on 17:7 and 17:26). RSV's translation (com
pare Exod. 3S:5, 22) makes a good parallel with a man who gives 
gifts in the second line, although "noble" - that is, in rank; compare 
Prov. 8:16; 17:7; 25=7 - is also a possible meaning here. Such a 
person might be expected to reward those who gained his favour by 
flattery. gifts (mattan): here the reference is to generosity rather than 
to bribes (see on 18:16). 

every one is a friend: the Hebrew (which has the article before 
"friend") is somewhat strange, but emendation is probably not 
necessary. 

7. This verse, unusually, consists of three lines. The first two 
form a typical parallel couplet of the a fortiori kind ( 'ap ki, how 
much more . .. !). A few commentators have attempted to find 
some way of relating the final line to the previous two; but others 
have regarded it as unintelligible, perhaps a fragment of which the 
rest has been lost, and almost certainly the result of textual corrup
tion. A literal translation of it would be "pursuing words not these". 
LXx's variant of the verse is ofno assistance. It has a garbled version 
of the first two lines and then a long addition of its own ( two coup
lets) which is unrelated to what precedes and throws no light on 
the Hebrew line. 

hate him: this verb (fane') has a wide range of meanings (see E. 
Jenni, THAT II, 1976, cols. 835-6). Here it means no more than 
"dislike" or even "avoid" ( compare its use in 1 1: 15; 25: '7). his 
friends: the form is singular in the Hebrew; this may be intended 
in a collective sense, or it may be simply due to a minor scribal slip. 
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8. wisdom: literally, "heart". See on 15:32. loves himself: that 
is, does himself a good turn. keeps understanding: see on 5:2; 7: 1-
3. This is the technical language of education (see on 19:1-29). will 
prosper: on this meaning ofmi4a' (ob see 16:20; 17:20; 18:22. Some 
commentators emend the infinitive here to the imperfect; but the 
text may be correct: see GK 114h, i and Dahood, p. 40. 

9. This verse is almost identical with v. 5. 
10. The first line of this verse is a variant of 17:7a. The signifi

cance of not fitting here is perhaps illuminated by 30:21 -3, which 
lists virtually the same examples as here with others under the head
ing of"things under which the earth trembles"; in other words, they 
are not merely incongruous but actually destructive of the divinely 
established order of things. a slave ( cebed") to rule over princes: 
this means to become king, as is clearly stated in 30:22. The acquisi
tion of wealth and power by fools or by slaves was not unknown in 
the ancient world, and it is of interest to note that Zimri, probably 
a person of low birth, who ascended the throne after assassinating 
his "master", King Elah ofNorth Israel (1 Kg. 16:9; 2 Kg. 9:31), 
is called an cebed. However, the example used here probably does 
not refer specifically to any historical event. If it did, it would prob
ably be unique in the Book of Proverbs. 

luxury (tacanug, literally, "delight"): Thomas UTS 38 [1937], 
p. 400) and Driver (VT Suppl. 3, 1955, p. 84) render this word by 
"leadership" or "control", on the basis of an Arabic root. This 
would give an excellent parallel with the second line, but the word 
does not have this meaning elsewhere in the Old Testament, and 
an exact parallelism is not necessarily required here (compare again 
30:2 1 -3). The reason why the second example of unfittedness is 
regarded as more deplorable than the first does not appear, and 
must probably remain obscure in the absence - as, of course, with 
the other proverbs in these collections - of any information about 
the precise circumstances in which the proverb originated. 

ll-12. The common topic of anger ('ap in v. 11; za,ap in v. 12) 
is sufficient to account for the juxtaposition of these two verses. On 
the question whether there is a further thematic connection between 
them see on v. 12. 

I I. makes ... slow to anger (he"rik 'appo): the repointing of the 
penect form he"rik as the infinitive ha'J(Jrik proposed by a number of 
commentators provides a better parallel to the second line: "it is (a 
sign of) a man's good sense to be slow to anger". Patience or for-
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bearance was a particular characteristic of the wise men (compare 
especially 14: 1 7, 29). Here this takes the form of the avoidance of a 
quarrel even under provocation; the wisdom literature both biblical 
and extrabiblical constantly stresses the importance of avoiding acri
monious disputes for the sake of the wellbeing of the community. it 
is his glory: that is, it contributes to his reputation as a wise man. 
This word (tip'eret) is regularly used of the greatness or splendour 
of kings - perhaps another link with v. 12. 

12. On this picture of absolute monarchy in the perception of 
ordinary people see on 16: 14. The first line, probably a popular 
saying, has a variant in 20:2a, where, however, it is used in a differ
ent way. Here the wording of the second line shows that the point 
is not the necessity to placate kings who can destroy or advance 
those who are in his service, but that the king is the protector and 
benefactor of his people. The dew, which in the climatic conditions 
of Palestine was essential to the survival of vegetation in the hot, 
dry, summer, was regarded as a gift from God which he could either 
confer on his people or withhold from them (see, e.g., Dt. 33:28; 1 
Kg. 17:1; Hos. 14:5 [Heb. 6]; Hag. 1:10; Zech. 8:12). In Gen. 27:28 
it is one of the items specified in the blessing of Jacob by Isaac, 
but is withheld from Esau (v. 39). Thus the king is here compared 
with God, or, more probably, regarded as his representative or agent 
in his power to confer this blessing, and in the dependence of the 
gift on his favour (ra,ron). Correspondingly the king's wrath in the 
first line presumably refers to his power to destroy those wicked 
persons who threaten the well being of his people. 

If this interpretation is correct, no criticism is intended in this 
proverb of the king's actions or of his motives. However, it is possible 
that v. 11, with its implied criticism of those who too hastily give 
vent to their anger and are unforgiving, has been placed in its pre
sent position to create a paradox, or even perhaps to suggest that 
between the two extremes of wrath and favour those in authority 
ought to find room for the exercise of a third option: tolerance or 
forgiveness. 

like the growling of a lion (naham kakk'pzr, literally, "a growling 
like a lion"): Seeligman ( 1953, p. 164) refers to a suggestion of 
Ehrlich that originally this line - and also 20:2a - referred not to a 
lion (k'pzr) but to hoar frost (k'por). This would provide a very neat 
contrast with dew, but is speculative and unnecessary. The image 
of the king as a lion, like that of the gift of dew, seems to be a 
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reflection of that of Yahweh as a lion which may fall upon Israel and 
destroy it (e.g. Hos. y14; 13:7-8) or, on the other hand, may act 
to protect Israel (Isa. 31:4-5) or to attack her enemies (Jer. 49:19). 

13-14. It is the references to wives in v. 13b and in v. 14b which 
accounts for the juxtaposition of these two proverbs; but there is a 
further relationship between the two verses: while in v. 1-3 the quar
relling wife is only one of a pair of examples of what can go wrong 
in family life, v. 14 is wholly concerned with the choice of a suitable 
wife, and is to be understood as a comment on v. 13b. 

13. Each line of this verse has variants elsewhere in these chap
ters: compare the first line with 10: 1 b; 17:21a, 25a and the second 
with 21:9b, 19b; 25:24. In 27:15-16 what was originally probably 
an independent popular saying has been further expanded in a more 
literary style. a continual dripping of rain: perhaps better, "an 
endlessly leaking roof" ( compare Ee. 10: 18). 

14. prudent: this word (mafkelet) is the feminine of mafkil, "intel
ligent, wise", a term frequently used in these proverbs and one 
which occurs as the antonym of mibif, "(one who) brings shame" 
in 10:5. The 'iffii.h mafkelel here is thus the opposite of the m'bifii.h of 
1 2 :4, and also of the quarrelling wife of v. 13. 

The second line is reminiscent of 18:22, especially if that verse 
means that the choice ofa good wife is due to the guidance ofYahweh. 
There is, however, some difficulty about its logical relationship to 
the first line. A contrast seems to be intended between the regularity 
of the process by which a man can confidently expect to inherit 
family property and the unpredictability inherent in the selection of 
a wife. We might expect the second line to say that "a prudent wife 
comes by chance". But the affirmation that a prudent wife is from 
the Lord raises questions about the author's view of the part played 
by Yahweh in human affairs. While several of these proverbs (e.g. 
v. 21 and 16: 1, 9, 33) maintain that human choices are wholly subject 
to Yahweh's control, this verse may seem to imply that - in contrast 
with the general view - the acquisition of wealth - and perhaps also 
of an unsuitable wife - is outside his control. 

In attempting to account for this anomaly it should first be noted 
that the second line - which could well have originally been a popu
lar saying - presents no problem in itself, especially if the Lord 
(yhwh) has here a weakened sense analogous to that proposed for 
its occasional use in an adjectival sense by Thomas (VT 18 [1968], 
pp. 120-24) and de Boer ( 1974, pp. 233-5). If this is the case the 
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phrase is from the Lord may mean no more than "(is) an unexpec
ted piece of good fortune" (compare perhaps also Eve's comment 
on the birth of a son in Gen. 4: 1). At a later stage the first line may 
have been added, without serious theological reflection, in order to 
make the point that if a man who has already been blessed by good 
fortune through the normal law of inheritance has his happiness 
completed by a happy marriage, this is a mark of exceptional divine 
favour. At an even later stage the whole verse may have been 
brought into connection with v. 136 in order to remind the reader 
further that, since in fact wives often prove to be unsatisfactory, 
thanks are especially due to Yahweh when a marriage turns out 
well. 

15. casts into a deep sleep: literally, "causes a deep sleep (tarde
mah) to fall". The verb cognate to this noun ( rdm) is used of the 
sleep of the worthless son in 10:5. The verse makes good sense 
(compare the self-destructiveness of the half-awake sluggard in 
19:24), and Dahood's and Gemser's proposals, on the basis respect
ively of U garitic and Arabic roots, to find new meanings for tardemah 
are unnecessary and improbable. 

16. The language of this verse is that of the teacher in chapters 
1 -9. keeps the commandment: that is, of the teacher (so 4:4 and 
7:2; compare similar phrases passim in those chapters). Similar lan
guage occurs also, as has been seen, in a number of the proverbs in 
this section ofthe book (10:1-22:16), for example 10:17; 13:18; 15:5; 
19:8 - an indication of an educational motive in the collection of 
these proverbs. keeps his life: the same expression occurs in 16: 17 
and 22:5. 

he who despises the word: the Hebrew has "despises his ways" 
(bo;:_eh d'rakflw); RSV, following several commentators, has emended 
d'rakflw to diibar, on the analogy of 13: 13. This would make a more 
complete parallelism, but is hardly necessary: to "despise one's 
ways" may be understood as paying little attention to, or being 
careless of, one's behaviour. Dahood's suggestion that derek here 
may mean "authority" (on the basis ofUgaritic drkt) is too speculat
ive. The view that "his ways" may refer either to the ways of the 
teacher or to those of Yahweh (see McKane and Pli.iger) is not 
plausible as there is no antecedent. 

will die: RSV here correctly reads the Qere in preference to 
Kethib's "will be put to death". 

l 7. The five proverbs in these chapters which speak of generosity 
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to the poor all explicitly or implicitly promise a reward to the giver: 
he will be "happy" (14:21b); he will be blessed (22:9); he will not 
want (28:27a). In 14:31b a reward is implied: such generosity 
honours Yahweh; and the giver will surely be rewarded. Here in 
19: 1 7 the relationship between the giver and Yahweh is expressed 
in the language of usury (lends to the Lord, and he will repay 
him). The same phraseology is used negatively in Isa. 59: 1 8, where 
Yahweh will "repay" his enemies "according to their deeds". In 
the present verse as in 14:31 Yahweh is seen as involving himself 
so closely with the poor that what is given to them (who are unable 
to repay) is regarded as lent to him so that repayment - presumably 
in the form of blessing and material prosperity- will surely be made. 
But there is no idea here of a quid pro quo: no intention to encourage 
generosity simply for the reward which it will bring. The underlying 
thought is that generosity is a characteristic of a person who is 
righteous; and the proverb reflects the basic belief that righteousness 
is, and ought to be, materially rewarded. The poor here, as else
where in these proverbs, are those who are totally destitute; the 
generous giver is himself not rich but merely a person who has 
enough for himself and perhaps a little to spare. 

The relationship of this Yahweh-proverb to its context is not clear. 
It may have been placed here to make the point that obedience to 
the human "commandment" of v. 16 has the backing of Yahweh, 
who will duly reward it. There may also be a remote connection 
with vv. 18-23 in that those verses taken as a whole (see below) also 
see Yahweh as a source of "life" to those who accept his guidance. 

18-23. Ploger sees vv. 1 8, 20, 2 1, 2 3 as a connected sequence, 
with vv. 19 and 22 as interpolations. V. 18 is addressed to a father, 
with a recommendation to firm, though not excessive, discipline of 
his son; v. 20 is addressed to the child, who is beginning his edu
cation, admonishing him to attend to his studies and informing him 
of their purpose, that he should eventually attain to wisdom; v. 21 
states that this purpose cannot be attained by human means alone 
but only under Yahweh's direction; finally v. 23 expatiates on the 
meaning of the "wisdom" referred to in v. 20, pointing out the great 
rewards which will eventually accrue from this programme. V. 19 
is intended to reinforce the warning ofv. 18b; v. 22 presents serious 
problems of interpretation, and its relationship to the context in 
which it now stands cannot be clearly determined. Ploger is probably 
correct in seeing a connection between the verses in question; but 
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the fact that the father is first addressed and then the child shows 
that this is not an "Instruction" in the proper sense, but a collection 
of proverbs on a single theme. 

18. Discipline (yasser): on the corporal punishment of children 
see on 13:24 and compare 23:13-14. hope: that is, of amendment. 
The meaning of the second line is disputed. It is unlikely to be a 
warning against beating the child to death (so REB), since although 
the execution of a rebellious child was permitted, it could only be 
carried out by the decision of the elders of the city (Dt. 2 1: 18-2 1). 
Two main interpretations have been proposed: 1) that his destruc
tion (literally, "to kill him") is not to be taken literally but in a 
weakened sense, "do not chastise him excessively" (Thomas, VT 
Supplement 3, 1955, pp. 288-9); 2) that the reference is not to death 
as a result of the beating but to the fate of "death" which will be 
the son's if he does not amend his ways (compare 23:14; so Toy, 
Scott, McKane). 

do not set your heart on: this expression (niiiii' nepef ['ell) has 
also been variously interpreted: as RSV (Toy, McKane; compare 
Ringgren); "either lose one's temper" or "be carried away by pas
sion" (Barucq, Ploger; compare Lxx). 

19. lfv. 18b refers to excessive punishment, this verse may have 
been placed here as a further warning against such violence. A man 
of great wrath: Kethib's goral-Mmiih makes no sense. One should 
read, with Qere, g'dol-Mmiih, "one whose wrath is great", or possibly, 
following Lxx and other Versions, emend to g'bar-Qimiih, "a man of 
wrath". 'ones, penalty: literally, "fine"; but see on 17:26. pay: liter
ally, "bear": compare REB, "must bear the consequences" - pre
sumably of whatever violent act has been committed. 

The meaning of the second line is uncertain, and the text may be 
corrupt. deliver him could mean "pay his fine" or, more generally, 
"extricate him from his predicament"; but the Hebrew lacks the 
suffix him. you will only have to do it again (w"od tos'ip): literally, 
"and again you will add". This verb can mean "to add", "to 

increase" or "to repeat". An alternative translation might be "you 
will make matters worse" - because the man will not have learned 
his lesson. 

20-21. V. 21 is clearly a comment on v. 20 after the manner of 
the additions to the Instructions of chapters 1 -9 (for example, in 
2: 1 -9). V. 20 is typical of the introductory sections of the father's 
instructions except that it is expressed in impersonal terms. V. 2 1 
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picked up the word 'irah (advice) in v. 20 and speaks of Yahweh's 
'ifah (purpose), asserting that while sound human advice should 
be heeded, it will be efficacious only in so far as it is in accordance 
with the will of Yahweh. 

20. Listen to advice: sec on 12: 15, where the same expression 
(sama' 'irah) is used. As in the Instructions of chapters 1-9, this is 
the singular imperative of the verb: that is, it is addressed to an 
individual pupil. On the meaning of instruction (musiir) see on 1:2. 
for the future: literally, "in your 'a4°rit". Although ins: 11 the same 
expression probably simply means "afterwards", here it probably 
refers to the goal or final stage of the process of acquiring wisdom 
(compare 14:12; 16:25, where 'a4°rit is used of a bad end). 

21. The thought of this verse is similar to that of 16: 1, 9. There 
is a play on the two meanings of 'iriih here (purpose) and in v. 20 
("advice"). Yahweh's 'iriih overrules that of human teachers. 

22. The Hebrew of the first line of this verse reads, "The desire 
of a man is his 4esed'' - a word which normally means kindness, 
love, loyalty, or possibly charm. RSV treats the first phrase as an 
example of an objective genitive (see GK 128h): so, "The desire (of 
others) for a man", that is, his desirability or What is desired in 
him (so also Barucq). This is not impossible, but it offers no parallel
ism to the second line. JB and REB, on the other hand, take 4esed 
here to be a quite different word having the same form which occurs 
also in 14:34, meaning "disgrace" or "humiliation": so REB, "Greed 
is a disgrace to a man". (This interpretation was already put forward 
by Rabbi Levi ben Gershom [Ralbag], and in modern times by 
Greenstone; compare also van der Ploeg.) This has the advantage 
of providing a reasonable parallelism: both lines then affirm that 
poverty is no disgrace. If it is correct, the various emendations which 
have been proposed are unnecessary. a liar: elsewhere in Proverbs 
(6:19; 14:5, 25; 19:9; 21:28) this word (kiiziib) is used exclusively to 
designate a perjured witness. If this is implied here the point of this 
line is that it is better to remain poor than to seek to gain an advan
tage by perjury. 

23. The first line of this verse has parallels elsewhere in these 
chapters: 10:27; 14:27; 22+ 16:6 to some extent parallels the second 
line in asserting that "by the fear of Yahweh a man avoids evil" 
(ra', here harm). But the Hebrew of this line (from he who has it 
to by harm - there are only the usual two lines in the Hebrew) is 
difficult. A literal translation might be "and a satisfied (one) spends 
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the night (and is) not visited by harm". RSV's he who has it is 
lacking in the Hebrew and is interpretation rather than translation. 
Nevertheless with some reservations most recent commentators 
(Scott, Barucq, McKane, Plogcr; also REE) also suppose an im
personal subject to be implied - thus, for example, Ringgren, "a 
man sleeps satisfied ... "; McKane, "and one passes the night 
replete .... " This is probably better than unsupported emendations 
such as that of Toy. 

24. This verse is almost identical with 26: 15, which forms one of 
a group of four (26: 13-16) about the sluggard. The lazy person was 
evidently regarded as a warning to others, several of the proverbs in 
these chapters affirming that he is destined for poverty and actual 
want; but also, as here (and also in 22:13; 26:13-15) he was a figure 
of fun. This proverb is obviously an exaggeration: a vivid caricature 
of the sluggard's lack of energy - or perhaps more precisely of his 
tendency to fall suddenly asleep; compare the "deep sleep" of v. 15 
and the reference to his exhaustion in 26: 15. 

25. On the scoffer (lif) sec on 1 :22; on the simple (peti) see on 
1 + The difference between the two is that the first is incorrigible, 
while the latter is teachable, open to the influence of others whether 
good or bad. The first line states that when the peti sees that the 
way of life of the [if gets him into trouble (Strike may refer to 
punishment for a crime [ see, for example, Dt. 2y 1-3] or simply to 
an "unofficial" thrashing), he will learn his lesson. 

The point of the verse taken as a whole is not, however, entirely 
clear. A parallelism is clearly intended between the two lines: Strike/ 
reprove; scoffer/man of understanding (nabon); learn pru
dence/gain knowledge. For a perfect parallelism, however, one 
would expect the first line to end with something like " ... and he 
will not profit by it": in other words, the [if does not learn even if 
he suffers physical chastisement, but the nabon, ifhe errs, needs only 
a verbal reproof to learn his lesson. The introduction of the peti into 
the equation is thus difficult to account for on this interpretation, 
and a different reading of the verse may be required. Gemser pointed 
out that he in the second line could refer not to the nabon but to the 
peti of the first line, and this suggestion has been adopted by Ploger: 
so the peti, who can learn from the fate of the [if, can also learn 
(perhaps even more?) from seeing even a "man of understanding" 
admonished for a fault. 

26. To honour or show respect to one's parents was for an 
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Israelite a fundamental duty enshrined in the Decalogue 
(Exod. 20: 1 2; Dt. 5: 16). Yet several proverbs (20:20; 28:24; 30: 11 in 
addition to the present one) attest the fact that this duty was by no 
means always observed. Some scholars have, however, contested the 
usually accepted meanings of the verbs in the first line. The verb 
Jdd (picl; RSV does violence to) was understood here by Thomas 
( VT Suppl. 3, 1955, p. 289) to be derived from a root otherwise 
unattested in Hebrew but found in the Arabic sadada meaning "to 
expel" or "to reject". This suggestion would make the parallelism 
between the two lines exact, and has been accepted by JB and 
REB, though none of the modern commentators accepts it without 
reservation. On the other hand, Driver (ThZ 11 [1955], pp. 372-3) 
connected the two verbs in a different parallelism: he associated the 
first with Arabic .radda, "to silence (by striking on the mouth)", and 
the second (yabria4, RSV chases away) with Arabic barra4a, meaning 
"to afflict". If Thomas is right, the verse probably refers to an adult 
son who takes over the family property which his aged parents are 
unable any longer to manage and, with no sense of shame or respect 
(on the combination of the two verbs causes shame and brings 
reproach see on 13:5), evicts them. If Driver is right, both lines 
refer more generally to violence committed by the son against his 
parents. But it is doubtful whether either of these interpretations is 
necessary, since there seems to be no absolute need for an exact 
parallelism, and RSV's translation makes perfectly good sense. 

27. The form of this verse, which begins with an imperative and 
an address by a father to a son (my son, b'ni, occurs nowhere 
else in 10: 1-22: 16), is unmistakably that of the formal Instruction 
(compare, for example, 1:8), but it has an unique feature: in order 
to suggest the disastrous consequences of failure to take the father's 
instruction to heart, it ironically tells him to go ahead and be inatten
tive. This kind of irony occurs nowhere else in chapters 1-9 or 
indeed anywhere in the Book of Proverbs. only to stray (lifgot): 
better, "straying" (see GK 114 o). 

Some commentators, unable to accept the verse as ironical and 
alleging a grammatical awkwardness in the use of the infinitive lifgot, 
have regarded the text with suspicion; and several proposals have 
been made for its correction. The most plausible of these are those 
based on the Lxx's "A son who ceases ... will stray ... ". The 
emendations needed to produce a Hebrew text on this basis would 
be the repainting of the imperative 4"dal (Cease) as the qal parti-
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ciple, the emendation of liigot to the imperfect yiigeh, "will stray", 
and the change of b'ni to bin, "a son", together with the removal 
of the last of these to stand at the beginning of the verse. Many 
commentators, however, probably rightly, retain MT. 

This verse may be understood as a comment on the awful example 
of the wicked and impious son of v. 26, made by an editor who 
collected these proverbs to form a body of educational, that is, 
instructional, material. 

28. devours: more precisely, "swallows". This is the usual mean
ing of this verb (bata<"), and, if this meaning is retained, devours 
iniquity presumably means something like "gets pleasure from 
iniquity". But there are no other clear examples of this metaphor, 
and several commentators have suggested the emendation ofy'balla' 
to yabbia', "pours out" ( compare 1 :23; I 5:2, and especially , s:28, 
"the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things"). Others postulate 
the existence of another verb bala' cognate with an Arabic verb, 
which would mean "communicate" or "spread", or possibly 
"affiict" (see McKane for details). This is accepted by KB3

. Such 
a meaning would be more appropriate than "devour", as in these 
proverbs the mouth is frequently - and almost always - the organ 
of speech rather than of ingestion. 

29. Condemnation: this word (i'pa(im), literally "judgements", 
occurs almost exclusively in Exodus and Ezekiel, and always refers 
to actions - mainly, but not always, punitive - of God himself 
(occasionally of human beings at God's direction). Its counterpart 
here, however - mah"liimot, RSV flogging, literally "blows" ( compare 
18:6) - clearly refers to punishment inflicted by human beings. The 
verse may thus be saying that the punishment for scoffers and 
fools respectively are of different orders: God punishes scoffers, 
man (perhaps less drastically?) punishes fools. But LXX (mastiges, 
"whips") seems to have read not i'pa(im but i'ba(im, the plural of 
Jibe(, "rod, stick", a word which occurs frequently in these proverbs 
and is stated in 26:3 to be appropriate "for the back of fools", a 
phrase identical with that used in the first line of this verse. This 
reading would make a good parallelism between the two lines, 
though it is curious that nowhere else in Proverbs is it used in the 
plural. There is thus a balance of probability between MT and 
the proposed emendation. The majority of commentators accept the 
emendation and also REE and}B, but Barucq and McKane retain 
MT. That the k'sil (fool) is not merely a harmless idiot but constitutes 
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a mrnacr to society and so deserves punishment is stated several 
times in these proverbs (sec on 17:12). 

CHAPTER 20 

This chapter is characterized by a variety of both forms and themes. 
Proverbs with antithetical parallelism are outnumbered by other 
literary forms which include the interrogatory sentence (vv. 6, 9, 
24), indirect speech (vv. 9, 14, 22, 25), the admonitory imperative 
(vv. 13, 16, 19, 22) and the 'a.fre-form (see on 3:13). The topics 
include observations on the human mind or heart (vv. 5, 9, 27), 
quarrelling (v. 3), the evils of drink (v. 1), laziness (vv. 4, 13), 
honesty and dishonesty in commerce (vv. JO, 14, 23) and others 
which occur elsewhere in these chapters. There are six Yahweh
proverbs (vv. JO, 12, 22, 23, 24, 27) and four proverbs about the 
king (vv. 2, 8, 26, 28). The next chapter also begins with three 
Yahweh-proverbs of which the first ( v. 1) is also a royal proverb; 
and there is reason to suppose that 20:20 marks the beginning of a 
sub-group somewhat similar to 16: 1 - 15 which was intended to show 
and expound the relationship between Yahweh and the king and 
which extended as far as 21:4 (see below). There are also signs of 
composition in vv. 7-9 and 8-12. 

I. More detailed warnings against drunkenness are found in 
23:19-21; 23:29-35; 31:4-5. In this verse Wine and strong drink 
(perhaps "beer") are vividly personified as drinking companions 
whose company is best avoided. a mocker: Hebrew liJ, usually 
rendered in RSV by "scoffer". Ploger suggests that there may be a 
link here with 19:29, where the same word occurs. a brawler (homeh): 
this word is used of the seductress in ]: 11 (RSV "loud") and of the 
woman Folly in 9: 13 (RSV "noisy"). is led astray: perhaps better, 
"staggers": in Isa. 28: 7 this verb (fagiih) is used of drunkards reeling 
under the influence of drink. is not wise: the Hebrew may mean 
either that a wise person does not get drunk or that a drunken 
person behaves stupidly. 

2. The first line of this verse is a variant of 19: 12a, which uses a 
different word of the king's anger. Here 'emiih, dread wrath, is, 
literally, "terror": that is, the terror which the king inspires in 
others. On the question whether Israelite kings had arbitrary power 
over their subjects, and on the social background of these "royal 
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proverbs", sec on 16:14. Compare also 14:35; 16:15. provokes him 
to anger: for another possible meaning of this difficult verb (hit
'abber) see on 14:16. REB has "one who ignores it puts his life in 
jeopardy". forfeits his life: on this meaning of the verb ~ii(ii' see 
on 8:36. 

3. This is one of a number of proverbs ( compare Is: 18; 1T14; 
18:6) which speak of the need for harmonious relations within the 
community and the folly of stirring up strife (this word, rib, may 
mean either simply "quarrelling" or "lawsuits"). keep aloof: this 
word (febet) may be either the infinitive construct of yiiiab, "to sit, 
dwell" (but also "remain", and so here, with from (min-) "avoid"), 
or a verbal noun from fiibat, "to cease" or "to desist". The view 
that here it has the meaning of"to settle (a lawsuit - see on 18:18) 
is improbable. an honour: that is, such conduct will enhance a 
man's reputation. will be quarrelling: on this verb (hitgalla') see 
on I T 14; 1 8: 1. 

4. Like rn:5 which refers to the "son who sleeps in harvest", this 
proverb is a warning not to follow the example of the agricultural 
worker who fails through indolence to provide for his livelihood. 
The autumn (~orep) in Palestine, the season following the early rains 
in October to November, is the time to plough and sow the seed 
for the next crop. Since no reference is made here to sowing, the 
meaning may be that the sluggard does sow - otherwise he would 
hardly expect a crop - but does not take the trouble to prepare the 
ground properly first. At any rate, when he does seek at harvest -
that is, expect a crop the following year at harvest-time - he will 
have nothing (literally, "and nothing" - compare 13:4). 

5. Compare 18+ This proverb may be no more than a statement 
that a clever person can discover the plans or plots of others; but 
the word here rendered by purpose ( 'i.fiih) may also denote some
thing like "wisdom" (compare 8:14; 21:30). If this is what is meant, 
deep water may, as McKane suggests, refer to the profundity rather 
than the secrecy of a person's thoughts. Pli:iger suggests that two 
distinct kinds of wisdom may be referred to here: one which is 
profound but not easily made accessible to others, and one which 
can communicate itself without difficulty. This might be interpreted 
as an assertion that practical wisdom is superior to theoretical think
ing; but Pli:iger is perhaps reading too much into the proverb. How
ever, it is quite possible that it has been intended from the first to 
be tantalizingly obscure and so to provoke thought. 
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6. The first line of this disillusioned proverb is susceptible of 
se,-cral interpretations. Most modern commentators correctly 
understand the line more or less in the same way as RSV, though 
they vary slightly in their understanding of ~esed (loyalty), some 
preferring such renderings as "kindness", "goodness", "friendship". 
Howe,·er this may be, the second line makes it clear what is the point 
of the proverb: that although many men may make protestations of 
friendship (or loyalty), very few are in fact trustworthy ( 'if "munim, 
a faithful man; cf. 18:24). The question who can find? demands 
a negative reply: the meaning is that such people are rarely - if at 
all - to be found (compare 31:w). 

Other interpretations of the first line - "Many a man is called a 
man of kindness" (Oesterley, following Targ., Pesh. and Vulg., 
which apparently read the consonants of the verbyiqra' [proclaims] 
as the passive (niphal)yiqqare'); "Many a man meets a man of kind
ness" (qara' also has this meaning - not only make a less effective 
parallelism but also fail to account for the Hebrew ~asdo, "his 
kindness". 

7-9. It is possible that these three verses have been placed 
here as commenting in various ways on the pessimism about 
human nature expressed in v. 6. V. 7 with its enthusiastic 
praise of the righteous man may be taken as an affirmation that 
such people do exist - though it could also be taken to imply that 
they are exceptional. V. 8, on the other hand, confidently 
affirms that under a righteous king evil will always be discovered 
and dealt with. V. g is a sober reflection on the fact that no one 
can claim to be untainted by sin. This interpretation of these verses 
is not necessarily incompatible with the view expressed below 
about the composition of vv. 8-12; on the contrary, this "over
lapping" may be a pointer to different stages of composition in 
these chapters. 

7. There has been much discussion of the syntactical relationship 
between the two lines of this verse; but this is probably simply a 
case of the phenomenon known as casus pendens: "As for him who 
walks ... " (see GK 143a). 

According to the order of the words of the first line a literal 
translation of it would be "One who walks in his integrity as a 
righteous man", the final word (~addiq) defining "integrity" more 
precisely. blessed are: see on 3:13. after him: this probably reflects 
the notion of family solidarity, in which future generations share in 
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the fortunes or the character of the father or ancestor ( corn pare 
13:22; 14:1 I, 26). 

8-12. These five proverbs appear to have been arranged in a 
group centred on the two Yahweh-proverbs, vv. JO and 12. Their 
mutual relationship can be understood in a variety of ways. They 
speak both of the impossibility of concealing sins from God, and of 
the close relationship which exists between the king and Yahweh: 
the king's ability to see and judge human beings is, as it were, a 
reflection ofYahweh's own ability, as their creator, to do so. Vv. 8 
and 12 both refer to the "seeing eye" - first as a peculiar gift con
ferred by Yahweh on the king, and secondly in more general terms 
as an organ created by Yahweh and given to all human beings. (It 
may also be noted that vv. JO and 1 2 are also linked by the phrase 
gam-f'nehem, "both of them", which occurs in both verses.) 

Vv. 9-11" enlarge on the theme: v. 9 in its present position can 
be taken to mean that in view of the king's special gift it is dangerous 
to be complacent about one's own freedom from guilt; and v. 11 

further remarks that it is dangerous to attempt to conceal one's own 
true character. V. 10 may at first seem to be unrelated to its context; 
but its relevance lies in the implication that God sees and punishes 
dishonesty even if man does not. 

These verses, then, are among other things concerned with the 
power of discernment, both human and divine. The king with his 
special gift sees into the hearts of his subjects (v. 8); but he is depen
dent on God, who himself does not fail to discern dishonesty (v. JO). 

Between these verses comes v. 9, which points out the inability of 
all human beings (including the king?) to discern their own motives 
and character. V. 11 is also about discernment: human character is 
revealed - whether to God or to other human beings is not stated 
- by a person's actions. V. 12, which is clearly linked with v. 8 -
the two verses form a framework to this whole group of proverbs -
refers to the ear and the eye, the organs of discernment, which God has 
given to his creatures. It is not entirely clear why the editor who 
collected and arranged these verses chose to place them in precisely 
their present order, but it is clear that there is an interplay here 
between statements about the all-discerning nature of Yahweh and 
the relative and partial powers of discernment which he has given to 
his creatures. 

8. This proverb belongs to the category of those which express a 
simple faith in both the impartiality and the effectiveness of the 
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royal administration of justice (compare 16:10, 13; 20:28). winnows 
all evil: v. 26a uses the same expression about the punitive actions 
of the king, who is there specified as "wise" (Lxx has "wise" here 
also, but this is almost certainly an addition, though the king's 
wisdom is implied here). In v. 26 also the object of the verb is not 
evil (ra') but "evil persons" (rfa'im). winnows: that is, "sifts". This 
is an agricultural term meaning to sift the grain from the chaff. It 
has, however, been observed that the primary meaning of this verb 
(zarah, piel) is "scatter" - the king could thus be said to "scatter" 
or drive away evil (or, "a wicked person", since ra' also has this 
meaning). But the addition of with his eyes, which refers to the 
belief that kings had a special God-given ability to discern the truth 
(compare I Kg. 3:9-12, 16-28), makes this interpretation less 
probable. 

9. It is a commonplace of ancient Near Eastern thought, and 
especially of its wisdom literature, that all men and women are 
morally imperfect - compare, for example, 1 Kg. 8:46; Ps. 51 :5 
(Heb. 7); 143:2; Job 4:17; the Sumerian poem known as "Man and 
His God" (Kramer, 1955, pp. 170-82 and lines 101-3 of that poem; 
ANET, p. 590 [Supplement, p. 154]; the Egyptian Amenemope XVIII, 
19: 18 (ANET, p. 423). The thought was not a purely abstract one 
but was prompted by reflection on the problem of theodicy: if all 
human beings are sinful, all deserve divine punishment. All this is 
taken for granted in this proverb. But it was difficult to reconcile 
with - and perhaps was a reaction to, and in a sense a criticism of 
- the neat polarization of human beings into two categories which 
is so frequent in Proverbs and in the other literatures: the righteous, 
who will be divinely blessed and rewarded, and the wicked, who are 
doomed to destruction. It is with those who claim, or even genuinely 
believe, that they belong to the first category that this proverb, like 
16:2, is concerned. 

10. Compare v. 23 and see on 11: 1. diverse measures: the 
Hebrew has "ephah and ephah". Both this expression and 'eben 
wa'eben (Diverse weights, literally "A stone and a stone") occur in 
the law ofDt. 25:13-16, where it is explained that they refer to the 
possession and use of "a large and a small" weight or measure, 
enabling the dishonest merchant to cheat both when buying and 
selling goods. The ephah was a standard quantity of dry goods and 
also, as here, the receptacle or "measure" employed. 

11. This verse presents some difficulties with regard to the 
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Hebrew. First, the word Even (gam) is placed in such a pos1t1on 
that a literal translation of the first line would be "Even by his acts 
a child makes himself known". Some commentators consider gam to 
have been misplaced; others (most recently Ploger) follow Ewald in 
taking the word ma"'liilliw, his acts, to be cognate here with a root 
'll which may denote a child's play: so, "Even in his play ... ". 
Secondly, with regard to the second line, it has been suggested that 
what he does (po'°lo) should be rendered "his character" (see KB3

). 

Thirdly, the literal meaning of this line is "whether ( 'im) what he 
does is pure or (w"im) is right (yiifiir)". Some commentators pro
pose the emendation of yiifiir to riifii', "wicked" in order to obviate 
this apparent contrast between two synonymous adjectives. 

Whatever may be the correctness of these proposals, the general 
sense of the verse is clear enough. Its purpose - that is, the point 
which it is intended to make - is, however, more difficult to discern. 
It appears on the surface simply to make an observation about 
children: how a child may turn out can already be recognized (yit
nakker, makes himself known) from his early behaviour. This 
notion, according to Ploger, runs contrary to the more usual belief 
expressed in Proverbs ( especially chapters 1-9) that education can 
form a person's character (na'ar, child, can mean either a child or 
a young man). On the other hand, the proverb may be pointing to 
the necessiry of the proper education of the young: a character formed 
early will determine the whole of a person's life. 

However, it is probable that this verse is not primarily about 
children or young men. The use of the word Even, wherever it 
should be placed in the verse, points to an implied a fortiori argu
ment: if even a child's character can be discerned from his 
behaviour, this is even more true of grown men and women. 

12. The difficulty presented by this verse is not dissimilar to that 
ofv. 11: ostensibly it simply states an incontrovertible fact; it is the 
underlying purpose of the statement that is difficult to discern. Some 
commentators (e.g. Wildeboer and Toy) supposed that the point 
implied is the same as that which is made explicitly in Ps. 94:9, 
where the psalmist, in reply to the boast of the wicked that God 
does not observe - and so, by implication, punish - their crimes 
(vv. 6-7), points out the absurdity of this claim by asking, "He who 
planted the ear, does he not hear? He who formed the eye, does he 
not see?". A similar interpretation of this verse would certainly fit 
the general tenor of this group of proverbs in its present form; but 
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if the verse is viewed as an originally independent proverb it must 
be said that it gives no hint of such a meaning. It is more natural 
to assume that it means that ear and eye - the organs of human 
perception - ought to be put to the use for which their creator 
intended them. This interpretation still leaves the proverb open to 
more than one application, since eyes and ears can be used for more 
than one purpose. Of these interpretations the most probable, and 
one which is accepted by the majority of commentators, connects 
the verse with the many passages in Proverbs, not only in the 
Instructions of chapters 1 -g but also in the sentence literature 
(1y31; 18:15; 25:12), where it is through the use of eye and/or ear 
that a person, by paying attention to the teaching of the wise and 
to the path on which he walks, himself attains wisdom and pros
perity. The purpose of this verse would then be to assert that it is 
Yahweh, who created both eye and ear, through whom true wisdom 
can be attained. 

13. See on v. 4. Although this verse clearly belong; to the class 
of proverb which depicts the lazy worker and his fate, it has probably 
been placed here because, with its admonition to open your eyes, 
it has some affinities with both the theme and the language ofvv. 8-
1 2. The obvious verbal link is with vv. 8 and 1 2, and there is a 
closer link with the latter verse, if, as proposed above, that verse is 
concerned with the proper use of the eyes: since Yahweh made the 
eye to be used properly, the person who spends most of the daylight 
hours ignoring this divine gift is courting disaster. The sleeping 
sluggard may also be seen as one who, on the one hand, lacks the 
capacity for self-examination (compare v. g) and, on the other hand, 
plainly reveals his character to others (compare v. 11). But the verse 
hardly has a structural place in the more tightly knit group ofvv. 8-
12, and is probably to be seen as making an additional comment 
on those verses. 

come to poverty: more precisely, "lose your property" (or, "your 
inheritance") (niphal ofyaras"'). and you will have plenty: the verb 
is in the imperative, which gives the line a pithiness and directness 
characteristic of the popular proverb: "open your eyes, have plenty 
of bread". The addition of "and" to the Hebrew text as proposed 
by some commentators is unnecessary and somewhat pedantic. 

14. The siluation envisaged here is the bargaining over goods 
offered for sale, for which there was traditionally no fixed price. The 
astute purchaser pretends that the goods in question arc worthless 
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or or inferior quality, and so forces the price down; but once out of 
the hearing or the vendor he congratulates himself on bringing off 
a good bargain. This may be just a humorous observation on one 
aspect of life, or may be intended as a warning to the simple farmer 
not to be taken in by crafty merchants who travel about looking 
to buy the farmers' surplus crops. It evokes a vivid picture while 
employing as few words as possible. but when he goes away (w"o;:,el 
lo): on the construction see GK 119s. 

15. Apart from the first word yes (There is), which, though not 
strictly a verb, often functions in this way, this verse contains no 
verb (are in the second line is not represented in the Hebrew). This 
leaves the verse open to a variety of interpretations; but that of RSV 
is the most probable. The imagery employed to commend wisdom 
(the equivalent of knowledge) by presenting it as of greater value 
than gold, silver and jewels is a commonplace of the book ( compare 
3:13-15; 8:rn-11; 16:16). lips of knowledge (the same phrase 
occurs in 14:7): that is, "informed speech" (REB). There is here, 
as in the comparable passages mentioned above, no intention to 
disparage wealth, but rather to put forward the ability to speak 
effectively as the first priority - the rest, as is stated clearly in those 
passages and elsewhere, will then follow. 

There is: the view of Frankenberg, Toy and others that this word 
(yef) is here treated as a noun meaning "property, possessions" is 
improbable: see also on 8:21 ( compare also 13:23). costly stones: 
this word (p'ninim), which occurs also in 8:11 (compare also 3:15), 
probably means "red coral", which was highly prized. jewel: this 
word (k'li) can denote any kind of material object, for example tool, 
weapon, cup, musical instrument. There is no particular reason 
to suppose that it means "jewel" here; but since it is precious, 
"ornament" may be an appropriate translation. The intention is, 
however, to denote something superlative: compared with the other 
things mentioned in the verse, effective speech is the most valuable 
possession of all. Ploger, probably correctly, considers that the verse 
has been placed here as a comment on verse 14: that which is truly 
most valuable cannot be obtained "over the counter" or through 
sordid deals. 

16. See on 6:1; 11:15; 17:18, where a comparable situation is 
envisaged; compare also 22:26-7; 2]: 13. Three persons were 
involved in this kind of transaction: the stranger or foreigner (on 
the meaning or these terms see on 6: 1) whose credit is being guaran-
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teed: the guarantor; and the guarantee or creditor. This proverb, in 
the form of an admonition, is a warning addressed not to the guaran
tor but to the guarantee, who in the case of default by the "stranger" 
may find that the guarantor docs not have the means to fulfil his 
self-imposed obligation (compare 22:27). The advice given is that 
the guarantee should obtain some security at the time of the trans
action (hold him in pledge) by impounding the guarantor's gar
ment ( compare Dt. 24: 10-14, 1 7 on the practice of using garments 
as security for loans). 

Take: this form (l'qa!J) of the imperative of lii.qa!J is unusual but 
not unique (see GK 66g). The almost identical 27:13 has the more 
usual form qa/J. a man's garment: Hebrew has simply "his gar
ment". foreigners: Qere has nokriyyii.h, "a foreign woman", perhaps 
influenced by the frequent reference to such women in chapters 1-
9. Kethib's masculine plural nokrim is to be preferred (see also on 
27: I 3). 

I 7. This verse is linked with v. 16 by wordplay. Its first word in 
the Hebrew, 'ii.rib, sweet (a rare word of which there is only one 
other occurrence in the Old Testament: Ca. 2: 14, where it describes 
the voice of the beloved as "pleasant") echoes the 'ii.rab ("has given 
surety") - a quite different verb - ofv. 16. Two verses later (v. 19) 
yet another verb 'ii.rab occurs in the hithpael form hit'ii.rib ("associate 
with"). This triple occurrence of 'rb suggests a deliberate grouping, 
even though there is no thematic connection between the three verses 
and there is no occurrence in v. 1 8. 

The thought of this verse is expressed more fully in Job 20: 12-
16. Bread gained by deceit (le!Jem iaqer): RSV here follows many 
commentators in the interpretation of this phrase. On this view, 
bread (which frequently has the wider meaning of food or material 
sustenance or even livelihood - compare, for example, 9:5; 12:9, I I; 

20: 13) here presumably stands for the material profit which can be 
obtained by devious means. However, in 4:17 (and compare Job 
20: 12) it is their wicked deeds themselves which give pleasure to the 
wicked; and this is probably the meaning of the phrase (literally, 
"bread of deceit") here. In any case this is a figurative way of 
expressing the axiom so characteristic of this book that the satisfac
tion gained by the wicked is shortlived. 

18. This theme - the importance of taking advice if plans are to 
succeed - is also found in 11: I 4; I 5:22 and 24:6, all of which are to 
a large extent variants of one another, sometimes using identical 
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vocabulary (for example, maq"Jiibot, Plans, occurs also in , 5:22 and 
taqbiilot, wise guidance, also in I,: 14 and 24:6; t'Ju 'iih, "safety"' 
"victory", occurs in 11:14 and 24:6) and sometimes using equiva
lents (for example, the abstract b"iiiih, by counsel, is synonymous 
with b'rob- [b'rob]yo'iI, "in an abundance of counsellors", 11:14 and 
24:6 and b'rob yo"'Iim, "with many advisers"' in I 5:22; tikkon, are 
established, is equivalent to tiiqum, "succeed", in , 5:22; yippol, 
"falls" in 11:14 corresponds to ho.per, "go wrong", in 1s:22). All 
these proverbs are of general import and refer to the circumstances 
of ordinary life rather than to political policies or military strategy, 
of which the authors of these proverbs would have had no knowledge 
or experience. This is true even of the reference to "making war", 
which occurs here and in 24:6, which is to be taken metaphorically 
of the struggle to succeed or survive in daily life (so Wildeboer, 
Oesterley, Gemser and Ploger; for a similar metaphor see, for 
example, Ps. 3y1; 56:1-2 [Heb. 2-3); 120:7 etc.). 

are established (tikkon): on the use of a singular verb with a 
plural subject see GK 145k. wise guidance (taqbiilot): see on 1:5. 
wage (rafih, literally, "make", the imperative of 'iifah): it is not 
certain that the text is correct. The verse, together with several 
others, is lacking in LXX. The virtually equivalent line in 24:6 has 
ta"'feh, "you can make". Some commentators follow Pesh. which has 
the passive: "war is made". 

19. Although the two lines of this verse appear to have a common 
theme, the connection between them is not clear (RSV's therefore 
is represented in the Hebrew only by ii ("and"). Another unusual 
feature of the verse is the use in the second line of the "prohibitive" 
form lo', Do not (the same form as the "Thou shalt not" of the 
Decalogue and other "apodictic" laws) rather than the milder 'al 
which introduces an admonition rather than a command - the usual 
form employed in these proverbs (the lo'-form occurs only in one 
other verse in Proverbs, in 22:24). This may suggest that this line 
is a quotation from a more authoritarian or legislative tradition, 
quoted to reinforce the statement made in the first line. 

The first line is a variant of 11: 13a (see the note there on rakil, 
gossiping). Its point may be that the gossiper or chatterer, however 
innocent his intention may be, is dangerous - and therefore to be 
avoided - because he or she inevitably ends by blurting out infor
mation which has been made in confidence. 

The meaning of the word rendered in RSV by one who speaks 
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foolishly (potih s"piitayim) is uncertain. The verb may be the parti
ciple of the common verb piitiih "to be simple or foolish": the literal 
meaning would be "one who is foolish with his lips". But Gemser, 
followed by KB\ postulates the existence of another verb piitah, 
attested in Mishnaic Hebrew and meaning "to open". The meaning 
might then be "chatterer", possibly with the same implication as 
with riikil in the first line (REB has "talebearer"). 

20-21:4: Of these fifteen verses, no fewer than seven (vv. 22, 23, 

24, 2 7; 2 1: 1, 2, 3) are Yahweh-proverbs, all of which with one excep
tion arc arranged in clusters of three. There are also three royal 
proverbs (vv. 26, 28; 2 r: r) in the group, of which one (21: 1) is 
also a Yahweh-proverb. There is some reason to suppose that this 
grouping is not accidental. The intention of this arrangement seems 
to be to explore three relationships: between Yahweh and man; 
between Yahweh and the king; and between the king and other 
men. 

The first subsection (vv. 20-25) is concerned with the first of 
these relationships. After an assurance given respectively in vv. 20 

and 2 r that crimes will not go unpunished (lamp will be put out; 
will ... not be blessed), v. 22 points out that it is Yahweh whose 
function it is to avenge crime, and that he can be relied on eventually 
to assist its victims. A further statement in v. 23 that he hates 
dishonest practices is followed in v. 24 by a proverb which if taken 
by itself might seem to be a denial of human free will and so as 
relieving men and women of moral responsibility for their crimes, 
but which in this context is probably intended to have the force of 
a second admonition (compare v. 22) to leave the punishment of 
crime in the hands of Yahweh, who alone understands human 
motives and controls human destiny. In the light of this, v. 25 acts 
as a warning not to make rash and thoughtless vows which may 
prove impossible to fulfil to this all-seeing and all-powerful God. 

The second sub-section (vv. 26-21 :4) turns to the position of the 
king, both with regard to Yahweh and to his fellow-men (compare 
this sequence with the juxtaposition of I 6: I -9 and r 6: IO- r 5). V. 26 
speaks of the king as given wisdom to sec and punish the wicked; 
but v. 27 points out that it is Yahweh who sees into men's hearts -
thus by implication relativizing the superiority of the king, since he 
is presumably also subject to this scrutiny. V. 28 insists that the 
king's position depends on his loyalty and faithfulness. Vv. 29 and 
30 seem at first sight to lie outside this sequence of ideas, but v. 29 
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could be seen as commending the wise king (compare v. 26) who 
gains additional wisdom ( compare 1 :5) through a lifetime of experi
ence, while v. 30 (possibly: see below) draws attention to an aspect 
of punishment - either at the hands of Yahweh or of the king - as 
purgative, in contrast to the destructive aspect in which it is the 
king's duty to eliminate the irretrievably wicked (but see below). 

21: 1 reverts to the theme of the subordination of the king to the 
direction of Yahweh, and 21 :2, like 20:27, stresses Yahweh's scrutiny 
of the human heart (again including, by implication, that of the 
king). 21 :3, on Yahweh's insistence on righteousness and justice, is 
also applicable to the king as well as to other men, as is also 2 1 :4, 
against human pride. Finally, it should be noted that a further 
indication of the unity of the passage as a coherent collection of 
once independent proverbs into which Yahweh-proverbs have been 
inserted, is the repetition of the word lamp in the first and last 
verses of this group and also in the middle: the lamp (nir) of the 
wicked in 20:20, the lamp (nir) of Yahweh in 20:27 and the lamp 
or light (nzr, if the text is correct) of the wicked again in 21 + This 
group of verses is less closely knit than 16: 1-15, but the intertwining 
of the three themes mentioned above, involving Yahweh, the king 
and men in general, is unmistakable. 

20. See on 19:26. To curse another person in the world of Israel 
and of other ancient Near Eastern peoples was not merely to wish 
that person harm but to invoke or set in motion forces which would 
injure or destroy him (compare, for example,Josh. 24:9-IO; Ps. 62:4 
[Heb. 5]; Neh. 13:2;Job 24: 18). In the Covenant Code (Exod.21: 17) 
and in Leviticus (20:9) the penalty for cursing one's own father and/ 
or mother was death. Here, however, it is to be understood that the 
source of the punishment is not human but divine: it is Yahweh 
who will himself impose the "death sentence". No reason is given 
why a man should curse his parents; but see on v. 21 below. 

his lamp will be put out: see on 13:9. utter: RSV follows some 
Versions and the majority of commentators in reading the Kethib 
'iion, literally "pupil (of the eye)", which is generally taken here 
- though without really adequate explanation - to mean ''centre, 
middle": that is, the middle or darkest part of the night (so Vulg., 
in mediis tenebris). Qere, however, has "sun, "time": so "in a time of 
darkness". A similar problem arises in 7:9. 

21. This proverb, although no doubt originally independent, may 
have been placed here to illuminate v. 20 by describing the kind of 
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person who might curse his parents. inheritance (na~•[ah) here 
means "inheritable property" as in 19: 14 (na~•tat 'abot, literally 
"property inherited from ancestors"). It is not certain what is 
implied here by gotten hastily (m'bohelet, Qere; the meaning of 
Kcthib's m'bo~elet is obscure), but the verse may refer to the prema
ture acquisition by a son of the family farm from his parents, perhaps 
by some fraudulent means. Such a man would be one who cursed 
his parents. 13: 1 1 and 28:20 also refer to wealth quickly amassed, 
but without specific reference to a na~•Lah. 

22. This verse makes an appropriate comment on vv. 20 and 21, 
both of which give assurances that sin and crime will in the end 
receive due punishment. It affirms that such punishment will be 
inflicted by Yahweh, who will also right the wrongs (yI', hiphil; RSV 
help) from which the victims have suffered, and on this account 
gives a warning against their taking the law into their own hands, 
no doubt with the general good of the community in mind. The 
same thought appears also to lie behind 24:29 (compare also Dt. 
32:35-6). The point is, however, quite different from that of 24: 17-
18 and 2y21-2 (compare also Lev. 19:18; Job 31:29-30), where 
there is no thought that aggressors should be punished but, on the 
contrary, a divine requirement that one should desire the wellbeing 
of one's enemies. 

In general there is agreement in the Old Testament about the 
necessity and desirability of punishing sin and crime; but it may 
seem at first sight that there are two views about the direct agent 
of such punishment. The Old Testament laws prescribe the trial 
and conviction of offenders and their due punishment at the hands 
of society (Exod. 21 :23-5; Lev. 24: I 9-20 and Dt. I 9:21 preserve 
the principle of exact retribution, but regulate it by bringing it under 
the rule of law). The view that punishment should be left to the 
direct action of God is characteristic of Proverbs but was also found 
outside Israel (for example, in Amenope XXI 22: 1-8 - ANET, 
p. 424). Whether it was due to the influence of the wider wisdom 
tradition or to a refinement of native Israelite theology is disputed. 

It should not be supposed, however, that the authors of these 
proverbs regarded direct divine punishment as an alternative to the 
due processes of law: these proverbs contain many references to 
legal processes, e.g. 12:17; 14:5, 25; 16:10; 17:15, 23; 18:17; 19:5, 9, 
28; 20:8; 2 1: 15, 28; 29:4, 14. This verse must be presumed to refer 
to offences which could not for some reason be dealt with by the 
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judges, or Lo cases where the offender had been wrongfully acquitted. 
This could not, however, be tolerated if the harmony of the com
munity was to be maintained; and although immediate redress was 
not to be expected, it was believed that it would eventually come, 
for those who were able with patience to wait for the Lord. 

23. This verse is a variant of v. JO above; see also , 1:1a. On 
Diverse weights see v. 10. false scales: this phrase is rendered in 
1,:, (RSV) by "A false balance". abomination to the Lord: see on 
6: 16. not good: see on 16:29. 

24. This verse employs the metaphor of human life as a journey 
which is prevalent in the book. The first line expresses the belief 
that human destiny is controlled by God (compare 16:1-9); but it 
is also important to note that it is precisely identical with Ps. 37:23. 
In the context of the psalm, Yahweh's control is seen as entirely 
beneficial: he provides his creatures with protection and guidance, 
enabling them to "walk" in the way which will be for their ultimate 
benefit. Nothing is said there about their ignorance of what is going 
on. This verse, however ( taken by itself; see on 20:20-21 :4 for its 
function in its present context) appears to understand the matter 
differently. The first line is probably a quotation of a familiar aphor
ism (which also appears in Ps. 3r23) on which the second line is 
a negative comment (the interrogative form beginning with how 
(mah) ... ? frequently has the force of a statement that something 
is impossible - compare, for example, Num. 23:8; 1 Sam. 10:27; Job 
9:2; 25:4; 31: 1 ). Yahweh is seen as concealing from men the direction 
in which he is leading them, so that the significance and conse
quences of their actions (steps) are hidden from them: their lives 
do not make sense, and they have a sense of totally lacking control 
of them. McKane sees the verse as an expression of faith, countering 
what he sees as the general view of Proverbs that man is his own 
master (compare Prov. 14:8, which also uses the phrase understand 
his way, but asserts that the clever person is quite capable of doing 
this). However, it is perhaps more likely to be a despairing protest 
against the contrary dogma which reduces man's role to nothing 
and so oppresses and bewilders the author. 

are ordered by the Lord: the Hebrew has simply "are (from) 
Yahweh". how then can man ... ?: the Hebrew is emphatic: "but 
(as for) man, how can he ... ?". understand (yabin): some Mss have 
yakin, "establish", "order". If this is correct, it may slightly 
strengthen the sense; but there is no reason to reject MT. 
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25. The syntax of this verse is difficult, perhaps the sign of a 
corrupt text; but the sense is reasonably clear. This is a warning 
against hastily or rashly making vows to Yahweh which when the 
time comes it may prove impossible to carry out. Such a vow was 
a promise to consecrate to Yahweh part of one's own possessions in 
return for receiving some favour from him, pronouncing them to be 
holy. The thing promised might be a sacrificial animal or some 
other kind of sacrifical offering (so Lev. 7: 16-1 7; 22: 18-23); but it 
could also be money, a house or a piece of land (Lev. 27:11-25). 
The vow might be made hastily or rashly, for example by a person 
in danger or distress who was not calculating the cost but would 
promise anything in order to be restored to safety. To make such a 
vow was a purely voluntary act (Dt. 23:22; Ee. S:5 [Heb. 4]), but 
once it was made the vow could not be recalled and must be fulfilled 
(Num. 30:2 [Heb. 3]; Dt. 23:21; Ee. 5:4 [Heb. 3]): it could thus be 
a snare or danger to the person who had made it. 

say rashly: the meaning of this word (yiila') is uncertain, as also 
is its form. LXX has no verb of speech here: "It is a snare to a man 
to consecrate part of his property hastily (tachu)". The word may 
be an imperfect form of a verb cognate with Arabic lagii, "to babble 
or talk wildly". The only - probable - other occurrence in the Old 
Testament is in Job 6:3. 

to reflect: this verb (biqqei') elsewhere means to seek, to examine 
or to enquire. REB has "have second thoughts". 

26. This verse is a variant ofv. 8. The reference to the wheel in 
the second line, however, has been the subject of much debate. The 
phrase wayyaieb "'lehem 'opiin, literally, "and causes the wheel to 
return on them" (RSV and drives the wheel over them) has been 
interpreted variously as referring to some form of torture (not clearly 
specified - see Snell, 1959, pp. 503-507) or to the turning of the 
"wheel of fortune" (so Driver, Bib. 32 [1951), p. 184; so also REE). 
But several older commentaries (Delitzsch, Wildeboer, Franken
berg, Toy; more recently only Thomas,JJS 15 [1964), pp. 155-6, 
Franzmann, 1991, pp. I 2 1 -3 and Ploger) rightly saw that the line 
simply continues the imagery of the first line: as is clear from Isa. 
28:27-8, winnowing - that is, the use of wind to blow away the 
useless chaff, leaving the kernel of the grain - was carried out after 
the cars of grain had been pressed down or crushed by the wheels 
of a threshing sledge which separated the one from the other. 

The verb hifib (RSV drives, literally "causes to return") may 
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refer to a repetition of the process. On the use of the waw consecutive 
imperfect here see GK 111 r, u. The proposal to emend 'opan, wheel 
to 'fmam, "their sin", and so to render the line by "and brings their 
sin upon them" is feeble and unnecessary. 

27. The thought of this verse bears a close resemblance to 15:3, 
11; 16:2; 21 :2: that is, it is impossible for man to conceal his private 
thoughts and motives from God. But the terms employed are vari
able: according to 21:2 (compare also 15:11) Yahweh "weighs the 
hearts (libbot)"; in 16:2 he "weighs spirits (ru~ot)"; here he searches 
a person's innermost parts. There is, however, room for somewhat 
different interpretations of the verse. In the first line it is clear that 
the lamp of the Lord is identified with the spirit (literally, n'famah, 
"breath") of man which he breathed into man's nostrils to make 
him a living being (Gen. 2:7 - but n'fii.mii.h is probably the equivalent 
here of rua~, "spirit"). But it is not clear whether the purpose of the 
searching lamp is to reveal man's secret thoughts to God or to 
man himself. According to the more probable interpretation, man's 
breath or spirit functions as a lamp inside men's body which 
enables God to penetrate its innermost recesses; but several commen
tators see the lamp as standing for the human conscience by which 
man sees his own true self. Support for this view has been sought, 
not very convincingly, in passages likejob 29:3; Ps. 18:28 [Heh. 29]; 
1 19: 105, where God shines a lamp on human beings to guide their 
steps; in any case this concept of "conscience" may be too modern. 
Ploger, however, suggests that the two interpretations are compat
ible and that both may be correct: God sees a man's true nature, 
but also reveals this knowledge to the man himself. 

The proposal to emend nir, lamp to norir, "watching over" (so 
"Yahweh watches over the spirit of man") on the analogy of 24: 12 
and Job 7:20 is unnecessary, as MT makes good sense. innermost 
parts: see on 18:8. 

28. This proverb should probably be seen as one of those which 
express confidence in the conduct of kings rather than as merely 
expressing a pious hope. On Loyalty and faithfulness (~esed 
we"met) see on 3:3. As in that verse, these are partly personified and 
are regarded as divinely appointed powers which guard the king 
(compare Ps. 89:24 [Heh. 25]). BHS accepts a proposed emendation 
of the plural verb yir(ru, preserve, to the singular yinor, making the 
king the subject of this line as well as of the second (see below): "The 
king guards loyalty and faithfulness". But this is hardly necessary. 
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A literal translation of the second line would be "and he estab
lishes his throne by faithfulness" (4esed again). Here Lxx has 
"righteousness", perhaps implying Hebrew fedeq or f'daqah (com
pare 16:12). 

29. At first sight this verse may seem to do no more than to make 
the trite observation that youth and old age have each its own 
ad,·antages or characteristics. More probably, however, it is 
intended to assert the superiority of the latter over the former. (No 
distinction is intended between the terms glory [tip'eret] and beauty 
[ hadar]: these terms are virtually identical in meaning [ compare, for 
example, their use interchangeably in Ezek. 16:12 and 16:14], as 
also is "'{arah, "crown" (17:6). 

The real meaning of the verse is to be understood in the light of 
two other proverbs which have been considered above. On the one 
hand, in I r6, as here, both youth and old age are said each to have 
their own honourable status: fathers are the "glory" (tip'eret) of their 
children as grandchildren are the "crown" of the aged. On the other 
hand, in 16:31, whose first line is almost identical in sense with the 
second line of the present verse, "A hoary head" (fibah, the same 
word as that rendered here by grey hair) is said to be in itself a 
"crown of glory" ( "'{eret tip 'eret) because a happy longevity can only 
be obtained by a righteous life. So here it is implied that while 
physical strength (koa4) is a splendid thing in youth, it does not 
last, whereas grey hair is the symbol of a more rewarding gift, 
which can only be obtained by a righteous life (or, perhaps, by 
experience in wisdom). In its present context, however, the verse 
may perhaps be intended as a comment on the preceding royal 
proverb (v. 28), implying that the wise ruler is the experienced one, 
possibly with the further implication that the young should learn 
from the old. 

In the first line LXX has "wisdom" in place of MTS strength. But 
this is probably a reinterpretation of the text, commending the "wise 
young man", of whom Joseph is the pre-eminent example (see G. 
Bertram, 1957, p. 228). 

30. The meaning of this verse is obscure, and some commentators 
regard the text as corrupt. The principal difficulty is the otherwise 
unattested word tamriq (so Kethib; Qere tamruq). This has frequently 
been taken to be the feminine singular (qal or hiphil) of the verb 
maraq, "to rub, polish" - so RSV cleanse away. However, apart 
from the anomaly of a singular verb with a plural subject, this would 
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be the only use of the verb in a figurative sense, and the word is 
now generally regarded as a noun - thus, for example, "Blows that 
wound arc a cleansing from evil". It has been associated with 
Akkadian maraqu, supposedly a medical term (so McKanc; compare 
also Ploger). W. von Soden, however (1990, pp. 120-21), takes it 
and the whole verse in a quite different sense. According to him, 
tamriq is a Hcbraizcd form of an Old Aramaic word meaning an 
insult or a deliberate injury. He also takes makkot, which normally 
means "blows" (RSV strokes) to mean "scars", repainting it as 
mikwot, the plural of a term found in Lev. 13:24, 25, 28. He thus 
interprets the verse as a whole as meaning that a malicious injury 
leaves a permanent scar on the victim's innermost character (it 
should be noted that the verb in the second line in RSV is not 
represented in the Hebrew). It must be said, however, that von Soden 
does not deal satisfactorily with some of the other difficulties of the 
verse, and it must be concluded that no satisfactory solution to the 
difficulties has been found. If RSV, which represents the views of a 
number of scholars and also of REE, is correct, the verse presumably 
means that a severe beating has a salutary effect on the character 
of the victim. This would agree with the general view expressed in 
the wisdom literature of the ancient Near East and of a number of 
the proverbs in these chapters in particular, but the obscurity of the 
language in comparison with that of the comparable proverbs makes 
the interpretation very uncertain. 

CHAPTER 2 I 

This chapter contains a larger proportion of antithetical proverbs 
than the immediately preceding ones. The contrasts include those 
between wicked and righteous, rich and poor, and diligent and lazy. 
There are also three examples of comparative sentences (vv. 3, 9, 
19). Two verses refer to women (vv. 9, 19). 

On the connection ofvv. 1-4 with the previous chapter see above 
on 20:20-21 + Krispenz finds no such connection but, on the other 
hand, sees vv. 1-8 as a distinct group. She notes that the three 
words 'if, man (not apparent in RSV in the case ofv. 8),yafar, right 
and derek, way occur in both v. 2 and v. 8, and also that mifpa/, 
justice/just is found in both vv. 3 and 7 and r'fa'im, wicked, in 
vv. 4 and 7. Vv. 1-3 are of course linked as Yahweh-proverbs, while 
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lih. heart is found in vv. 1, 2 and 4. A weak point in this supposed 
verbal network or "system" binding vv. 1 -8 together is the fact that 
\'\'. 5 and 6 stand completely outside it, having no such verbal 
repetitions at all. Thematically, Krispenz sees the group as intended 
to show that the "ways" and the "heart" of man, that is, his deeds 
and his disposition, whether good or evil, are known and judged by 
Yahweh. This thesis would be more convincing if the supposed 
group ended with a Yahweh-proverb. In fact, after v. 3 Yahweh is 
not mentioned again until the final verses 30 and 31 (though see on 
v. 27). The fact that the chapter begins (vv. 1-3) and ends (vv. 30-
31) with Yahweh-proverbs is probably to be accounted for as belong
ing to a somewhat different compositional scheme imposed on the 
material at some point in the development of the book (see further 
on v. 27 below). 

I. In contrast with those proverbs (14:35; 16:14, 15; 19:12; 20:2) 
which taken by themselves appear to attribute unrestricted power 
to the king, this verse, further reinforced by v. 2, asserts that, like 
other human beings, kings are subject to Yahweh's control. A similar 
message is conveyed by the juxtaposition of 16:rn-15 with 16:1-9 
and of 20:27 with 20:26 (see above). (Scott suggested that the words 
in the hand of the Lord are not original to the proverb, which 
originally stated that "The king's heart is a stream of water which he 
( that is, the king) directs wherever he will". This suggestion, however, 
although it would also produce a more regular poetical line, is purely 
speculative.) The metaphor is derived from the practice of irrigation: 
the stream of water (pal'gi-mayim) refers to water-channels which 
can be divert.ed into any desired direction (compare Isa. 32:2, where 
the same phrase is used of the beneficial rule of the king and his 
ministers). The choice of this phrase with its connotation offertility 
( compare also its use in Ps. 1 :3; Prov. 5: 16) indicates that the rule 
of the king under Yahweh's direction and as subject to his will is 
seen, as elsewhere in these proverbs, as essentially beneficent: the 
point is not, as in v. 2, that the king will be held responsible for any 
evil actions that he may do, but rather that since he is guided by 
Yahweh one may be confident of his good will and his justice. 

2. This verse is a variant of 16:2. The observation that Yahweh 
sees and assesses the human heart or spirit is a constant theme of 
these Yahweh-proverbs (compare 15:3, 11; 17:3; 20:9, 27; 24:12). 
the heart: the Hebrew has the plural, "hearts" (libbot); compare 
also "spirits", ru/Jot, in 16:2. This shows clearly that the verse did 
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not originally specify the king but referred to human beings in grn
eral; but placed as it now is immediately after v. 1 it makes the 
point that the king, however exalted he may be and although he 
may enjoy a special relationship with God, is after all only a man, 
who cannot escape this divine scrutiny and assessment. 

3. See on 1y8. This verse has been compared with a number of 
prophetical sayings ( Isa. 1: 11-17; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6-8), all of which 
state that Yahweh regards a virtuous life, especially as regards the 
just treatment of others, as of more importance to him than the 
offering of sacrifice; compare also 1. Sam. 1 y22. That this under
standing was not confined to Israel is exemplified in the Egyptian 
Instruction for King Merikare ( 1 29; AN ET, p. 41 7), in the con text of 
advice concerning the administration of justice: "More acceptable 
(to the gods) is the character of the upright of heart than the (sacri
ficial) ox of the evildoer". In none of these passages is there an 
intention to reject sacrificial worship; rather what is implied here is 
the same as what is clearly stated in v. 27, that it is the sacrifice of 
the wicked that is unacceptable to God. 

The fact that To do righteousness and justice ( 'iifii.h tdii.qii.h 
umiipii.t - the order in which these terms are placed is variable) is 
a requirement of Yahweh which was especially - though not 
exclusively - regarded as a function of kingly rule ( 1 Kg. rn:9; Jer. 
22:3, 15; Ezek. 45:9) probably accounts for the present position of 
this verse. 

4. The first line of this verbless verse consists of two phrases both 
of which refer to arrogance. (haughty eyes refers not to 
the appearance of a person's eyes as seen by others but to his par
ticular way of perceiving, and treating, the world around him: com
pare the "bountiful eye" of 22:9 and the "wicked eye" of 23:6 (RSV 
"stingy") and 28:22 (RSV "miserly".) In Ps. 101 :5b there is a simi
lar double reference to arrogance, which is there regarded with 
abhorrence; and in Prov. 6: 17 "haughty eyes" are listed as one 
of the things which are an abomination to Yahweh; compare also 
30:13. 

But the connection of the first line with the second is not clear. 
The problem is made more difficult by the fact that the lamp of 
the wicked is obscure. But whatever this phrase may mean (see 
below), it hardly seems to be comparable with the straightforward 
references to arrogance in the first line. The two lines are therefore 
taken by some commentators to be fragments of quite different 
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pro\'crbs. Gcmser suggested that two additional lines, now lost, may 
haw originally stood between them. The first line, if it was in fact 
orig-inally unconnected with the second, may have been part of a 
list of "abominable things" similar to that in 6: 16- 19. Its reference 
to the heart (lib), a key word in vv. 1 and 2, is probably at least 
partly responsible for its present position, while it may also have 
served as a contrast to the statement in v. 3, this group of verses 
together setting out what God requires of kings and other persons 
and what he abominates. 

lamp: MT has nir, which can mean either "lamp" or "fallow, 
uncultivated land" ( compare 13:23). The spelling, however, sug
gests nir, "lamp", a more common variant of nir and one which, as 
has already been pointed out, occurs in two of the other proverbs 
in this group (20:20, 27). LXX and other Versions have "lamp". But 
whichever of the two above senses is accepted, and whether or not 
the line is syntactically connected with the first line, no satisfactory 
meaning seems obtainable. The phrase the lamp of the wicked 
(nir r'sii'im) occurs also in 13:9 and 24:20, where "lamp" seems to 
denote life or prosperity (the phrase is parallel with "the light of 
the righteous" in 13:9), but this meaning makes no sense here: what 
is required is a pejorative sense denoting or alluding to some kind 
of sin. But "fallow ground" also makes no sense. Driver (Bib. 32 
[1951], p. 185) suggested, on the basis ofan Arabic word, that nir 
or nzr here may mean "mark": "a high look and proud heart (which 
are) the mark of sin" (compare REB); but he put forward this 
suggestion only tentatively, and it is very speculative. The line 
remains obscure, and the text may be corrupt. 

5. Unlike 10:2; 11:4, 18 this proverb does not, at least overtly, 
make the assumption that hastily acquired wealth is necessarily due 
to dishonest practice. Rather it seems to be intended to qualify the 
axiom (see, for example, 10:4) that the way to enduring prosperity 
is honest toil by adding a further axiom somewhat along the lines 
of our "More haste, less speed". diligence is not enough: plans 
must be made, and their execution must be steady, not unduly 
hasty. On the choice of the terms motiir, abundance and maqsor, 
want see on 14:23. 

6. This verse has probably been placed here as a comment on 
v. 5: wealth may also be acquired by mendacity or perjury (see on 
6:17 and compare 12:19, 22), but this also will lead to disaster. In 
terms of composition it is perhaps significant that lying tongue 
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occurs also in 6: 17 in the same list of "abominations" as, and in 
proximity to, "haughty eyes" which are condemned as sin in v. 4. 
(There may also be significance in the fact that v. 7, on violence, 
corresponds to the next item in that list.) 

The first line is straightforward except that the noun translated 
in RSV by getting (po'al) should probably be pointed, following Lxx, 

as the participle po'el, "he who gets", since po'al elsewhere ( compare 
its other occurrences in Proverbs - v. 8; 20: 11; 24: 12, 29) never 
means the process of acquisition but its result, something made 
or done. But the second line is almost certainly corrupt. A literal 
translation would be "(is) a breath which is driven, seekers of 
death". RSV's snare of death is based on an emendation suggested 
by Lxx. Lxx has "He that gathers treasures with a lying tongue 
pursues vanity on (to) the snares of death". This may in some 
respects represent a better Hebrew text; but the only words in this 
line which appear certain are hebe!, "breath, vanity" and mawet, 
"death". These at least give some impression of the general import 
of the line. 

7. Compare 1:18-19. will sweep them away: this rare verb 
probably means "to drag away" - presumably to death; compare 
its use in Hab. 1: 15 with reference to catching fish in a net. 

8. This proverb may have been placed here as an elaboration of 
v. 7, defining the distinguishing marks of the wicked (RSV guilty) as 
contrasted with the righteous: the former are underhand or devious 
(crooked) in their dealings, while the righteous (pure) are open and 
straightforward (right, literally, "upright"). 

The phrase translated in RSV by guilty ( 'iI wazar) presents a 
problem, however, although its general sense is determined by its 
opposition to zak, pure. Its form is strange (words beginning with 
w are very rare indeed in Hebrew), and it occurs nowhere else. 
Despite a variety of attempts to explain wii,zii.r by comparative phil
ology (e.g. by Driver, Bib. 32 [1951], p. 185; L. A. Snijders, 1954, 
p. 96, note 69), its precise meaning remains obscure. The text is 
probably irrecoverably corrupt. BHS suggests emendation to kii,zii,b 
- the phrase 'if kii.zii.b, "liar", occurs in 19:22. 

9. This verse is virtually identical with 25:24, and there is also a 
variant in this chapter (21:19). The nagging wife is also mentioned 
as an irritating hazard of married life in 19: 13 and 27: 15. in a comer 
of the housetop: the precise location and mode of living envisaged 
in this expression have been solemnly discussed by the commen-
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tators. But a comparison with v. 19, where the corresponding 
expression is "in a desert land", shows that such literalism is mis
placed: these are examples of humorous fantasy such as is frequently 
found in popular proverbs - compare the English "I'd rather be 
hanged!" This proverb does not go quite as far as that; but corners 
of roofs, like deserts, while being extremely uncomfortable places 
for permanent residence, are at least, the proverb implies, out of 
earshot of a wife's continual nagging. 

a house shared: the Hebrew bet Mber may possibly bear this 
meaning, but there are no other examples of this use of a rather 
rare word IJ,eber. However, LXX seems to have interpreted it in this 
way. Albright (1955, pp. 10-12) took the phrase, on the basis ofa 
similar root in Akkadian and Ugaritie, to mean a brewery or ale
house; but this hardly seems an appropriate allusion; nor does the 
proposal referred to in BHS to emend !Jaber by metathesis to ra!Jiib, 
"broad, spacious" greatly improve the sense. 

10. The point of this verse seems to be that the criminal mind 
desires evil for its own sake, sparing no-one. soul (nepes"): that is, 
the person in his rapacious or predatory character - compare the 
use of the word in 10:3; 13:2, 4. 

I I. See on the somewhat similar verse I 9:25, with regard to which 
there is a similar divergence of interpretation. Here most commen
tators, probably rightly, understand the proverb as concerned to 
contrast the simple (peti - see on I :4) with the wise man. Whereas 
the latter gains knowledge - that is, increases in understanding -
simply by following the teaching of those even wiser than himself 
(compare 1 :5), the former will only turn to wisdom when he sees 
the fate of those who reject it; so, apparently, RSV. Pli:iger, however, 
takes the simple to be the subject of both clauses: he can gain 
wisdom in either of two ways: by seeing and learning from the 
punishment suffered by the scoffer, or by heeding the teaching given 
by the wise man. The interpretation of the verse thus turns on a 
matter of syntax: the second line may mean either "a wise man 
when he is instructed gains knowledge" or, "by the instruction of 
the wise man he ... (that is, the simple) gains knowledge". 

Neither of the above interpretations solves the problem of the fact 
that !J,ii,kam (wise man) is preceded by the preposition l', "to, for". 
It has been suggested that this has crept into the text by dittography 
of the last letter of the preceding word ub'hafkfl. 

12. There is a verbal link between this verse and v. 11 in that 
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both contain the verb hifkil {here observes). On its meaning see 
below. 

By using a passive verb in the second line where the Hebrew has 
an active one, RSV has concealed a problem. The Hebrew has "he 
casts the wicked down to ruin"; and this "he" can only refer to The 
righteous (Jaddiq) of the first line. But nowhere else is it stated that 
the righteous man causes the ruin of the wicked: that is God's privi
lege and function. The majority of commentators therefore assume 
that here Jaddiq refers to God {"thcjust One"), although this epithet 
is never used of him in any of the many verses in Proverbs in which 
the word occurs. Indeed, although elsewhere in the Old Testament 
Yahweh is frequently said to be "just" or "righteous" (Iaddiq), there 
is no other passage in which "the Righteous One" is used as a divine 
title (Job 34: 17, sometimes cited in this connection, is no exception). 
If the text is correct, then {this is doubted by Toy), it would appear 
that the two lines of the verse are fragments of two originally separ
ate proverbs wrongly assembled by a scribe (so Oesterley). 

observes (mafkil): this verb has several meanings (for example, 
in v. 11 it means "to instruct"); but there is no justification for the 
view of Ploger and of the REB that it can mean "deal effectively 
with", which, if allowed, would support the view that Jaddiq here 
refers to God. the house of (l'bet): LXx has "the hearts of", which 
suggests the reading libbot. 

13. This is a strongly persuasive variant on the theme of the duty 
to help the poor (compare 14:21, 31; 22:9; 28:27). It is expressed in 
terms of exact retribution. The cry of the poor person is presum
ably a desperate appeal either for food or for justice. It is assumed 
that the person whose help is now sought could himself at some 
time in the future be in need of such help - a further indication that 
those addressed in these proverbs are not the wealthy who live in 
total security (see, for example, 10: 15) but persons of limited means 
who have no such security. 

14. See the comments on 1y27; 17:8, 23; 18:16. This verse, like 
17:8, makes no comment on the morality of bribery, but merely 
points out its effectiveness in getting the briber out of trouble. It is 
not stated whose anger and strong wrath are to be appeased; but 
the situation envisaged may be similar to that of6:32-5: an offender 
offers secret compensation to the offended party to persuade him 
not to prosecute. 

averts (yikpeh): this verb (kapah) occurs only here in the Old 



p ROVER B s 21 : I -31 

Testament; it may mean "satisfy" (Gemser) or "appease" (see KB3). 
Some of the Versions (Targ., Symm., Vulg. [extinguit]) seem to 
have read y'kabbeh, "quenches"; Oesterley proposed y'kapper, "pro
pitiates, pacifies". 

15. RSV and some commentaries take the phrase "'fol mifpa( 
(When justice is done) in a passive sense: the righteous and the 
evildoers are witnesses to the making of just decisions by others. 
But it is more natural to take it in an active sense: "There is joy for 
the righteous in doing what is right, but for those who do evil there 
is disaster" (so Delitzsch, Barucq, McKane, Ploger). This assertion 
about the working of the retributory process has probably been 
placed here as a comment on v. 14, asserting that those who obstruct 
the proper course of justice - for example, by offering bribes - will 
ultimately not escape the consequences. 

16. This proverb in its present position suggests that the charac
ter of the evildoer (v. 15) is the consequence of failing to heed the 
instruction of the wise (the way of understanding) - one of the 
main themes of the Instructions of chapters 1-9, where the foolish 
young man who wanders (ta'ah) into evil paths finds himself in the 
assembly or company of the dead ( e.g. 9: 18). Once there he will 
settle or remain (rest): that is, he will die an early death. This is a 
dramatic way of expressing a warning found elsewhere in these 
proverbs (for example, 10:21; 21:6). 

The recurrence of the verb hifkfl, also found in vv. 1 1 and 1 2 (here 
serving as a verbal noun, hafkil, understanding), suggests that 
vv. 10-16, all of which are concerned in one way or another with 
the wicked and his fate, may once have formed a separate group. 

l 7. This warning against an extravagant lifestyle reflects the 
economic status of those addressed in these proverbs. By hard work 
(10:4) and with Yahweh's blessing (10:22) they might aspire to 
wealth; but they could not afford to squander their capital on luxuri
ous living: poverty was always a threatening possibility. fim~ah 
(pleasure), elsewhere "joy, happiness" (10:28; 12:20; 14:10; 15:23; 
21:15) here denotes festivity, as in Ee. 2:1, 2; 8:15; 9:7 (compare 
"house of mirth in Ee. 7:4). wine and oil (the latter for anointing 
the head) were frequently associated as concomitants of festivity 
(compare Jg. 9:9, 13; Ee. 9:7-8). 

18. This enigmatic verse seems to be saying that the punishment 
of the wicked will be accepted - presumably by God - as a kind of 
compensation for letting the righteous - that is, the innocent -
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go free from punishment. koper (RSV ransom) is used in the Old 
Testament in various ways, but always with the notion of substi
tution or compensation (so, for example, in Prov. 6:35 and 13:8); 
but it is not clear why the righteous, who elsewhere in these proverbs 
deserve and will receive a positive reward rather than punishment, 
should need to be ransomed. There is a somewhat similar problem 
in 13:8 (see the comment on that verse). 

19. This verse is a variant ofv. 9. fretful: better, "ill-tempered" 
(so REB). 

20. This verse as rendered in RSV appears to mean that if a wise 
man possesses a fortune he will keep it intact, whereas a foolish man 
will squander it. This contrast may be intended simply as a warning 
against extravagance or to inculcate the importance of acquiring 
wisdom. Alternatively, it could be a sombre comment on the ephem
eral nature of wealth in the same vein as Ee. 2:18-19, pointing out 
that it is futile to nurse a fortune if it may be inherited by a fool 
who will simply spend it all. 

But there are problems in the Hebrew text which RSV's rendering 
conceals. remains is not represented in MT but is derived from the 
LXx: the Hebrew has "Precious treasure and oil (are) in the wise 
man's dwelling". This text has its own difficulties (see below); but 
Lxx ("A desirable treasure rests on the mouth of the wise") is even 
less probable. There is a further difficulty in the second line: the 
Hebrew word devours (bii.la', pie!) is not elsewhere found in the 
sense implied, that is, "to squander". The meaning of the verse thus 
remains obscure. 

I. Eitan 1937, pp. 55-8), followed by Gemser and REB, pro
posed the repointing of semen, "oil" to Jii.mzn or iii.men, which he took 
on the analogy of an Arabic word to mean "costly". But however 
this may be it does not solve the problem of the meaning of the 
verse as a whole. 

21. Compare 8:18; II:19; 12:28. In the second line the Hebrew 
has "life, righteousness and honour". RSV correctly omits this rep
etition of "righteousness", which is lacking in LXX, as a scribal error. 

22. Compare 16:32; 24:5, and also Ee. 9:14-18, where a similar 
image is employed. The point is that brains can achieve more than 
mere brute force, an axiom of no great originality applicable to any 
human situation including that of personal relations within a small 
community. No allusion to actual military operations is intended; 
but there may be overtones of a modest farmer's antagonism towards 



p ROVER B s 2 I : I -31 

the "strong city" of the arrogant wealthy (compare 10:15; 12:12). 
the city of the mighty ( 'fr gibborim): that is, a strongly defended 
town (gibbor here means an armed soldier as in Isa. 21: 17;Jer. 48:41; 
Ezek. 39:20; Joel 2:7; 3:9 [Heb. 4:9]). stronghold: this word ('oz), 
usually "strength", is used in this sense also in Am 3: 11. 

23. This verse is an expanded variant of 13:3a, on which see the 
comments. On the importance attached to reticence see also 10: 13, 
19; 12:23; 17:27-8. keeps: this word (somer) is used twice here but 
with subtly different nuances: "guards" and "preserves". himself 
(napfo): perhaps better, "his life". 

24. The syntax of this verse is not clear. Most commentators and 
modern translations take it in the same way as RSV, as a kind of 
definition of the fir ("Scoffer") as an arrogant person. However, 
such a definition does not correspond very well to what is said about 
the fir elsewhere in the book, where other characteristics are to the 
fore: see on 9:7 and compare 13:1; 14:6; 19:29; 21:11. It is difficult 
to grasp the purpose of the verse, which is overloaded with virtually 
synonymous terms - proud (zid'), haughty (yiihir), pride (ziidon) -
and is also tautologous: to say that the proud (zed') acts with pride 
(ziidon) is meaningless. 

with arrogant pride (b"ebrat ziidon): this phrase, however, is 
probably not tautologous and would probably be better rendered 
by "with excessive pride": see Driver (Bi~ 32 [1951], pp. 185-6), 
followed by Gemser and Ringgren; see also KB3

• 

25. This is a dramatic way of expressing the warning about the 
fate of the sluggard which occurs frequently in these chapters. 
desire (ta"'wiih) means "appetite" in a literal sense (compare 13:4): 
it will eventually "kill" the indolent person in that he will starve to 
death because he lacks the energy to satisfy it by working ( compare 

19:24). 
26. In the first line of this verse RSV, following Gemser, Scott 

and Ringgren, has adopted the reading of Lxx. This provides a 
suitable contrast between the behaviour of the "wicked" and the 
"righteous", but probably represents an attempt to "improve" a 
difficult verse (so also McKane). In the Hebrew of MT there is no 
mention of the wicked, and in fact no indication of a subject at all: 
it reads, literally, "All day long he desires a desire (hit'awwah 
ta0 wah)"; the natural interpretation of this is that it is the sluggard of 
v. 25 who is the implied subject. But although there is a verbal link 
between the two verses ("desire"), there is no obvious continuation 
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of sense from one verse to the next; nor, on this view, is there a 
convincing relationship between the two lines of this verse (26). 
Ploger's solution is perhaps the most probable: he proposes the slight 
emendation of hit'awwiih, "(he) desires" to the participle 
(ha)mit'awweh, "the person who desires", that is, who is greedy: so, 
"the greedy covets all day long". The noun which follows, la ""wiih, 
"desire", is then seen as an "internal object" intensifying the mean
ing ( compare Lk. 22: 13 and see GK 117q). The greedy miser and 
the generous righteous man then make a reasonable contrast. 

27. This verse is a variant of 15:8 in that the two verses have a 
common first line which has subsequently been expanded in different 
ways. See on 15:8 and also on 21:3. Lxx adds "to the Lord" after 
abomination, thus making the line precisely the same as 1 5:8a; 
whether this is the original reading here or not, it correctly interprets 
the proverb's meaning. 

It is not clear how an evil intent (zimmiih- see on I0:23) can have 
increased the heinousness of the sacrifice of the wicked, already 
"abominable" in God's eyes. It must be presumed that such a sacri
fice would always be offered insincerely, since riifii' (wicked), one of 
the most frequently used words in Proverbs - it occurs more than 
fifty times in these chapters alone - never refers to a repentant sinner 
seeking to atone for his sin, but always denotes an incorrigibly evil 
person already doomed to destruction. The solution to the problem 
may lie with Lxx, which has ''for they offer them wickedly". This 
suggests that in this instance 'ap ki does not have the meaning how 
much more when but, literally translated, "indeed, because". If 
this is so the line may be rendered "because undoubtedly his inten
tion in bringing it is evil". That a wicked person should olfer the 
conventional sacrifice to hide his true intentions is readily under
standable. (On the singular verb see GK 145 I.) 

This verse - virtually a Yahweh-proverb - is perhaps to be seen 
as the beginning of an arrangement of proverbs at the close of the 
chapter designed at some editorial stage to correspond to those with 
which the chapter begins, asserting Yahweh's control over all human 
activities. 

28. The first line of this verse is a variant of 19:5a and I g:ga, but 
has been expanded to form an antithetical proverb. There appears 
to be a subtle play on two meanings of the verb 'iibad (perish). At 
first sight this seems to have the same meaning as elsewhere in the 
book, referring to the total destruction of a wicked person (so, for 
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example, in 19:5b and 19:gb, where it is used or liars); but the 
addition of the second line suggests that it is also used here in the 
sense of being short lived or ineffective, and applied by implication 
not to the false witness's person, but to his words: whereas the 
speech or the "hearer" will have a lasting effect, it will "perish" 
in the sense of failing in its purpose. (So REE, "A lying witness will 
be cut short, but a truthful witness will speak on".) This interpret
ation provides a good parallel between the lines. 

But the identity of the man who hears ('ii Iomia') is disputed. 
In view of the context, the verb sama', "to hear", is most probably 
used here in the judicial sense of "hearing" a legal case (compare, 
for example, Dt. 1:16, 17; 2 Sam. 14:17; 15=3; 1 Kg. 3:11), or of 
acting as an arbiter who hears both sides of an argument and then 
makes a decision (so in Jg. 11:10). It is this decision, based on an 
attentive hearing of all the witnesses, that will endure - that is, 
which has binding force for the future. The thought is similar to 
that of 18:17. (For a somewhat different interpretation of 'if Iomia' 
as a perspicacious witness who refutes the testimony of his opponent 
see Emerton, ZAW 100 [Suppl], 1988, pp. 161-70.) 

29-31. There is a clear sequence in the arrangement of these 
verses. V. 30 is concerned to prevent a misunderstanding ofv. 29b, 
which taken by itself might seem to assert - contrary to, for example, 
16:9 - that it is possible for a righteous person to order his life wholly 
without divine help; v. 30 makes it clear that such human "wisdom" 
is useless, or even irreligious (against the Lord); see McKane 
on this verse. V. 31 then provides a concrete example of the fact 
that nothing can be achieved without the approval and help of 
Yahweh. 

29. considers his ways (literally, "his way" -yabin darko): RSV 
has here followed Qere, which is supported by a few Hebrew manu
scripts and by Lxx. Virtually the same expression occurs in 14:8 and 
20:24, where it means to be in control of one's life and so to be able 
to make the right choices. Kethib, followed by Targ., Pesh. and 
Vulg., has yiikin d'rakaw, literally, "establishes his ways". Despite 
some views expressed in the commentaries, the difference between 
the two is not great. A similar expression in 16:9 (RSV "directs his 
steps") is used of Yahweh's control of human life. 

This proverb, then, contrasts the upright man, who openly orders 
his conduct in accordance with consistent principles, with the wicked 
man, who deviously hides his true character behind a mask (puts 
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on a bold face - see Garrett, 1990, pp. 681 -2); compare the use of 
this expression in 7: 13. 

30. This triple negative assertion is intended to cover the whole 
range of human claims to self-determination. wisdom (fJ.okmah), 
understanding (t'bunah) and counsel ( 'e~ah) are technical terms of 
wisdom vocabulary (see McKane). This verse belongs to that strand 
in Proverbs, particularly evident in chapters 1-9 but not exclusively 
so (compare 19:21 on Yahweh's 'i~ii,h ["purpose"]) which asserts 
that these qualities are all derived from and dependent on Yahweh. 
can avail: these words are not represented in the Hebrew, which 
has simply "There is no wisdom, no understanding and no counsel 
face to face with (l'neged, perhaps but not certainly against) 
Yahweh". 

31. As with other proverbs in these chapters which employ simi
lar imagery (for example, 16:32; 20: 18; 21:22), this verse does not 
imply familiarity with military matters. The thought is similar to 
that of I 6:9, 33; 21: 1. 

CHAPTER 22, VERSES 1-16 

These verses conclude the section which began at IO: 1. V. 17 clearly 
marks the beginning of a new section. A wide range of subjects is 
covered here, of which the most prominent is that of the relationship 
between rich and poor (vv. 2, 7, 9, 16); two other proverbs (vv. 1, 
4) also refer to material wealth. There are two proverbs on the 
education of children (vv. 6, 15). There are four Yahweh-proverbs 
(vv. 2, 4, 12, 14), of which at least two (vv. 2 and 12) appear to 
comment on the verses which immediately precede. (On v. 11 as a 
possible Yahweh proverb see below.) Formally antithetical proverbs 
are few (vv. 3, 5, 12, 15) in comparison with examples of synony
mous or synthetic parallelism. There is no indication of the forma
tion of major groups. ( on vv. 1 -9 see R. E. Murphy, Interpretation 
41 [1987], pp. 398-402.) 

1. For other indications of the importance attached to a person's 
name or social reputation see 3:4; Ee. T 1. It is not without signifi
cance that the kind of comparison with riches, silver and gold that 
is made here is elsewhere made with respect to wisdom or instruction 
in wisdom (2:4; 3:14; 8:IO-I 1, 19; 16:16) as the means for achieving 
success in life. Here, as in the other passages in question, there is 
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no intention to despise wealth; rather, the implication is that a 
blameless reputation (A good name) and public approval (!Jin, 
favour) arc a more certain basis for a successful life than the mere 
acquisition of wealth. Here again the social background of these 
proverbs can be seen: wealth is - in theory, at least - attainable and 
is not despised, but docs not by itself command respect. 

A good name: the Hebrew has simply "A name"; but RSV has 
correctly understood the meaning. LXx's "A good name" is to be 
seen as a similar interpretation and not as evidence of an original 
Hebrew text. 

2. Compare 14:3 I; 17:5; 29: 13, which are also concerned with the 
implications of Yahweh's creation of all human beings for a proper 
attitude towards the poor. In all of those proverbs the point is made, 
directly or indirectly, that Yahweh, because he has created the poor, 
will not tolerate their ill-treatment. Here, however, no explicit moral 
is drawn, and the proverb can be interpreted in various ways. 
Interpretation depends partly on the meaning of meet together 
(nipgiiiu). This line may mean simply that in every society there are 
rich and poor mixed together and coming into contact with one 
another, and that that is how Yahweh made them: in effect, a 
defence of the status quo. But the word should more probably be 
understood figuratively as meaning that rich and poor have some
thing in common: their status as Yahweh's creatures (see Ps. 85: 10 

[Heh. 1 1] for a somewhat similar use of this verb). The verse may 
then be interpreted in the light of 14:31 and 17:5: since Yahweh 
deliberately gave to the poor the same human status as he gave to 
the rich, to treat them as less than human or as intrinsically inferior 
is to commit the sin of insulting God himself. At the same time it 
should be noted that this is not a statement about the need for social 
or economic equality: as elsewhere in Proverbs, the existence of the 
poor is not considered to be disgraceful but is taken for granted as 
intended by God (compare the statement in 16:4 that he "made the 
wicked for the day of trouble" and the comment on that verse). 

The fact that both this verse and v. 1 are concerned with wealth 
has no doubt led to their juxtaposition. There is no obvious thematic 
connection between them, but the Yahweh-proverb sets the previous 
verse is a wider framework: wealth, like poverty, is bestowed by 
Yahweh alone and cannot be acquired unless he permits it. 

3-6. These verses have been arranged to form a coherent group. 
The Yahweh-proverb (v. 4) may be seen as a comment on vv. 3 
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and 5, which speak of the dangers which threaten the simple or 
unlulored and the perverse persons respectively and of the ways 
in which these can be avoided by the prudent. V. 4 identifies the 
latter in terms of the fear of the Lord. V. 6 then adds a piece of 
advice to parents: only a rigorous training from an early age can 
ensure that a child will follow the right path in adult life. 

3. This verse is virtually identical with 2r 12. The thought is 
similar to that of 14: 15 and 14:18, where also the conduct of the 
prudent man ( 'arum) is contrasted with that of the simple (petz). 
sees danger: literally, "sees trouble" - that is, sees it coming 
towards him. The wordplay (ra'ah ra'ah) is obviously intentional. go 
on: that is, they ignore it - once more a metaphor taken from walking 
along a road. hides himself: Kethib and Qere have different forms 
of the same verb; the meaning is not affected. suffer for it: the 
Hebrew has "are punished"; the same verb ( 'nf") occurs in 1 7:26 
and 21:11 as well as in 2r12. 

4. The syntax of this verse is difficult. Some commentators render 
it differently: "The reward for humility is the fear of the Lord [ the 
word "and" is not represented in the Hebrew], together with 
riches ... " etc. But this would be a strange doctrine. In the LXX 
there is no mention of humility; and the best solution to the problem 
is perhaps that of Toy, who suggested that humility may be a 
scribal gloss intended to define that is meant by the fear of the 
Lord (compare 15:33, where the two stand in parallelism). The first 
line would then originally have read "The reward (better, "the 
consequence") for fearing Yahweh is riches ... " etc. 

5. Thorns and snares (rinnimpa~im): note the absence of"and" 
in the Hebrew. The meaning of the first of these words is uncertain 
(see KB3

). Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], p. 186) somewhat tentatively 
postulated the existence of a word ren (singular) cognate with Arabic 
and Aramaic terms meaning "basket", which he thought might have 
developed the further meaning "cage"; but this is very speculative. 
The second word, snares (pa~im), may be a gloss attempting to 
define the meaning of an already obscure word, though LXX also has 
two words here, which it joins by "and". 

guards himself (iomir napfo): elsewhere in Proverbs this phrase 
means "preserves his life". 

6. The admonition in the imperative addressed to a father is an 
indication of the instructional character of this section - compare 
1g:18; 29: 1 7. Train up: elsewhere in the Old Testament this verb 
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(~iinnk) always mrans to dedicatr or inaugurate a temple or house 
(Dt. 20:s: I Kg. 8:63; 2 Chr. rs); but it is attested in some other 
Srmitic languagrs in the scnsr of instruction or direction. (This verse 
is lacking in the Lxx.) in the way he should go ('al-pi darko): 
thr translation "at the beginning of his way", favoured by some 
commrntators, is Irss probable. The principle expressed in this verse 
conforms exactly to that of the Instructions in chapters 1 -9 (for 
example, 2:1-5; 4:10, 20-:22). 

7. This proverb is ostensibly simply a statement about the harsh 
facts of life, though a warning not to fall into debt may be implied. 
On debt slavery see on 11 :29, and on the economic standpoint of 
these proverbs - that of a class of persons who identify themselves 
neither with the rich nor with the poor - see on 14:20; 18:23. 

8. The first line of this proverb is a straightforward expression of 
the principle of retribution. The second line, however, makes little 
sense if translated literally as in RSV. The sense is hardly improved 
by taking the noun 'ebrah (RSV fury) in its other meaning of"excess" 
or "pride" (so Gemser, Ringgren, McKane), or by following Lxx, 
which has "his deeds", possibly a rendering of Hebrew 0 bodato. The 
connotation of rod (Iebe!) here is clear: in Proverbs it always denotes 
an instrument of punishment; but it can hardly be said of it that it 
will fail or come to an end (yikleh). Several commentators have 
proposed either to repoint this verb as y'kallihii, "will destroy him", 
or to emend it to yakkehu, "will smite him". Either of these would 
give a somewhat better sense; but "the rod of his anger/pride" 
remains obscure, and it is probable that the original text of this line 
is irrecoverable. 

9. To have a bountiful eye ({ob-'ayin) means simply to be gener
ous: compare ra' 'ayin (literally, "bad of eye"), meaning "miserly" 
(23:6; 28:22). The eye was believed in general to reveal a person's 
character and disposition. shares his bread: literally, "gives (some) 
of his bread", that is, of his food. Of the several proverbs in these 
chapters which advocate generosity towards the poor, this one most 
clearly reflects the economic situation of the giver, who is able to 
spare something for the truly destitute, but from a limited budget 
rather than from great wealth. 

10. The situation envisaged in this verse is of a community whose 
harmony is endangered by the activities of a scoffer (li,r). Such a 
man must be expelled from society. din (qarrelling) here means 
(the bringing of) a lawsuit, as in Job 35:14; qalon (abuse) elsewhere 
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means "disgrace" or "humiliation"; but here, as in Isa. 22: 18, it 
denotes the bringing of disgrace on others - presumably by abusing 
them or bringing them into court. Lxx has a different text which has 
been used as the basis for emendations of MT; but no emendation 
appears to be necessary. 

11. This verse hardly makes sense in the Hebrew: "One who 
loves the pure in heart - grace of his lips - the king is his friend". 
LXX has a quite different text: "The Lord loves holy hearts, and all 
blameless persons are acceptable to him; a king rules with his lips"; 
this is hardly more satisfactory. Various emendations, partly influ
enced by Lxx, have been proposed. The presence of "The Lord" -
absent from MT - in the Lxx as the subject of the first line raises 
the question whether this is a Yahweh-proverb as well as (or possibly 
rather than) a royal proverb. Of the emendations which have been 
proposed, that of Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], pp. 186-7; compare REB) 
involves the least change in the text: "Yahweh loves a person who 
is pure in heart, and his lips make a friend of the king". But there 
is no agreement among the commentators on this verse. The fact 
that the following verse is a Yahweh-proverb may help to support 
the view that this also is one. 

12. The eyes of the Lord: compare 15:3. knowledge: that is, 
those who possess or aim for God-given wisdom (compare 30:3). 
faithless: this word (bogid') is frequently used in these chapters in 
the general sense of "wicked" (in contrast with such terms as "righ
teous", "upright", "good"). The verse thus states that Yahweh, 
who sees into the hearts of men (compare 1y3, 11 etc.), will act to 
protect those who seek to live and to speak by wisdom while pun
ishing their slanderers. It may have been placed here to expound 
the reference to Yahweh's love for the pure in heart ofv. 11a (if that 
is the meaning of that line - see above) more concretely in terms of 
divine action; it may also be intended to refer back to v. 1 o. 

13. Like I 9:24 and 26: 13-15 ( this verse is a variant of 26: 13), 
this is a humorous but contemptuous saying about the lazy person 
who will make any excuse, however improbable, for not going out 
to do his work. 

14-15. Only here in these chapters is there a reference to the 
danger of associating with a loose woman (ziiriih, here in the plural 
in the Hebrew) which is a major theme of chapters 1-9 (2:16-19; 
5:3-6; 6:24-25; 7:5-27). In their present juxtaposition these two 
verses may be said to epitomize the teaching of the final edition of 
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the Instructions of chapters I -9 in that they stress the vital impor
tance of a strict training as the only way to guard the young from 
folly (compare chapter 2, passim), while making it clear that it is 
Yahweh who is the ultimate source of the "wisdom" so communi
cated (compare 2:5-8). The appearance of such a theme here and 
the way in which teaching corresponding to that of the "father" of 
the Instructions has been glossed by a Yahweh-proverb confirm the 
conclusion that both sections of the book ( chapters 1 -9 and 10: 1 -

22:16) have been finally edited in the same spirit. The fact that 
these verses occur at the end of the section supports this view. 

14. mouth: that is, her seductive speech: compare 2: 16; 5:3; 6:24; 
T5, 13-21. In the variant 23:27 a prostitute is said to be herself a 
deep pit. In 2: 18-19; y5-6; 7:27 the imagery employed is death, 
the "shades" or Sheol. 

15. Compare 13:24; 22:6; 23:13; 29:15, 21. The idea that children 
are naturally foolish and that corporal punishment is an essential 
part of the inculcation of wisdom was common to ancient Near 
Eastern, classical and also much later educational theory. 

16. This is a very difficult verse concerning which there is no 
agreement among the commentators. RSV's translation, which takes 
it to be a single continuous sentence, is improbable; the connecting 
particle or which is essential to it is entirely unrepresented in the 
Hebrew. Rather, the form is that of a parallel couplet: the subject 
of the first line, 'iisiq dal (He who oppresses the poor), is exactly 
paralleled in the second line by niitin l"asfr ("he who gives to the 
rich" [RSV or gives to the rich]), and l'harbot lo, "increases his 
own wealth" (RSV to increase his own wealth - but see on 19:8 
on this use of the infinitive) corresponds exactly to 'ak-l'malJ,Sor, will 
only come to want. 

However, the existence of this formal parallelism does not solve 
the problems of the meaning and purpose of this verse as a whole. 
Each line contains ambiguities. The Hebrew of the first line could 
bear the meaning that it is the recipient of the oppression - the poor 
- and not the oppressor whose wealth is increased; and similarly it 
could be the recipient of gifts - the rich - and not the giver who 
will come to want. These somewhat paradoxical interpretations have 
been defended by some commentators, who have argued that the 
poor may be said to gain from oppression because God will come 
to their aid and bless them, and that giving to the rich will serve to 
make the rich extravagant and so bring them to poverty. These 
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interpretations, though ingenious, are extremely improbable. The 
contrary interpretation of RSV is in both cases a more natural one. 

Difficulties, however, remain. The first line appears to run entirely 
counter to the spirit of these proverbs and seems even to encourage 
the oppression of the poor rather than, as would be expected, to 
promise the ruin of the wicked. Further, despite the parallelism of 
form, the two lines show no parallelism of sense. It may be best 
to see them as originally unconnected fragments which have been 
erroneously set side by side because of their formal parallelism. 
Although it is not possible to supply the missing lines with certainty, 
it may be that the first line was originally followed by one which 
qualified it or negated it by stating that wealth so gained will not 
last (compare I0:2a; 11:4a, 28; 21:6). The second line appears to 
state that, contrary to what is asserted in such proverbs as 18:16; 
1 7:8, giving presents to the rich to curry favour will fail in its purpose 
and only impoverish the giver; it may originally have been part of an 
appropriate two-line proverb, whether in antithetical or synonymous 
parallelism. 

"SAYINGS OF WISE MEN" 

A SERIES OF INSTRUCTIONS 

22: 17-24:22 

For the last seventy years, since the publication of the Egyptian 
work known as The Wisdom of Amenope, it has been generally believed 
that there is a direct literary relationship between this section of 
Proverbs and the Egyptian work. Scholarly opinions have differed, 
however, on the question whether the Hebrew work was influenced 
by the Egyptian or vice versa. A third possibility has also been dis
cussed: that both works might be dependent on some no longer 
extant earlier work, whether Hebrew or Egyptian (see Bryce, 1979, 
for a full account of the discussion). 

The arguments which have been employed are partly linguistic 
(the supposed existence of "Egyptianisms" in the Hebrew text or 
of"Semitisms" in the Egyptian one, and in particular of close verbal 
equivalences in certain passages), partly thematic and partly struc
tural: it has been supposed that the Hebrew word in Prov. 22:20 
which RSV has rendered by thirty sayings refers to the structure 
of the ensuing section as a whole and corresponds in some way to 
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Amrnope's "thirty chapters". With regard to this point, it should 
be re-marked that 1) it is not certain that this is a correct translation 
of the word (sec below); :2) it is a matter of considerable doubt 
whether the Hebrew text does in fact consist of thirty sayings; and 
3) even if this is the case, the themes of Amnenope only partly corre
spond to those in these chapters of Proverbs, and in any case their 
sequence is quite different from that in Amenope - a fact which has 
never been satisfactorily accounted for. 

The question has been exhaustively discussed by Egyptologists 
as well as by Old Testament scholars. Some have recently re
examined all the supposedly parallel passages and have qualified or 
altogether rejected the idea of a direct connection between the two 
works (Ruffle, 1977, Bryce, "i979, Kitchen, 1988, Krispenz, 1989). 
The question of direct dependence of one literary work on another 
is always a difficult matter. The difficulties in this case are com
pounded by the fact that extant Egyptian - and perhaps also Hebrew 
- texts of this kind are undoubtedly only a small sample of what 
once existed in this genre. Both the themes and the phraseology of 
Amenope may well have been found in other examples of a genre 
which was in many respects traditional, and to which in general the 
wisdom books of the Old Testament belonged. A general acquaint
ance of the author(s) of these chapters of Proverbs with the Egyptian 
instruction genre is accepted by some of those scholars who reject 
the theory of a direct connection between Proverbs and Amenope (for 
example, Bryce and Kitchen). 

A further consideration which may throw doubt on the theory of 
such a direct connection between the two works is that there is 
reason to believe that Prov. :2:2: 17-:24::2:2 is not an unitary compo
sition but is composed of a number of originally separate and inde
pendent instructions rather than being a single work comprising 
thirty "chapters" (Niccacci). 

The question of the relationship, if any, of these chapters to Amen
ope must therefore be left open. The chapters are thoroughly Israelite 
in character and have many links with other parts of Proverbs. The 
commentary which follows here will be concerned with the meaning 
of the Hebrew text rather than with extra-biblical parallels, although 
the affinities between these instructions and the Egyptian instruction 
genre in general are fully recognised. . 

The material in these chapters is quite different in character from 
the collection of short proverbs which precedes them, and belongs 
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to the same instructional or educational genre as the instructions in 
chapters 1 -9, which in many ways it resembles. The units are almost 
all longer than the single couplet, and are addressed to young men 
of the upper class. The admonition (imperative) form, which rarely 
occurs in the proverb collections, is here the dominant one. 

Niccacci (1979) has made a plausible case for 22:17-23:11 as a 
single extended Instruction consisting of an introduction (22: 17-
21) followed by a series of ten admonitions arranged in a coherent 
structure. The first four of these (22:22-8) and the last four (2T4-
11) are all negative admonitions counselling the avoidance of certain 
actions, while the two central items (22:29-23:3) constitute advice 
to a would-be courtier. The first and the last (22:22-3, against 
robbing or oppressing the poor, an.cl 23: io-11, against the removal 
of landmarks) are thematically related, indicating the completion of 
a single composition. 

On the basis of what appear to be new introductory verses in 
23: 12 and 23:26, Niccacci has concluded that the remainder of the 
section (23:12-24:22) comprises two originally independent works. 
However, there are clear signs that these verses are made up of 
not two but several independent, though brief, Instructions. They 
include several passages (23:15-19, 22-6; 24:3-7, 13-14) which 
have the characteristics of introductory material rather than of con
crete admonitions: these contain no instruction on particular mat
ters, but are general exhortations by the father to the son praising 
wisdom in general terms and advocating its acquisition through 
paying attention to the father's teaching, entirely in the manner of 
the general introductions to the Instructions of chapters 1 -g. These 
passages have generally been counted by many commentators as 
constituting distinct Instructions in themselves, making up the 
number of thirty for the whole section 22: 1 7-24:22. But if this is 
not the case, the number of items falls considerably short of the 
twenty required by the theory of "thirty sayings" supposedly corre
sponding to Amenope (for details, see below). 

The new general heading in 24:23 clearly indicates the beginning 
of a new section of the book. 

22:17-21. This is the longest and most elaborate introduction 
in this section of the book, and is clearly intended to be the general 
introduction to the admonitions which follow. Its similarities to the 
Prologue to Amenope have often been pointed out; but its affinities 
- especially as regards vv. 17-18 - with the introductions to the 
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Instructions in chapters r -9 are also quite obvious. Although the 
phrase "my son" does not occur here, it is clear that the speaker is 
a teacher instructing a pupil. He refers to himself in the first person 
(my knowledge, v. 17; I have made ... known to you, v. 19; 
Have I not written for you . .. ?, v. 20), and addresses his pupil 
in the singular imperative (Incline your ear, and hear, v. 17). In 
vv. 17 and 18 much of the vocabulary and phraseology is the same 
as that of the earlier introductions: Incline your ear (v. 17) occurs 
also in 4:20; 5: 1, and hear (imperative) in 4: 1, 10; apply your mind 
(literally, "heart") to my knowledge is closely paralleled in 2:2; 
keep them within you (literally, "in your belly") is reminiscent of 
similar expressions in 4:21; 6:21; 7:3. The verb Iii.mar, keep, together 
with its virtual synonym n~ar, is used in similar contexts in 4:21; 
5:2; 7: 1 (Iii.mar); 3: 1; y2; 6:20 (n~ar). The adjective pleasant (na'im), 
referring to the teacher's words, corresponds to the references in 
the earlier Instructions to their beauty (for example, in 1 :9); the 
corresponding verb na'am is used in 2: 10 of knowledge, a word 
which also occurs here in vv. 17, 20. Such coincidences of expression 
point to a common tradition of educational literature which was 
shared by Hebrew and Egyptian writers alike. 

There is reason to suppose, however, that these verses are not a 
single composition but that additions have been made to an origin
ally shorter introduction which closely resembles its counterparts in 
chapters 1 -9, or that more than one introduction has been com
bined. The reference to trust ... in the Lord in v. 19a may be 
such an addition. Syntactically it is somewhat loosely attached, 
probably to v. 18 (rather than, as in RSV, to v. 19b), by an infinitive 
clause (see Richter, 1966, p. 179). It has been noted above that 
similar references to Yahweh have been added to some of the 
Instructions in chapters 1 -9 to introduce a specifically Yahwistic 
note to their teaching which is absent from others, and also that 
Yahweh-proverbs have similarly been inserted into the sentence 
literature of 10:1-22:16. Some of those additions, like v. 19a here, 
specifically refer to trust in Yahweh (14:26; 16:2ob; compare also 
28:25). 

V. 1gb, then, is probably to be taken with what follows (RSV's 
them is not represented in the Hebrew). Vv. 19b--21, although to 
some extent they repeat what has already been said in the earlier 
verses about the nature of the teaching which is to follow, are some
what different in character. Whereas v. 17 ostensibly refers, like the 
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earlier instructions, to teaching originally given orally - even though 
the admonition to hear is not necessarily exclusive of a written text 
which could be read aloud - here in v. 20 we have the only reference 
in the whole of the Book of Proverbs to writing (except in a meta
phorical sense, 3:3; 7:3) and to a book which the pupil is to study. 
Another unique feature of these verses is the strictly personal note 
- even to you - in v. 196. 

17. the words of the wise ( dih're lj"kamim): in the other I nstruc
tions in Proverbs the teacher always recommends his own teaching, 
not that of the wise men in general. Most modern commentators 
believe that this phrase was not originally an integral part of this 
verse, but is an editorial heading to the whole section ( compare 
24:23, which heads the section which follows), which has been 
inserted by error into it. It is supposed, partly on the evidence of 
the LXX, that the original text had "my words" (d'haray) here. On 
the other hand, since elsewhere the teacher never speaks of my 
knowledge, but simply of "knowledge", the text may have origin
ally read "knowledge". 

18. within you: literally, "in your belly" - that is "in your 
innermost self". Compare 18:8; 20:27, 30. all of them: the Hebrew 
has ya/J,d.iw, literally, "together". It is probably unnecessary to 
emend this word on the analogy ofa phrase in Amenope (see Ploger). 
The thought is that the teaching as a whole should be present to 
the pupil's mind and so available to guide him when he speaks. 
Compare 5:2. 

19. I have made them known to you: the Hebrew (hoda'tika) 
lacks them. In view of the time-indicator today this should be 
rendered "I am instructing you" (compare 9:9 for the use of this 
verb in an absolute sense, and see GK rn6i on this use of the perfect 
tense). even to you ('ap-'atta): some commentators regard this 
expression as meaningless or inappropriate and follow LXX, seeing 
it as a corruption of "your ways" ( 'orMteka) and so as the object of 
hoda'tika. But this is unnecessary: RSV makes good sense (so also 
McKane, Pli:iger). 'ap is an emphatic particle; the phrase means "to 
you personally" (on the construction see GK 135d-h and compare 
23: 15). 

20. thirty sayings: the Hebrew has only one word here: filiom 
(Kethib) orfalisim (Qere); of these variants the latter, a term denot
ing a military rank or function, is clearly inappropriate here-; and 
there is no warrant for the "excellent things" of some older trans-
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lations. Commentators writing since the publication of Amenope have 
emended the word to f'lofim, "thirty" (see above on vv. 17-21 ). 

There is, however, no equivalent to sayings in the text. filfom, liter
ally "(on) the third day", meaning "the day before yesterday", 
elsewhere occurs only together with t'mol, literally "yesterday", in 
the idiomatic phrase L'mol filfom, "yesterday (and) the previous day", 
always in the more general sense of "in the past", "formerly". Its 
occurrence by itself is thus unique; but it is reasonable to suppose 
that it may here have a similar meaning to the full phrase. That it 
does so receives support from the fact that the previous verse (v. 19) 
also contains a temporal expression, hayyom, "today" or "now". The 
line may therefore be rendered "Did I not write to you 
earlier ... ?". The question form here as frequently elsewhere, has 
the sense of a strong positive asseveration: "I have (certainly) 
written ... ". This may be taken to refer to some previous Instruc
tion composed (or perhaps transcribed) by the same writer to the 
same pupil. The text as it stands in the Kethib thus presents fewer 
difficulties than is supposed by the advocates of a reference to the 
"thirty chapters" of Amenope. 

of admonition and knowledge: this is probably a hendiadys 
meaning "some pieces of sage advice" (on this use of b' see GK 
I 19i). 

21. what is right (qoft): this is an Aramaic word which occurs 
nowhere else in the Hebrew of the Old Testament but is found in 
the Aramaic chapters of Daniel (2:47; 4:37 [Heb. 34]). It has been 
suggested that the following words 'imri "met, literally "words of 
truth", are an explanatory Hebrew gloss. give a true answer (liter
ally, "return words, truth". The two nouns are probably to be 
regarded as in apposition ( GK 131 c - but see Dahood, van der 
Weiden). true ("met): in both lines this word probably means 
"reliable" rather than "truthful". to those who sent you (better, 
"(may) send you"): the use of messengers was clearly a common 
practice, and is referred to several times in Proverbs. In several 
cases ( 10:26; 13: 17; 26:6) a concern is shown with their abilities 
or sense of responsibility either in conveying the original message 
correctly or in reporting the answer reliably (see on 13:17). But 
there was probably more to the messenger's function than accurate 
reporting: he acted as a representative of the sender, carrying out 
negotiations on his behalf. He would therefore need the education 
which the teacher is offering his pupil here. 
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22-23. This admonition, like many others in this section of the 
book, is provided with a motive-clause: the poor must not be 
exploited because Yahweh is their protector and will severely punish 
those who do so. That he is the protector of the poor is affirmed in 
the laws (Exod. 22:2 1 -3; 23:6; Dt. 24: 14-15) and elsewhere in the 
Old Testament (e.g. Ps. 68:5 [Heb. 6]; 146:9), and also in the wis
dom literature of the ancient Near East. the afflicted ('ani): this 
word is generally synonymous with dal, poor, but probably has here 
an added nuance of weakness or helplessness. at the gate: that 
is, in court. The gate of the city was the place where justice was 
administered. The reference is probably to the ruthless seizure by 
legal process - immoral if not illegal - of the property or even the 
person of debtors unable to repay their debts. the Lord will plead 
their cause: this is also a forensic term, but is here used metaphor 
ically of Yahweh's protection of the poor. When Yahweh "pleads 
someone's cause" the phrase is equivalent to his vindicating that 
person and executing judgement against his opponents or attackers 
(compare, for example, Mic. 7:9). The second line makes this clear: 
the judgement is a sentence of death. Those who have robbed the 
poor will themselves be robbed (RSV despoil, but see Driver, ZA W 
50 [ 1932], p. 145) of their lives ( on the construction see GK 1 1 7cc-ff). 

24-25. A further example of an admonition with motive-clause. 
a wrathful man: see on 15:18 (and compare 29:22), where an 
almost identical phrase is rendered in RSV by "a hot-tempered man", 
and where it is stated that his characteristic is that he "stirs up 
strife". Such warnings are also characteristic of various Egyptian 
instructions including Amenope, and are also found in Babylonian 
literature. go with: that is, associate with. learn: or possibly 
"become accustomed to". This verb ('alap) occurs in the Old 
Testament elsewhere only in Job. It appears to be a late borrowing 
from Aramaic. 

26-27. Compare6:1-5; 11:15; 17:18;20:16;27:13andseeespeci
ally on 6: 1 -5. The frequency of the topic in Proverbs speaks for the 
seriousness of the problem in ancient Israel. for debts: that is, for 
debts owed by a third person. why . .. ?: this word (lammah) is not 
represented in the Versions: Lxx has simply "they will take your 
bed ... ". Several commentators have supposed a dittograph in MT 

(that is, an inadvertent repetition of letters from the previous word 
lflm, to pay; Gemser defended MT but proposed the meaning 
"beware" for lammah supposedly found in the corresponding word 
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in Syriac. However, it makes good sense in its usual meaning 
why ... ? The line belongs to a well-known class of what Barr 
( 1985, pp. 19-22) has called "hypothetical deprecations" in which 
the speaker "asks the question 'Why should such a thing happen 
(when it might well be avoided)'?". The point is that to become 
surety for debts, like going bail in modern times, carries with it the 
risk of the loss of all one's possessions if the guarantor has insufficient 
funds to meet his commitment. Here the warning, presumably 
addressed to persons in comfortable circumstances, is perhaps not 
intended to be taken literally, but may be a general quasi-humorous 
warning against making financial commitments without due 
thought. 

28. On this crime of seizing the property of others, presumably 
of those who are powerless to prevent it (compare v. 22 on robbing 
the poor) see on 1y25. It is surprising that this admonition, which 
does not include a motive-clause, should be repeated a few verses 
later in 23: w-11; its first line is in fact identical with 23: wa. It is 
also a close variant of part of Dt. 1g:14, where it appears as a law 
of Moses. In Dt. 2]: 17 those guilty of this offence are pronounced 
accursed. Prov. 23: w- 11 has a fuller form, complete with motive
clause. fathers: that is, ancestors. Dt. 19:14 has "men of former 
times" (ri'Jonfm). In r Kg. 2 r :4 Naboth refers to "the inheritance of 
my fathers", inalienable property which must not be tampered with, 
even by its present holder. 

29. The form of this verse is not that of an admonition; neverthe
less it teaches a lesson by means of an example: only by diligently 
acquiring special and superior qualifications can one hope to rise to 
the top. Do you see ... ?: there is no indication that this is a 
question, and such may not be intended. But there is no justification 
for following some commentators and omitting the word. A similar 
rhetorical device is employed in 26: 12; 29:20. 

The first two lines of this verse have been compared with the final 
lines of Amenope (XXX 2p6, r 7 [ANET, p. 424]) which speak of 
the experienced scribe who is worthy to serve in the royal court. 
There is however no reference to professional scribes either 
here or a'nywhere else in these admonitions. The adjectives mahfr, 
skilful ( or "ready, well-prepared") occurs only three other times 
in the Old Testament. In two of those passages (Ezr. 7:6; Ps. 45:I 
[Heb. 2]) it is used to describe the characteristic of a good scribe 
in the phrase soper mahir, an expression which seems to have been 
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the Hebrew equivalent of a standard expression in Aramaic and 
Canaanite; but mahir is not used exclusively in this connection. In 
Isa. 16:5 mahir is used in a slightly different sense of a future Davidic 
ruler who will be ready (or eager) to do justice. In the verse under 
consideration here (v. 29) the person who is held up as a model for 
the pupil is said to be skilful in his work. The latter word, m'la'kah, 
is a very general word for work, business or workmanship. The 
phrase a man ... skilful in his work ('if mahir bim'la'kto) may, for 
example, refer to a skilful artisan ( compare the craftsmanship 
-m'la'kah- of the skilled artisans who made the furnishings for the 
tabernacle in Exod. 31), the quality of whose workmanship might 
bring him to the notice of kings (there is no allusion to any particu
lar king). There is then no reason to suppose that the phrase refers 
to the work of a scribe. 

The third line hardly adds anything to the sense of the previous 
lines and itself makes little sense: no-one would be said to stand 
before, that is, serve, obscure men. The line is probably corrupt 
and may originally have been, in its original form, part of a separate 
statement. But no convincing emendation has been proposed. 

23:1-3. Although formally these verses comprise three admon
itions they constitute a single whole on a single topic. This topic 
occurs frequently in Egyptian instructions beginning with the earli
est, Ptahhotep and Kagemni and including Amenope. In Jewish wisdom 
literature it reappears in Sir. 31: 12ff. This passage presupposes an 
upper-class readership - a society in which dinner parties were a 
part of social life. The advice given here is addressed to a young 
man as yet inexperienced in the fine points of social etiquette; there 
is no indication, however, of the nature of any profession which he 
might be hoping to enter. The host is a ruler - that is, a person 
possessing political power, able to influence the young man's career 
for good or ill. It is important that the young man should make a 
favourable impression on him. 

I. what is before you: that is, the food being served. But an 
alternative translation could be "who is before you" - that is, your 
host. If RSV is correct, the line means "be careful about how you 
eat your food", an interpretation which fits well with v. 2. If the 
reference is to the host, it may mean "give consideration to your 
host's rank" - that is, behave towards him with due deference 
( compare 14:15 for a similar use of this verb [bin]). 

2. put a knife to your throat: these two nouns occur nowhere 
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else in biblical Hebrew, and arc probably borrowed from Aramaic. 
This is an otherwise unknown idiomatic expression; the context 
indicates that it means "restrain your appetite". given to appetite: 
that is, greedy. 

3. do not desire: better, "do not hanker after" - a warning 
against gluttony. Compare Sir. 31: 14: "Do not reach out for every
thing you see". deceptive: it is not made clear in what sense this 
word is to be understood. It may refer to the unfortunate conse
quences of eating too much rich food (compare Sir. 31:20), hardly, 
in the context, to some sinister intention on the part of the host. 

4-5. This admonition is somewhat surprising in that ostensibly 
it holds the acquisition of wealth to be of no importance- an attitude 
quite different from that of the sentence literature, which by no 
means despised wealth and condemned only those who had acquired 
it dishonestly or unscrupulously, affirming that such wealth would 
be ephemeral (e.g. rn:2; 11:4, 18; 20:17). Possibly the emphasis here 
is to be placed on toil: to devote all one's time and energy to making 
a fortune is futile, because wealth does not last (compare Ee 5:13-
17 [Heb [12-16]). Yet even if that is what is meant here, it is 
contrary to the teaching of the sentence literature of Proverbs, which 
is that wealth gained honestly and laboriously does last (e.g. 12:27; 
14:23; 28:20). Elsewhere, too, in these admonitions (24:4) wealth 
appears to be a desirable goal obtainable by wisdom. In general, 
attitudes towards wealth in Proverbs are complex and may to some 
extent appear contradictory. This admonition remains something of 
an enigma; but this is also true of attitudes towards wealth elsewhere 
in the wisdom literature of the ancient Near East - compare, in one 
of the earliest of the Egyptian instructions (Ptahhotep) the enigmatic 
"If a man says 'I shall be rich', he will have to say, 'My cleverness 
has ensnared me'". It may be that in the circles in which the author 
of these admonitions moved the really unforgivable offence was the 
vulgarity of the self-made man ( compare those proverbs which con
demn those who become rich quickly: 13:11; 20:21; 28:20, 22). 

4. be wise enough to desist: literally, "cease, in consequence of 
your understanding" (mibbinat'ka - on this use of min- see GK 11 gz). 

5. When your eyes light upon it: literally, "Do you cause your 
eyes to fly" (reading Qere) "on it?" The interrogative form is here 
equivalent to a conditional sentence. But the syntax of the line is 
anomalous (upon it, bo, has no antecedent, since in the Hebrew of 
v. 4 there is no noun: "acquire wealth" is represented in the Hebrew 
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lcxt by a verb). The use of the word "to fly" ('up) in this sense is 
unique. The line may be a gloss. 

suddenly: this appears to be RSV's rendering of the infinitive 
absolute ( 'a.foh) which, when it immediately precedes a finite form 
of the same verb as here (ya"'.feh) has the effect of strengthening its 
force. But, as in v. 4, there is no antecedent, and it may be that 
'afoh should be emended to 'ofer, "wealth", which would then be 
the subject of the sentence. 

The image of wealth growing wings and flying off into the sky 
occurs also in Amenope (VII 10:4-5 [ANET, p. 422]), where it is 
expressed similarly (though it refers not to an eagle but to geese). 
However, the figure is older than Amenope: it occurs in a Sumerian 
proverb of the early second millennium B. c.: "Possessions are spar 
rows in flight which can find no place to alight" (E. I. Gordon, 
Sumerian Proverbs, New York, 1968, p. 50). The relevant passage in 
Amenope, which is considerably longer than the present admonition, 
also differs from it in that its concern is specifically with wealth 
obtained by robbery. 

flying: the Hebrew has "it will fly" (readingya'up with Qere). 
6-8. This admonition returns to the topic of the dinner party, 

but its point is quite different from that of vv. 1 -3. The pupil is 
here warned against accepting an invitation from a certain kind of 
man. RSV is probably correct in rendering ra' 'ayin in v. 6, literally, 
"evil of eye", by stingy. The only other place where this phrase 
occurs is 28:22, where its meaning cannot be precisely determined 
from the context; but in 22:9 (ob- 'ayin, literally, "good of eye", which 
is presumably its opposite, clearly means "generous". However, 
some commentators take ra' 'ayin here to mean not "miserly" but 
"malicious" or "malevolent". Unfortunately these verses present so 
many detailed problems of interpretation that the precise situation 
envisaged is not clear. 

6. The second line of this verse is identic::tl with v. 3a. 
7. The first line of this verse is difficult, and has been pronounced 

unintelligible and hopelessly corrupt by some commentators. The 
main problem is the meaning of k'mo-fa'ar b'napfo (RSV like one 
who is inwardly reckoning). This verb fa'ar is not found elsewhere 
in the Old Testament, though it occurs in Mishnaic Hebrew in the 
sense of "to measure, calculate". If the consonantal text here is 
correct, it should probably be repointed as the participle fo'er. J. 
Gray ( The Legacy of Canaan, 2nd edition, 1965, p. 266) suggests that 
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the verb may be cognate with an Ugaritic verb meaning "to prepare, 
arrange": the miser (or the malevolent person) is like one who pre
pares or arranges his thoughts - an interpretation not far from that 
of RSV. Other suggestions, however, have been made. One of these 
was suggested by Lxx's "as if anyone should swallow a hair". This 
may suggest that the word should be fi'ar, "a hair", and that nepef 
herr denotes not the man's inward self but, as is the case in other 
passages, "throat": so REB, "(they) will stick in your throat like a 
hair" - a possible cause of vomiting (compare v. 8). 

Whatever may be the meaning of the first line, the remainder of 
the verse clearly means that the host's ostensibly hospitable words 
are a sham. his heart is not with you may mean either that he 
grudges his expenditure in giving the party, or that he harbours 
some hidden animosity towards his guest (for the expression com
pare 2 Kg. 10:15). 

8. waste: literally, "spoil". The pleasant words in question may 
be the compliments which the guest has made to his host on arrival 
or during dinner. vomit up, like the (possible) reference to the hair 
in the throat in v. 7, is presumably not to be taken literally. The 
meaning is that the guest will afterwards regret and be revolted by 
the whole incident. 

9. in the hearing of: literally, "in the ears of". The meaning of 
this brief admonition is not that one should not let the fool overhear 
what one says to a third person, but that one should not attempt to 
give him advice. To "speak in the ears" of someone frequently means 
to speak seriously or urgently (Biihlmann, p. 220; also Ploger). A 
similar idea is expressed in 9:7, 8; 17:10; 26:4; 27:22. 

10-11. See on 22:28. an ancient landmark (g'bul 'olam): it has 
been suggested that this should read "a widow's landmark" (g'bul 
'almaniih), since widows and orphans are frequently paired as being 
persons especially vulnerable to exploitation; it is supposed that 
'olam has been subsequently introduced into the text to make it 
conform to 22:28. However, the Versions support MT. 

11. their Redeemer: in law the "redeemer" (go'il) was the kins
man whose duty it was to buy back ("redeem") property which 
poverty had compelled the owner to sell (Lev. 25:25; Ru. 4: 1-4). 
Here Yahweh himself will act as "redeemer" since the fatherless 
presumably have no relative to perform that office, and will also 
plead their cause (on the meaning of this phrase see on 22:23), 
punishing the offender. 
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12-28. V. 12 has all the marks of the beginning ofa new section. 
It is general in character; it has strong affinities both verbally and 
in contents with 22: 17; and every word in it is identical with termin
ology found in the introductions to the Instructions of chapters 1-

9, or in the general preface (1:1-7). But how far this new section 
extends is not at all clear. The admonitions in vv. 12-28 are inter
spersed with further introduction-like verses (15-19, 22, 26) which 
give the impression of beginning yet more brief, but distinct, 
sections. 

13-14. Although v. 12 gives the impression of being the begin
ning of a new section, Ploger has noted that there is an apparent 
incongruity between it and the verses which follow it. That is, while 
v. 12 is addressed, like other similar passages, by a parent or teacher 
to his pupil, vv. 13-14 are clearly addressed to a parent or teacher 
of a child. Ploger therefore suggests that v. 12 is not the beginning of 
a new section but is to be seen as the conclusion of the foregoing 
Instruction, while vv. 13-14 are an appendix addressed to parents 
or teachers quite outside the body of the Instruction. He considers, 
accordingly, that the next section begins only with v. 15. There are, 
however, two difficulties about this hypothesis: firstly, this kind of 
change of standpoint here is not unique, but is found also in a 
comparable passage in Ahikar (part of which is quoted below); and 
secondly, there are no other examples of such a conclusion to an 
Instruction such as Ploger proposes. 

With regard to this topic see on 13:24; 19:18; and compare also 
22:15; 29:15. 

13. discipline: as in 13:24; 22: 15 this word (musar) is here virtu
ally equivalent to corporal punishment. he will not die: this may 
be interpreted in two ways: 1) simply, corporal punishment is not 
(normally) fatal; 2) if the child is not given salutary beatings to 
make him learn wisdom, he will come to a bad end. The latter 
interpretation is supported by 13:24 and by 19:18, where RSV's "on 
his destruction" is, literally, "to kill him" ( 'et-h•mito). 

This verse has a very close parallel in Ahikar, lines 81 -82: "Do 
not withhold your son from the rod ... If I beat you, my son, you 
will not die, and if I leave you to your own heart ... " ( the following 
words are missing, but it has been conjectured that the line originally 
ended with "you will not live"). This is much closer to the present 
verse than anything in comparable passages in Egyptian literature. 
It would seem that the sources of this section of Proverbs arc not 
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confined to Egyptian models but include Semitic ones. There may 
well be a direct connection between these two passages, though it 
has been suggested that here the passage of Ahikar is modelled on 
Proverbs and not vice versa. 

14. If you beat him: better, "You must beat him" (and so save 
his life). Great stress is placed here on the first word 'atta, "you", 
perhaps to draw the reader's attention to the extreme importance 
of the matter. from Sheol: that is, from the fate which attends those 
who refuse to learn and practise wisdom (compare 1:12; r27; 9:18; 
1y24). 

15-18. These verses mark a resumption of the usual address to 
a son or pupil. They form a distinct short Instruction of which 
,.,_._ 15-16 are the introduction and vv. 17-18 the main body contain
ing a single admonition. 

15. My son: this phrase, occurring as the initial formula of the 
introduction to an Instruction, is that which is found most frequentiy 
in the Instructions of chapters 1-9 (2:1; 3:1; s:1, 20; 6:1; 7:1). In two 
of those passages it is immediately followed, as here, by a conditional 
clause (if . .. ). The appeal to the pupil to acquire a heart that is 
wise expresses the whole intention of such Instructions (compare 
especially 2:10). The tone is more personal than that of the other 
introductions, but these verses clearly belong to the same genre. 

16. My soul: literally, "My kidneys", the seat of the emotions 
and affections in Hebrew thought. what is right: in 8:6 Wisdom 
herself claims this quality (meiarim) for the words which she speaks. 

17-18. The advice not to envy the wicked is found also in 3:3 r; 
24: 1, 19. It must be presumed that sinners aroused envy because 
they were so successful: they were committing crimes with apparent 
impunity and living prosperously on their illicit gains. The back
ground to these passages is evidently a growing scepticism about 
the principle of just retribution which the teacher here attempts to 
counter simply by emphatically reiterating that principle (compare 
also 1:10-19). 

17. but continue in: there is no verb in MT, which has simply 
"but (in) the fear of Yahweh." Some commentators take "the fear 
of Yahweh" to be a second object of the verb in the first line, since 
this verb (qn', pie!) has what are now often regarded as two mean
ings, though they are actually related: to envy, and to be zealous. 
If this view is correct, the pupil is here being advised to apply his 
"zeal" to "fearing Yahweh" rather than to the emulation of sinners. 
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Driver (Bib. 32 [ 1951], p. 196) has plausibly suggested that "fear" 
here is a collective noun standing for "those who fear": it is those 
whom the pupil should envy rather than sinners. Other commen
tators suppose that a verb has dropped out from the second line: 
but the line is already long in MT. Toy more plausibly, followed by 
Oesterley, proposed the emendation of b'yir'at-yhwh, "(in) the fear 
of Yahweh" to y'ra'-'et-yhwh, "fear Yahweh" (imperative). (See 
24:2 1). all the day: that is, "always". 

18. Surely: the words so rendered here by RSV (ki 'im) can hardly 
have that meaning. Inv. 17, where also they occur, they have been 
rendered by "but"; but this meaning would be inappropriate in the 
context of the present verse. An alternative meaning is "For if ... "; 
but one would then expect a verb to follow. In MT there is no such 
verb; but LXX may provide a clue to the original text: "For if you keep 
these things". Several commentators (Oesterley, Gemser, McKane) 
have accepted such an emendation. 

future ( 'a~•nt); hope ( tiqwah): 'a~•rzt means literally "what comes 
after", "end", and it has this meaning in most of the other passages 
in which it occurs in Proverbs. But here and in 22: 14, 20a, where 
also it occurs in parallelism with hope, it denotes a happy and 
successful life in store for the young pupil. Both words occur together 
in a similar sense also in J er. 29: 1 1, where Yahweh promises a happy 
existence for the exiles in Babylon, whom he will restore to 
their homes. Despite Dahood, 'a~•rzt does not here refer to life after 
death. 

19-21. This is another brief Instruction, consisting of introduc
tion (v. 19), admonition (v. 20) and motive-clause (v. 21). 

19. Although brief, this verse is typical of such introductions: 
Hear, my son occurs also in 1 :8 and 4: rn, though here there is the 
addition of the emphatic 'atta, "you!". be wise (imperative): com
pare 6:6. direct your mind (literally, "heart") in the way ( 'a.Her 
badderek libbeka); compare the use of the same verb but with an 
intransitive sense in 4: 14: "do not walk in tile way of evil men" 
('al-t'aJ.iir b'derek ra'im). the way here is equivalent to the way of 
wisdom (4:11) or the way of life (6:23). 

20-21. This topic - or more precisely that part of it which is 
concerned with drunkenness - occurs again in vv. 29-35, where it 
is treated very differently. The latter passage lacks both an introduc
tion and the form of an admonition, and is probably an isolated 
piece. Ploger suggests that it may have been placed at the conclusion 
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or this series of admonitions in order to develop the topic in a humor
ous \'Cin. 

20. winebibbers (siib''eyayin); gluttonous eaters of meat (<.iil'le 
haiar): these terms (drunkard, sobi' and glutton, <olil) occur together 
in the law concerning the rebellious son in Dt. 21 :20. They may 
ha\'c formed a pair of stock epithets. It may be significant that both 
passages arc concerned with the behaviour of youth. The verb <alal 
properly means "to be reckless, extravagant" - here in overeating. 
In Hebrew the verse ends with the word lamo, literally, "for them
selves", presumably indicating the self-centredness of this kind of 
person, whose company the pupil is advised to avoid (Be not 
among ... ). 

2 I. will come to poverty: presumably as a result of extrava
gance or inattention to work. On the meaning· of this verb see on 
20: 13. drowsiness: that is, the torpor which comes from overindulg
ence. Compare the various proverbs in the sentence literature which 
speak of the lazy person's propensity to fall asleep. 

22-28. These verses all contain material reminiscent of the 
earlier Instructions in the book and particularly of their introduc
tions; but they hardly constitute a stylistic unity. V. 26 is the only 
verse in which the "father" specifically addresses his "son", but he 
is probably also the speaker in v. 22 (for another example of his 
referring to himself in the third person see 4:1; 6:20): the appeal to 
hear (RSV Hearken) and the reference to both parents (compare 
1 :8; 6:20) make this likely. But vv. 24 and 25 do not appear to be 
part of his speech. V. 24 seems to be an independent proverb, which 
is then "personalized" by v. 25. In their present form vv. 22-25 are 
linked together by their especial emphasis on the desirability of a 
son's giving his parents pleasure by obeying his parents' teaching 
and so setting out on the proper course in life. However, it is improb
able that these verses originally formed a literary unity. Vv. 24 and 
25, as has already been suggested, do not appear to belong to the 
"father" 's speech. 

But it is also doubtful whether even vv. 22-3 alone constitute an 
original instruction. If they do, v. 23 is clearly the admonitory part 
of it. But although this verse, with its advice to Buy truth etc., 
verbally resembles 4:5, 7 (the same verb, qiiniih, is employed there 
as here, but is there rendered in RSV by "Get"), the long list of 
things to be acquired (truth, wisdom, instruction, and under
standing) is general in character and entirely lacks the intimacy of 
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the appeal to "love" and "embrace" Wisdom in 4: 1 ff; it is more 
reminiscent of the abstract list of accomplishments to be acquired 
which is set out in the general introduction of 1 :2-5. 

Thus v. 23 is probably to be understood as an expanded form of 
the introduction to this Instruction rather than as a specific admon
ition in itself. If this is so, vv. 22-8 contain only one instruction: 
this is to be found in vv. 26-8, or perhaps in vv. 22, 26-8, the body 
of the Instruction consisting of vv. 27-8. The other verses (23-5) 
are elaborations, probably added at a late stage in the editorial 
process. 

22. who: on this construction (zeh introducing a relative clause) 
see GK 138g. 

24. Compare I 7:2 1; 23: 15. Note the parallelism between righ
teous and wise. 

25. and mother (w"immeka): the mention of the mother twice in 
the same verse is strange. It has been suggested that this word 
should be emended to 'imm'kii,: so, "Let your father be glad at you". 

26. give me your heart: the heart (leb) was the seat of the will 
and the intelligence, not of the affections. Several commentators take 
this phrase to mean "pay attention"; but it probably means more 
than that. The father is demanding that his son should submit his 
will to his. observe: RSV here, together with the Versions, follows 
Qere (t4fomah). This verb na.rar occurs frequently in Proverbs in the 
sense of "watch, keep, guard". Here the pupil is to watch the 
behaviour or way oflife (ways) of the father with a view to imitation. 
Kethib, however, reads tirfinah from ra.rah, "delight in, approve". 
The meaning is not very different. 

27. Compare the similar 22: 14a, which uses the same expression 
deep pit (fu/J,ii,h "'muqqah) of the words (literally, "mouth") of "loose 
women" (zarot). Here the word z8nah, "prostitute" (RSV harlot) is 
used, though the LXX (which otherwise has a different text) may 
suggest an original reading zii,rah. The latter word appears in paral
lelism with nokriyyah (adventuress) in the warnings on the same 
subject in the Instructions of chapters 1-9 (2:16; 5:20; Ts). Those 
Instructions, although they do not employ the words pit and well, 
speak of the woman's house as "sinking down to death" (2: 18) or 
of her paths as leading to Sheol (5;5; compare also r27). They may 
be elaborations of more succinct admonitions such as the present 
one. 

28. The second line of this verse hardly makes sense. Two sol-
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utions have been proposed: 1) to read the passive participle b'gudim, 
"deceived'', "betrayed", instead of the active participle bog'dim, 
"treacherous" (RSV faithless) - so Gemser; 2) to take bog'dim as a 
collective noun meaning "deceit", or "treachery": the line would 
then mean "she repeatedly acts treacherously (literally, 'repeats 
acts of treachery') towards men" (so Driver, Bib. 32 [1951], p. 196.). 

29-35. This passage is quite different from anything else in 
Proverbs (though compare 27:23-27) and is somewhat reminiscent 
of the "miniature essays" of Ecclesiasticus. It is built round the 
admonition in v. 31, with regard to which the verses which follow 
function in the same way as a motive-clause. Although it is written 
in a jocular, not to say burlesque, style, it has a serious purpose 
and is an excellent example of effective teaching method. The six 
questions with which it begins in v. 29 constitute a single riddle 
which requires the pupil to identify the kind qf person whom the 
teacher has in mind (compare the use of the same question-and
answer technique in Ecclesiasticus, for example Sir. 10: I 9)°; the last 
of these gives an unmistakable hint of the correct answer which is 
supplied in v. 30, while vv. 32-5 paint the deplorable condition of 
the drunkard in vivid colours. 

29. The first line of this verse is perhaps better rendered by "Who 
cries 'Woe!'? who cries 'Alas!'?" strife: that is, drunken quarrels. 
complaining: perhaps better, "trouble". wounds without cause: 
viz., acquired in a drunken quarrel. redness: the meaning of this 
word is not certain. It may mean "clouding" or "dimness" - that 
is, inability to see clearly. 

30. tarry long: the same word is used in Isa. 5: 11 oflate drinkers. 
to try mixed wine (la}jqor mimsiik): this noun, which occurs in the 
Old Testament only here and in Isa. 65: 11, may mean "mixing 
bowl" (so Dahood and KB3, on the basis ofan Ugaritic word). The 
phrase may then mean "to inspect (the bottom of) the bowl", that 
is, to drain it. If on the other hand mixed wine is correct, it refers 
to wine to which spices had been added to increase its potency, 
especially appropriate to a banquet (compare 9:2). In later times 
(see 2 Mac. 15:39) the custom of mixing wine with water was 
adopted by the Jews from the Greeks; but in Old Testament times 
this was regarded as an undesirable adulteration (Isa. 1 :22). 

31. Do not look at: although the mere contemplation of a cup 
of wine might give an irresistible thirst to an alcoholic, it is unlikely 
that the writer would express his warning so indirectly as this. 
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Driver's suggestion that this line should be rendered by "Do not drink 
deeply of ... " (taking the verb to be not the more common ra'ii,h 
meaning "see, look at" but an alternative form of rawah, "to be satu
rated, to drink one's fill" - a form attested elsewhere (Bib. 32 [ 1951], 
p. 187) makes better sense. when it sparkles: literally, "when it gives 
(out) its eye". 'ayin in the sense of "gleam, sparkle" occurs also in 
Ezek. 1 :7; 10:9; Dan. 10:6: see P. Auvray, 1954, pp. 4-5. 

and goes down smoothly: this odd third line in a poem otherwise 
consisting entirely of parallel couplets has aroused the suspicion of 
some commentators. There is a similar line, also referring to wine, 
in Ca. 7:9 (Heb. 10). Toy and Oesterley suggested that the line here 
is a gloss, perhaps for some reason borrowed from the passage in 
the Song of Songs; but Gemser suggested that a line has dropped 
out of what was originally a second couplet in the verse, such as 
that which follows in the other passage: "gliding over lips and 
teeth". Ploger, however, defended the line, as possibly being a 
common expression which the author thought to be appropriate to 
his theme. 

32. At the last: that is, "in the end, afterwards". stings (yapnf): 
the meaning of this word is not precisely known (so KB3

). If it is 
identical with the common verb paras it could mean "spray, squirt" 
in this context, with "venom" (probably Hebrew rosl either to be 
understood as an unexpressed object or possibly omitted by haplo
graphy (LXx speaks of "poison" here). But it has been suggested 
that it is cognate with an Arabic verb meaning "to wound" (Gemser). 
This would then be its only occurrence in the Old Testament. 
adder: this is clearly some kind of poisonous snake, but as it has not 
been precisely identified its method of injecting its venom - whether 
by biting, stinging or spraying - is unfortunately not known. 

33. strange things: such as pink elephants! your mind (lib) will 
utter perverse things (tahpii.kot): the heart (or mind) can be said 
to "speak" in the sense that it produces the thoughts which are then 
expressed in speech ( compare 15:28; 16:23). tahpii.kot elsewhere refers 
to malicious speech; but here it appea"s to mean muddled or con
fused speech (see on 2: 12 on the cognate verb hapak, "to overturn, 
change"). 

34. in the midst of the sea: that is, "out to sea" or "on the high 
seas" (compare the use of the expression in Ezek. 27:25, 26; 28:2, 
Jon. 2:3 [Heb. 4]). The verse describes the sensation of the drunken 
man, whose surroundings seerri to be bewilderingly in constant 
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motion as if he were lying in his bunk in a ship out to sea. on 
the top of a mast: IJibbil (RSV mast) occurs only here in the Old 
Testament. It may be presumed that it is a nautical term cognate 
with /Jebel, "a cord, rope" and !Jobil, "a sailor" (as one whose busi
ness is with ropes). But there is no certainty that it means "mast". 
Lxx appears to have read IJobil; but it has a substantially different 
text: "and as a pilot in a great storm"; there is no reason to accept 
such a major emendation. McKane, Ploger and REB take the word 
to mean "rigging" or "tackle": to be lying at the topmost point of 
the ship's rigging may be required of sailors, but they are even more 
subject to a violent rocking motion than the passenger below in his 
bunk. On this interpretation the second line of the verse would 
heighten the effect beyond that of the first. 

35. "They struck me . .. ": the drunkard now recognizes that 
he has been involved in a fight, but that his condition at the time 
was such that he did not feel his injuries. you will say: this is not 
in the Hebrew text (it is supplied by ucr), but correctly interprets 
these last two verses as being the words of the hypothetical 
drunkard. I did not feel it: this verb (/Jii,lah) generally means "to 
be ill" or "to suffer an injury"; most commentators, however, take 
it here to mean "to feel pain", as apparently in Jer. 5:3. However, 
Driver UTS 29 [1928], p. 392), followed by Gemser, interprets it 
quite differently. He links the verb with an Ethiopic word and takes 
the phrase to mean "but I did not care". Driver also interprets 
bal-yada't'i (RSV I did not feel it) similarly, arguing for this 
interpretation on the grounds that yada', which most frequently 
means "to know", also frequently means "to be concerned (for)" 
(especially with respect to individuals). 

When shall I awake?: presumably the man is still suffering from 
a hangover and cannot be said to have recovered complete con
sciousness. The sense of the phrase - though hardly its strict gram
matical sense - may be "When I wake up ... ". I will seek another 
drink: literally, "I shall yet again look for it, once more". This 
is the teacher's final warning: habitual drunkenness can lead to 
alcoholism. 

24:1-2. V. 1 reverts to the admonition form and appears to be 
the beginning of a new and isolated admonition (Lxx introduces 
it with "My son"). That its theme has already been dealt with in 
23:17 and will appear again in v. 19 is the more readily accounted 
for if all these verses occur in what were originally separate pieces. 
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The same theme occurs also in 3:3 1 -2; compare also 1: 1 off This 
verse differs, however, from all these passages in that, while they 
reinforce their admonitions either by depicting the downfall of the 
wicked or by a reference to an alternative way of life which has the 
blessing of Yahweh, here the motive clause seems inadequate, as it 
does no more than describe the activities of the evil men in question, 
of which those who emulate them must already be aware. Presum
ably it must be the apparent success and prosperity of such men 
rather than their wickedness as such which the pupil may be 
tempted to emulate, though this is not specifically stated ( compare 
, : 11-14, where a successful prize is promised). be with them: that 
is, join them in their activities ( compare again 1: 1 I, 14). 

3-9. Here the style changes once more, this time to that of the 
sentence literature. These verses contain no admonitions at all: they 
all have the form of statements. Vv. 3-4 describe the gifts of wisdom 
in terms of a well-founded and luxurious house; vv. 5-6 speak of 
the power conferred by wisdom (v. 5), with a particular illustration 
(v. 6); vv. 7-9 are distinct short proverbial statements in couplet 
form. All these verses, however, have an educational purpose, and 
have probably been editorially assembled and placed here to follow 
vv. 1 and 2 in order to present the attractions of wisdom to the 
young men who are envisaged in vv. 1-2 as tempted to follow the 
example of the wicked. It is probably significant that vv. 8 and g 
revert to the theme ofvv. 1 and 2, so creating a well-rounded whole. 

3-4. The statements made in these verses are in the first place 
to be understood literally. It is a general principle of the teaching 
of the book that wisdom will confer material prosperity on those 
who follow her (see, for example, 8:18, 21; 21:21), or that such 
prosperity will be given to the righteous (see especially 15:6) or to 
those who fear and honour Yahweh (so 3:9-IO; 22:4). Such promises 
are sometimes associated with the house of such persons, for 
example in 15:6: "In the house of the righteous there is much trea
sure". So what is stated here is that the followers of wisdom will so 
prosper materially that they will be able to build their house and 
furnish it with every luxury. 

The above is the simple meaning of these verses. But more is 
probably intended here: there are various allusions to other aspects 
of the teaching of the book, in which the word house is used in a 
variety of ways. Apart from its literal meaning and the extended 
meanings of "household" and "family", common in biblical 
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Hchrcw, there is the house that Wisdom builds for herself (9: 1; 14: 1) 
and where she plays the part of hostess, olfering wholesome "food" 
to her guests (9: 1 -6), which is contrasted with the house of the 
''strange woman" (2: 18; 5:8; 7:8, 27) or of the "woman Folly" (9: 14-
18) which leads to death. In fact, it is possible to interpret the 
statement that By wisdom a house is built here as referring to a 
house built for herself by Wisdom (see GK 121f), who then olfers 
both stability and prosperity to those who possess her. (We may 
also compare Ps. 127:r, where it is Yahweh who is the builder.) 

It is also possible that there is an echo here of Wisdom's connec
tion with the creation of the world by Yahweh (cf. 8:22-31). In 
3:19-20 it is stated that Yahweh created the universe by wisdom 
(IJ,okrruih), by understanding (t'bunah) and by his knowledge (da'at). 
It is perhaps not a coincidence that the same three words in the 
same order are employed here of the building of a house by Wisdom, 
especially since the same verb kun (established) is used in both 
passages, though in different modes. 

Finally, there is a curious reminiscence here of a verse in the first 
Instruction of chapters 1 -9 ( I :8ff.). Both these passages speak of 
gaining possession of treasure. In 1: I 3 the thieves who seek to per
suade the young man to join them claim, "We shall find all precious 
goods (kol-hon-yaqar), we shall fill our houses with spoil (n'malle' 
battenii salal)". Here in 24:3-4 the same material goods (kol-hon 

yaqar, RSV all precious ... riches), with which the rooms of the 
house (bayit) will be filled (yimmal"u) are promised, not as the illegal 
"spoil" of the criminals who are doomed to destruction (1:16-19) 
but to those who, on the contrary, follow the teaching of Wisdom. 

These two verses, then, although they are expressed in the form 
of an apparently simple statement about the material benefits con
ferred on those who set themselves to acquire wisdom, may be 
among the latest additions to the book. They show knowledge of 
various passages in the earlier chapters and subtly build on them. 

5-6. See on 21 :22 for the theme, and compare Ee. 9: 16. 
5. In the first line of this verse MT has, literally, "A wise man 

(is) in strength" (geber-/Jakam ba'oz). Most commentators, however, 
together with RSV (and see BHS) follow Lxx, which has "A wise 
man is superior to a strong one", perhaps a rendering of the Hebrew 
gabar 4a,kam me'az. In the second line, MT has "and a man of know
ledge consolidates strength" (w"if-da'at m"ammef-koa/J), but most 
commentators again find a comparison here by emending the last 
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two words to mi'ammii-koa/J,, ( ["is superior] to one mighty in 
strength"). Ploger, however, finds MT satisfactory in both lines, and 
McKane suggests emendation only in the case of the first. The 
general sense of the verse is unaffected: real strength resides in in tel
lectual superiority, not in brute force. 

6. The particle ki (for) normally introduces an explanation of, 
or motivation for, what precedes. In this case it seems that the 
explanation is intended to give support to v. 5 by citing particular 
circumstances in which the wise man is shown to be superior to the 
physically powerful. However, this intention is not really fulfilled 
by this verse. A slightly different theme is introduced: the need for 
a person to receive good advice from persons wiser than himself, 
which is not at all the point of verse 5. What seems to have happened 
is that an originally not very appropriate proverbial saying has been 
tacked on. It expresses a theme which was eyidently a commonplace 
of current proverbial wisdom, having parallels and variants else
where in the book. The first line is almost identical with 20: 18b, 
and the second exactly identical with 11: 14b; compare also 15:22. 
taMulot, wise guidance (see on 1 :5) also occurs in 11: 14 and 20: 18. 
you can wage: this direct address, though not strictly an admonition 
(compare 20:18), is somewhat at variance with the style of the 
context. 

As in the case of 20: 18, this reference to military activity is not 
to be taken literally, as if addressed to a king or general, but is a 
figurative expression referring to the "battle of life". 

7. Wisdom: on this form (IJ,okmot) see on 1:20. is too high for: 
this translation is based on the supposition that ra'mot ( elsewhere 
some kind of precious substance, probably "black coral" and used 
as jewellery) is here an unusual spelling of ramot "high" (feminine 
plural). Some comentators, however, take the word in its more usual 
sense (it occurs in Job 28:18 and Ezek. 27:16). The line would then 
mean that wisdom is as unattainable by a fool as coral would be. 
There is thus little difference in meaning between the two interpret
ations. The reason why the feminine plural form is used is not clear; 
it may be in order to conform to the (apparent) feminine ending 
of IJ,okmot. 

in the gate: this does not necessarily mean "in court" as in 22:22. 
The city gate was also the place where general discussion of affairs 
took place. The line presumably means that the fool is incapable 
of making a sensible contribution to this and so keeps silent. This 
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may seem to contradict those proverbs which speak of the fool as 
very ready to open his mouth (for example, 1 o: 14; 12:23; 14:3; 
1y2; 18:6, 7), but the meaning may be that in a serious and formal 
debate he will be overawed. 

8-9. These two proverbs are linked verbally (m'zimmot, mischief, 
v. 8; ::.immah, devising, v. 9) and to some extent in theme. V. 9 also 
picks up the thought about the fool in v. 7. 

8. The point of this verse is not clear. It may be that mischief
maker (ba'al-m'zimmot) was a technical term for a person whose 
exclusion from the community was axiomatic (compare 'if m'zimmot 
in 12:2, a person who was subject to Yahweh's condemnation). 

9. In its present position this proverb carries the thought of v. 8 
further. folly ( 'iwwelet) should perhaps be rendered by "a fool" 
(abstract for concrete: see Driver, Bib. 32 [1951], p. 196). In 
Proverbs the fool ( "wi/) is not a simple-minded and harmless person: 
he is an obstinate and incorrigible person (see on 1 :7) who equally 
with the "mischief-maker" of v. 8 is a schemer (zimmah, devising) 
who sins against society in such ways as gossiping, picking quarrels, 
stirring up dissension etc. (see, for e:icample, w: 14; 11 :29; 12: r 5, 16; 
20:3) and is consequently equated with the scoffer (Ii~) as one 
whose presence in society is intolerable. 

10-12. There is a return to the admonitory style in v. 11 with 
the singular imperative Rescue ... ! This admonition is followed in 
v. 12 by a question which has the force of a motive clause. V. 10, 
also an address in the second person singular, could be an isolated 
saying but is more probably related to the verses which follow. 

There are serious problems of detail in these verses, but the literal 
meaning of the admonition in v. 11 is sufficiently clear. However, 
it is not immediately clear who are the persons being taken away 
to death and who are stumbling to the slaughter, who must be 
rescued by the person addressed on pain of Yahweh's displeasure. 
It has been widely supposed that they are persons who have been 
sentenced to death either justly or unjustly by the court or by the 
authorities, and who are now being taken away to a place of 
execution. But this is quite impossible. Firstly, if this is the case, it 
is taken for granted that the person addressed is in a position to 
intervene and prevent the executions. Such a person would presum
ably have to be a revolutionary leader able to defy the authority of 
the established government; and for this there is no warrant in the 
text. Secondly, if these persons had beenjustly convicted, to interfere 
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with the course of justice in this way would be both illegal and 
immoral - but v. 12 shows that this is not the case. Thirdly, the 
reference cannot be to persons unjustly convicted, since this is clearly 
not envisaged in the text, which makes no such distinction but is a 
general admonition to rescue people threatened with death. 

It is important to observe that in fact the text says nothing at all 
about a legal trial or about a legal or arbitrary sentence of death. 
It refers simply to persons who are about to be killed. Only one 
situation is possible: it is that these are persons who have been set 
upon by robbers who are intent on murdering their victims and 
whose activities are observed by the person addressed. Such criminal 
activities are attested elsewhere in the book of Proverbs ( 1: 11; com
pare 24: 1, 15). The victims have been waylaid, seized (l'qu~im, liter
ally, "taken"; RSV being taken away) and are about to be killed 
(lammiiwet, to death; hereg, slaughter). To intervene and come to 
their assistance (hanel, Rescue) is presented to the - presumably -
active young man as a positive duty (v. 12); and faintheartedness 
or cowardice cannot be regarded as an excuse for avoiding this duty 
(v. 10). 

10. If you faint: literally, "Have you been slack ... ?" your 
strength is small: this line is unusually short, and some commen
tators suppose that some words have fallen out. Gemser proposed 
the addition of "when you need it" at the end; but such suggestions 
have not been universally accepted. There is a play on words 
between fiiriih, adversity and far, small, Ii terally, "narrow, limited". 

11. hold back: the verb, in the second person masculine imper
fect (ta!J,iok), is preceded by the particle 'im, whose normal conno
tation is "if", which clearly makes no sense here. Opinions are 
divided about its meaning here, since it has two other connotations, 
one positive and the other negative. On the one hand, it may express 
a wish: "O that ... !, Would that ... !" (GK 151e - compare Ps. 
81 :8 [Heb. g]). This is apparently how RSV understands it: the verb 
qiifak can mean "to hold back" and so "to prevent". Driver, however 
(Bib. 32 [ 1951], pp. 188-g) suggested the meaning "keep safe, save", 
on the basis of a cognate Syriac verb; this, if correct, would give a 
somewhat better sense. (Vulg. also has "save".) On the other hand, 
it has been pointed out that 'im can have a negative sense which in 
this case would have almost the force of a prohibition: "Thou shalt 
not ... " (compare Lxx). In that case M,sak may have its intransitive 
meaning of "to hold oneself back". Thus despite these syntactical 
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difkrcnces there is little difference ultimately in the interpretation 
of the line: the pupil is admonished not to hesitate in going to the 
help of those in imminent danger of death. 

those who are stumbling (ma(im): several commentators prefer 
to point this word as mu{(im, the hophal participle of na(ah, literally 
"stretched out", that is, "made ready"; Driver accepts this reading, 
but (ZAW 50 [1932], p. 146) derives it from a postulated verb cog
nate with an Aramaic word, literally "to arrive at", giving a similar 
meaning, "ready for", "on the point of". 

slaughter: this noun (hereg), it should be noted, is never used or 
judicial execution, and the cognate verb harag very rarely so. 

12. we did not know: the plural is unexpected, since you say 
is singular. Lxx has the singular, which is probably the correct read
ing. this: on ::.eh in a neutral sense, less common than ::.o't, see GK 
1 36b and the lexica. who weighs the heart; who keeps watch 
over your soul: see on 16:2 and 21:2. soul (nepef): better, "your 
life" or simply "you". The final line is a succinct expression of the 
notion of retribution. 

13-14. The combination of my son with a general statement 
about the importance of acquiring wisdom - compare 23: 15, 19 as 
well as the introductions to the Instructions in chapters 1-9 - sug
gests that these verses are yet another introduction to a series of more 
precise admonitions constituting a distinct Instruction (vv. 15-16, 
17-18, 19-20, 21-2). The form is unique, however, in that it begins 
with what is ostensibly a very precise admonition - to eat honey. 
It has been supposed by some commentators that this should be 
taken literally: that the instructor here concerns himself with a small 
and ephemeral matter of pleasing the palate. This is improbable. 
Neither is this true of the other three references to honey in Proverbs 
(16:24; 25=16; 25=27). Nowhere else in the Instructions in this book 
is advice given about purely physical enjoyment. Here the topic of 
the sweetness and goodness of honey is introduced simply as anal
ogy: if honey is good and sweet and so desirable, so also is wisdom 
( compare the other qualities attributed to it in the other Instruc
tions, for example pleasantness [no'am,], 3: 17; beautification, 3:22; 
companionship, 7:4). 

13. the drippings of the honeycomb: this phrase in RSV corre
sponds to a single word in the Hebrew, nopet, which may simply be 
another word for "honey", or perhaps "honeycomb". Honey eaten 
straight from the honeycomb is of course particularly sweet and 
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delicious. The same word occurs in 5:3; 2T7· your taste: literally, 
"your palate". 

14. The first line of this verse is difficult. It is probably all that 
remains of a couplet from which several words have been lost. As 
it stands it reads "So know (on the unusual form of this imperative 
-d"eh- see GK 481) for yourself (l'napfeka)". Various suggestions 
have been made for the restoration of the original couplet and/or for 
the emendation of the text. Thus Gemser suggested "So is knowledge 
(da'al) sweet for your heart, and wisdom is good for your soul"; 
later, however, in the second edition of his commentary Gemser 
accepted the suggestion of Thomas UTS 38 [ r 93 7], p. 40 r) which 
associated rl'eh with an Arabic verb meaning "to seek". All the 
suggestions of this kind which have been made are speculative, and 
the original text is no doubt irrecoverable. 

The last two lines, except for the addition of If you find it, 
are identical with 23:r8 (see on that verse). Here they are hardly 
appropriate to what precedes, and may be a later addition. They 
may have been a current cliche. 

15-16. This warning against criminal activity can hardly be 
addressed to the same young man as in vv. ro-r2, where the 
teacher's requirement of acts of altruism by the pupil necessarily 
presupposes a basic decency of character. The verb 'arab (Lie ... 
in wait) is reminiscent of r:10-r8, although the crime mentioned 
here appears to be an attack on property alone rather than robbery 
with violence. Its precise nature is not specified: it may be an 
attempt to bring about the ruin of another person by damaging his 
property in his absence. 

15. dwelling, naweh, properly a shepherd's hut, and home, ribN, 
literally "lair" or "place for lying down" - of animals, are "high
flown and poetic language" indicating a "picturesqueness of 
expression" (McKane) rather than an indication of a rural setting 
(as Oesterley, Gemser). as a wicked man: grammatically this word 
(simply rafa' in Hebrew) could have a vocative sense: "O wicked 
man!", and has so been taken by some commentators, who, however, 
recognize that it is inappropriate since this is an admonition 
addressed by a teacher to a pupil, and who therefore omit it as a 
gloss (so Toy, Gemser, McKane; the last of these explains it as 
mistakenly introduced to make a contrast with righteous [(,!'addiq]). 
But RSV is correct: the noun defines the category into which those 
who commit such acts fall (see GK I r8q). 
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16. This motive clause- is a straightforward statement of the prin
ciple- of retribution. The- righteous man may appear to be crushed, 
but will ultimately, even after many (literally, seven) attacks on 
him have seemed at the time to succeed in their aim, win through 
(presumably by divine help), and the wicked will come to a bad 
end. 

I 7- 18. This admonition is closely connected with the previous 
one. The same verbs are used in vv. 16 and 17: v. 16 speaks of the 
temporary fall (napal) of the righteous, and of the overthrow (kil, 
niphal) of the wicked; v. 17 of the fall (napal) of the enemy and of 
his stumbling (kfl, niphal). Vv. 17 and 18 pick up the topic of the 
fall of the wicked and pursue it further with a warning not to gloat 
over the fall of a personal enemy. It is interesting that it is taken 
for granted here and elsewhere in the Old Testament that hatred 
and malice are regular features of Israelite society, but a number 
of passages show a concern to set limits to them, or at least to their 
overt expression. 

17. This verse, if taken by itself, would seem to express an atti
tude calculated to limit the social damage caused by such feuds. It 
does not, however, go as far as 25:21-2, which enjoins positive 
assistance to an enemy fallen into indigence as an action worthy of 
divine reward, or as Exod. 23:4-5, which makes assistance to an 
enemy in difficulties a divine command. Job 31 :29 regards rejoicing 
over the ruin of an enemy as a serious sin deserving divine punish
ment, and in Ps. 3S: 13-15 the psalmist claims credit for grieving 
over his enemy's troubles. Prov. 20:22 warns against taking revenge 
for losses or injuries inflicted by an enemy, but counsels trust that 
Yahweh himself will do this. 

18. This verse, which functions as a motive clause, has been seen 
by a number of commentators as falling seriously behind the ethical 
standard which v. 17, taken by itself, might naturally be taken to 
reflect: that is, it appears to assume that it is quite acceptable for a 
person to hope that his enemy will meet with a bad end, and indeed 
expresses the hope that Yahweh will not be deflected from destroying 
him. Refraining from gloating over his discomfiture, therefore, is not 
inspired by sympathy for him, but, on the contrary, is intended to 
ensure that Yahweh does so. In other words, the spirit of revenge 
appears to be approved rather than disapproved. This does indeed 
seem to be the meaning of the verse. It is not clear why looking for 
revenge is acceptable to Yahweh provided that one does not openly 
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express pleasure in il. It may be that such rejoicing is held to be 
premature and usurps the function of Yahweh as avenger ( compare 
20:22). The verse may be a later addition to the admonition, 
asserting the prerogative of Yahweh. 

Lest (pen-): better, "or". It is not implied that Yahweh might not 
see: the meaning is that if one gloats over one's enemy's discomfi
ture, he will certainly refrain from punishing that enemy. No expla
nation is given why Yahweh should turn away his anger from 
him (that is, from the enemy); but it may be implied that there is 
now nothing to choose between the two persons: Schadenfreude ( deriv
ing pleasure from the misfortune of others) is evidently, as in Job 
31 :29, regarded as being as serious a sin as that committed by the 
enemy ( this is not defined), and as being one which causes Yahweh's 
displeasure (ra' b''enaw, literally, "it is evil in his eyes"), and he 
might justifiably not only turn his anger away from the enemy but 
also turn it towards the other person. • 

Whether the above interpretation is correct or not, McKane is 
probably justified in his observation that in their present form these 
verses show a lack of human feeling and sympathy. 

19-20. This topic is the same as that of vv. 1 -2, on which see 
the comment. It is appropriate to its context here, as pursuing 
further the theme of the proper reaction to the activities of the 
wicked. The second line of v. 19 and v. 1a are close variants. The 
motive clause (v. 20) here, however, is a plain statement of the 
principle of retribution. 

19. Fret not yourself: that is, "Do not become overheated or 
indignant". 

20. On this meaning of 'a~"rit (future) see on 23: 18; on the image 
of the putting out of the lamp see on 13:9. 

21-22. This admonition may have originally been an isolated 
short Instruction (it has the formal introduction, My son). There 
is nothing to suggest that it was placed here as being a suitable 
conclusion to the section, as has been suggested by some commen
tators, who took it as a concluding appeal to the pupil to observe 
religious and patriotic obligations. Apart from the first line the text 
presents serious difficulties of interpretation. 

2 I. the Lord and the king: the king in Israel was closely associ
ated with Yahweh, as is attested by a number of proverbs in this 
book, both in that he derived his power from him and in that he 
acted as his earthly representative. It was natural, therefore, that 
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the two should br associated togrthrr as the sourer of supreme 
power whom all must fear. 

Howrvrr, both lrxt and meaning of the second line arc disputed. 
The ostensible meaning of MT is "do not associate ( 'al-tit'arab) with 
persons who change" (or "differ" - fonim, the participle of fanah). 
This meaning was accepted by Toy, Barucq and Pli:iger, who 
explained fonim as referring to persons who were disposed to rebel 
against, or who wished to change, traditional ideas or systems. This, 
however, is dubious. The quite different rendering of RSV is taken 
from the Lxx. In this rendering, either of them presupposes reading 
I'nehem for fonim; but disobey is more difficult to account for. LXX 

may have read tit'abbar for tit'arab (so Gemser), but tit'abbar seems 
to mean to become angry or excited rather than to be disobedient 
(see on 14:16; 20:2). 

A different proposal has been made which does not necessitate any 
emendation of MT. Thomas (ZAW 52 [ 1934], p. 237 and Driver (Bib. 
32 [1951], p. 189), followed by Emerton (VT24 [1974], pp. 25-30) 
and by KB3, proposed the view that fonim here means "noblemen". 
They postulated the existence, previously unrecognized, of a Hebrew 
verb meaning "to be exalted", cognate with an Arabic word of 
similar meaning and attested in a number of places in the Old 
Testament. If this view is correct, the pupil here addressed is advised 
on the one hand to fear God and the king but, on the other hand, 
to avoid having anything to do with noblemen or persons of high 
but lesser rank. The reason for this advice is then given in the 
following verse. 

22. disaster from them; ruin ... from both: Hebrew has "their 
disaster"; "the ruin of both". RSV, on the assumption that the 
persons referred to here are Yahweh and the king ( see on v. 2 1 

above), translates in a way which makes these the agents of the ruin 
of those who are disobedient (subjective genitive). But if in fact 
"they" are the noblemen (fonim) of v. 21 b, an objective genitive is 
more probable: the pupil is advised to have nothing to do with 
noblemen, as they are prone to intrigues, which may be discovered 
at any time, and it will be their ruin that will follow, together with 
that of their associates. This interpretation requires the emendation 
of f'nihem, RSV them both, to fonim (or haffonim, Driver): "the ruin 
of noblemen, who knows (when it will come)?". 

It would be foolish to pretend that any of the attempted interpret
ations of these two verses is other than uncertain. 
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MORE "SAYINGS OF WISE MEN" 

PROVERBS, ADMONITIONS AND 

AN EXAMPLE STORY 

24:23-34 

353 

V. 23a is one of the headings provided by the final editor of the book, 
marking the beginning ofa major section. The section continues only 
to the end of the chapter: 25: I is another main heading introducing 
a new section, consisting, like 10: 1 -22: 16, of collected proverbs. The 
word also in v. 23a suggests, however, that this section, as a second 
collection attributed to "wise men", was at one time placed here as 
an appendix to 22:17-24:22 (compare, and see the comment on, 
22:17). It is interesting to note that in the Lxx this section is placed 
after 30: 14, a fact which may suggest that its status as an appendix 
is not original. All this shows that the book has had a complex 
history of composition of which we know little. 

This section has a more miscellaneous character than the preced
ing one. Vv. 236 and 26 are one-line proverbs - a rarity in the book. 
Vv. 24-5 is an extended, four-line proverb of a type of which there 
are a few other examples in the book. Vv. 27-9 are instructions. 
Vv. 30-34 are a short moral tale comparable with 4:3ff.; r6-23; 
Ps. 37:35-6, in which a teacher refers to his own experiences -
whether real or imagined - as a way of teaching by example. 

The choice of material to form this section is not entirely haphaz
ard. Two main topics are dealt with: honesty and impartiality in 
the administration of justice (vv. 236--26, 28-9) and advice to the 
farmer (vv. 30-34). 

23. The Hebrew of the first line has simply "These also are of 
wise men" (ta~•kamim). The second line is almost identical with 
28:2 1 a and is also a variant of I 8:5a; but in those verses it is part 
of a two-line proverb. Partiality in judging: the same phraseology 
occurs in Dt. 1: I 7 in an address to judges, and also in Dt. 16: 1 g, 
which is addressed to the whole people. In fact the administration of 
justice in Israel was not confined to "professional" judges: ordinary 
Israelites had responsibility for it, not only as witnesses but also as 
judges. The similarity of this line to the laws of Deuteronomy sug
gests that it was generally familiar as a legal maxim. It may, how
ever, have originally been part of a more extended proverb as in 
28:21 and 18:5. not good: see on 16:29. 

24-25. The legal principle stated in v. 23b is now elaborated, 
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and the consequences of obeying or disobeying it arc set out. 
24. "You are innocent" (~addiq 'attah) was probably the legal 

phrase used as a declaration of acquittal by a judge: compare, for 
example, Ezek. 18:9, where this legal formula, "he is innocent, he 
shall live", together with, in the same chapter, its opposite, "he 
shall die", is put into the mouth ofYahweh as judge. wicked (rtifa') 
here means "guilty". peoples; nations: many commentators take 
this to refer only to Israelites, the plural forms signifying "all kinds 
of people"; but this would be a unique example of this use of the 
plural, and there is no reason to take these words otherwise than 
lit~rally as a recognition that corruption of justice was an universal 
cnme. 

25. those who rebuke the wicked: the Hebrew has simply "those 
who convict" ("them", that is, the guilty, being understood). will 
have delight: that is, it will go well with them. a good blessing: 
this is a mistranslation of birkat-{ob, which means "the blessing of 
prosperity". 

26. This verse is too short and too allusive for its meaning to be 
clear. He who gives a right answer (mifib d'barim n'ko4im): literally, 
"he who returns honest words". This is taken by some commen
tators to mean no more than "he who speaks plainly" or "he who 
gives an honest answer"; but the meaning may be "he who makes 
an honest legal judgement" (so Oesterley; see on 18: I 3). If that is 
so, the verse has a common theme with vv. 24-5, although it was 
probably originally a separate short proverb. kisses the lips: kissing 
was a sign of love or affection. Its employment here as a metaphor 
is unique. Perhaps the most probable interpretation of the verse is 
that the honest judge or witness is as welcome to the innocent as 
the kisses ofa lover. It has, however, been argued by Cohen (1982, 
pp. 420-22) that this verb (ntifaq) here means "to ~ea! the lips": 
giving a right judgement seals (hostile) lips. 

27. This admonition, if understood literally, is addressed to the 
young farmer, not to a young man of the upper class. But it may 
also be taken in a figurative sense: don't undertake anything hastily 
without due preparation. for you (lak): Gemser proposed that this 
word should be repointed as lik, "go!", and attached to the follow
ing line: "after that go and build". In the Hebrew text andfollows 
after that; this has led to the suggestion that a preceding verb or 
phrase has been omitted - either "go" (see above) or something like 
"take a wife", which would complete an otherwise incomplete coup-
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let (Toy). The latter suggestion, however, is quite speculative. In 
fact the construction as it stands (the perfect consecutive) is not 
impossible here: see GK 11 2 oo. build your house: this may refer 
to the literal construction of a house or to the founding of a family 
(compare Ru.4:11). 

28. This is probably a further example of the many warnings 
against perjury in the book. Lxx, which renders a witness without 
a cause by "a false witness", has probably correctly understood the 
verse. Accusations made in court which one knows to be groundless 
(4innii.m, without a cause) are perjury. If v. 29 is a continuation of 
this verse, the perjury in question may be the action of an aggrieved 
person to get his own back by accusing his enemy of a crime which 
he has in fact not committed; but such a connection between the 
two verses is doubtful (see below). 

and do not deceive: MT has "and have you deceived ... ?", 
which does not make a satisfactory parallelism with the first line; 
moreover, this verb would be expected to govern an object, and this 
is not the case. LXX has a second prohibition here, and it has been 
proposed that MT should simply be emended to conform to it. How
ever, another reading is possible: two manuscripts have here a differ
ent verb ptt, "to break up", and this corresponds to Pesh: "do not 
break him in pieces" - that is, slander him. Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], 
p. 189) suggested a transposition of the letters of the word which, 
if the 'al (not) of the first line is understood as governing both verbs, 
would correspond exactly to the reading of Pesh. 

29. The first part of this verse is similar to 20:22a. For a dis
cussion of the issue see the comment on that verse. It is doubtful 
whether this admonition was originally connected with v. 28, which 
refers simply to "your neighbour". The verse has no poetical form 
and is probably to be defined as prose. The final words ("I will 
pay ... ") merely repeat the gist of the earlier part of the verse. 
They are similar to v. 12b, where however it is Yahweh who will 
avenge human shortcomings. They may be a gloss. 

30-34. This passage, together with 6:6-1 1, provides an insight 
into the teaching methods of the ancient Israelite father or teacher. 
The subject is the familiar one of the sluggard or lazy person; and 
both passages show how the single two-line proverb could be 
expanded and presented in a vivid way. In both cases the moral is 
the same and is the same as in several other proverbs ( 10:4; 1 3 :4; 
1y19; 20:4, 13). Vv. 33-4 are virtually identical with 6:10-11. In 
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6:6-1 1 the pupil is urged to consider an example or industry from 
the animal world; here, as in 7:6-23, the teacher recounts his own 
experience and observations. 

30-32. The various examples or this kind or teaching story, in 
which the teacher recounts what he has observed and then draws 
a moral from it, have common features - though with some variation 
of detail - and, to a large extent, a common vocabulary. Here the 
teacher passed by ('tibartf), and lo (w'hinnih) ... ; he looked and 
received instruction (ni'itz ltiqa~tz mu.stir). In Ps. 37:25 the moral 
lies not in what the teacher has seen but in what he has not seen 
(lo' rti'fti): that is, "the righteous forsaken". Ps. 37:35-6 a similar 
experience is recounted in two stages: the psalmist compares his 
first sight (ra'ftf) of the wicked man in his then flourishing state with 
his subsequent sight of him obtained when he "passed by" again 
(reading 'abartiwith the Versions), "and lo (w'hinnih) he (the wicked 
man) was no more". In Prov. 7:6-8 the verb 'abar is again used, 
but there it was not the teacher who "passed along" but the young 
man, seen (wa'ire') by the teacher on his way ('obir) to his 
destruction. 

31. nettles: or, possibly, "chickweed". This verse, unusually, 
contains three lines. LXX, which has a somewhat different text, has 
four. Gemser suggested that a line may have dropped out from MT; 

other commentators, on the contrary, suggest that the third line 
may be a later addition. 

32. instruction (mu.stir): the teacher hands on to his pupil the 
lesson which he himself has received (compare 4:3-5). 

33-34. See on the almost identical 6: JO- 11. like a robber 
(mithallik): a number of manuscripts have kim'hallik as in 6:1 I. pov
erty: MT has an unaccountable plural form; but here also some 
manuscripts agree with the singular form found in 6: 11. 

MORE "PROVERBS OF SOLOMON" TRANSCRIBED 

BY THE MEN OF HEZEKIAH 

25-29 

On the general character of these chapters see on rn: 1-22:16. They 
form a major section of the book, delimited by the heading in 25: 1 

and the heading to the next section, 30: 1. But it is generally recog
nized that there are differences both of form and content between 
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the first three and the last two of these chapters which suggest that 
they originally formed not one but two major collections. Chapters 
25-7 are characterized by the virtual absence of references to 
Yahweh, by the large number of similes and metaphors, and by 
the relative absence of antithetical parallelism, while they have a 
relatively high number of admonitions. Chapters 28 and 29 on the 
whole possess the contrary characteristics. It has also been argued 
that there are more clear signs of deliberate arrangement of indi
vidual proverbs into sub-groups in chapter 25-7, or at least in chap
ters 25 and 26, than in the remaining chapters. 

On the ascription to Solomon see the Introduction. The fact that 
in the heading (25: 1) the words proverbs of Solomon, which con
stitute the heading in 10: 1, are repeated here, prefaced by These 
also are is a clear indication that these chapters were intended to 
be an appendix to the first "Solomonic" collection; why they are 
now separated from it is not known. 

The further information provided in 25: 1 - which the men of 
Hezekiah copied - is of a different kind from the attributions to 
Solomon here and in 1: 1; JO: 1. It refers to a particular stage in the 
literary history of the book, naming the group of men who were 
responsible for it and specifying the period and the milieu in which 
the work was carried out (see Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deu
teronomic School, Oxford, 1972, pp. 161-2; M. Fishbane, Biblical 
Interpretation in Ancient Israel, Oxford, 1985, pp. 32-3). The men of 
Hezekiah may be presumed to have been scribes employed at the 
J udaean court. The reign of Hezekiah may well have been a period 
of exceptional literary activity (see Scott, 1955, pp. 273-9). This 
does not, however, imply that these scribes were the authors of these 
proverbs; it is perhaps significant that there are fewer references to 
the king (six) in these chapters than in 10: 1-22:16. 

The precise meaning of the verb (he'tiqii.) rendered by RSV as 
copied is not certain: it may mean "transcribed", "transmitted" or 
"published", but hardly "composed". This note or colophon, if it 
is to be taken at face value, which there is no reason not to do, is 
evidence for a concern at Hezekiah's court to preserve or to collect 
already existing proverbial material. The individual proverbs them
selves, however, derive from the same milieu as 10:1-22:16. 



PROVERBS 25:)-28 

CHAPTER 25 

This chapter shows clear signs of editorial work in the formation of 
groups of proverbs linked both thematically and by the use of such 
devices as keywords, assonance etc. Two recent writers, however, 
Bryce, 1972, pp. 145-57 and Van Leeuwen (1988) have pursued 
the question of the composition of the chapter much further and 
have argued - the latter mainly by means of structuralist analysis 
- that the whole chapter (more precisely, vv. 2-27) constitutes a 
single integrated "wisdom-book" or "proverb-poem" conceived as 
a literary unity on the model of two Egyptian texts, the Instruction 
of Sehetepibre and the Kemit. 

According to Bryce, the chapter falls into two main sections with 
an introduction (vv. 1 -5), each containing six units. The theme of 
the first part (vv. 6-15) is concerned with the king or ruler and is 
subdivided into vv. 6-7, 8-9a, 9b-10, 11-12, 13-14, 15. The second 
(vv. 16-17, 18, 19-20, 21-2, 23-4, 25-6) is a series of units dealing 
with various types of wicked person. The final verse (27) forms a 
conclusion which picks up the theme ofv. 2 and also that ofv. 16. 
V. 28 is unconnected with the rest of the chapter. The aim of the 
"book" is to provide the young courtier with advice which will guide 
him in his career at the royal court. Van Leeuwen's view of the aim 
and setting of the chapter is similar to that of Bryce, but he divides 
the second half into two subsections, vv. 16-20 and 21-7. 

Much of Bryce's and Van Leeuwen's detailed analysis is correct 
and will be taken into account in the commentary which follows. 
But their thesis as a whole is unconvincing. The hypothesis of a 
court setting depends on their assumption that the references to 
kings or rulers in vv. 2-7, 15 indicate such a situation (compare the 
interpretation of other "royal proverbs" given in this commentary 
on the earlier parts of Proverbs). Further, the admonitions and 
proverbs in vv. 8- 15 are of a general kind and not particularly 
relevant to the concerns of a courtier. It is also hardly the case that 
vv. 16-27 can be described as depicting different types of wicked 
men, or that they are closely connected with the earlier part of the 
chapter. 

formally the chapter differs from the earlier sentence literature 
in the large number of admonitions (vv. 6-7b, 7c-10, 16, 17, 21-
2), in the greater length of many of the units (vv. 2-3, 4-5, 6-7, 
8-1 o, 21 -2) and in the frequency of similes and comparisons (vv. 3, 
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11, I 2, 13, 14, 18, 19, 20, 24, 25, 26, 28). These marked differences, 
together with the total absence of antithetical parallelism, bear out 
the indication in v. 1 that the chapter belongs to an appendix to the 
earlier collection of "proverbs of Solomon", having been collected 
from partly different sources by a different set of editors. However, 
the original milieu of the individual proverbs was similar to that of 
10:1-22:16. Most of the topics dealt with are the same as those 
which occur there: for example, the nature of kingship (vv. 2-7, 
15), behaviour in the law court (vv. 8-10), the importance of the 
spoken word (vv. 8-10, 11, 12, 15, 23), relations with neighbours 
and with the community in general (vv. 17, 18, 19, 21-2) and the 
nagging wife (v. 24). This identity of social background is confirmed 
by the number of proverbs which are variants of, or are closely 
similar to, proverbs found in the earlier collection: compare v. 5 
with 16:12; v. 11 with 15:23; v. 13 with 13:17; v. 15 with 15:1; v. 24 
with 21:9; v. 25 with 1y30; v. 28 with 16:32. 

2-7b. These verses consist of four short units, of which the first 
two (vv. 2 and 3) are statements about kings (m'lakim), the third 
(vv. 4-5) is essentially a statement about the (or a) king (singular, 
melek) and the fourth (vv. 6-76) an admonition which also refers to 
a king but also to the great and the prince. The occurrence of this 
key word is obviously the reason why these verses have been grouped 
together; otherwise they have no more thematic unity than the other 
group of"royal" proverbs in 16:10-15. 

There are some affinities here with some of the other royal 
proverbs: verse 2 associates kings with God, though not in the same 
way as 16:10 and 21:1; both vv. 2 and 3 credit kings with superior 
powers of judgement as do 16:10 and 20:8. Vv. 4-5, however, like 
16: 1 2 ( compare also 29:4, 12) are far from adopting an uncritical 
view of kings, and specify what is required of them if their rule is 
to continue. The second line of v. 5 occurs also, with variants, in 
three other verses (16:126; 20:286; 29:146). The theme ofvv. 6-7b 
is not, however, the nature of kingship: it is about social pretensions, 
and the reference to a king is merely illustrative (see below). 

There is, then, nothing in any of these verses to justify the view 
that either singly or in their present grouping these verses constitute 
advice to a courtier; they do not present a single consistent view
point. Vv. 2-3 reflect the awe in which monarchs were held by 
ordinary persons who had never seen one; vv. 4-5 apparently reflect 
an awareness by such people of injustices done by persons standing 
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near the throne, coupled with an attempt to reconcile this with a 
respect for monarchy by blaming the king's advisers, but would be 
quite fatal if offered as advice to an experienced courtier. Vv. 6-76 
are a warning against social climbing in general. 

2. Although there is no difficulty in understanding the plain 
meaning of this verse, its implications are by no means clear, and 
the commentators vary considerably in its interpretation. It is poss
ible that it was intended to be a riddle (/Jida) or "hard saying", open 
to more than one interpretation. 

The second line presents fewer difficulties than the first. It is 
reasonable to suppose that the verse is primarily a statement about 
kings. glory (kabod) in both lines means that which brings due 
honour to a person; in the case of a king, it therefore means that he 
fulfils his proper function in a worthy manner. That function, it is 
here stated, is to search things out: to know what is going on in 
his kingdom and to take appropriate action. This is tantamount to 
saying that he possesses exceptional wisdom (compare 2 Sam. 14: 17; 
1 Kg. 3:9). The statement may refer to his ability to distinguish 
between the good and the bad among his subjects (compare 16:10), 
or to his general competence to rule his kingdom justly and success
fully in both war and peace. 

That God's thoughts and plans are inscrutable - that he does not 
wholly reveal things (dabar) to his human creatures (including 
kings!) - is a commonplace of Old Testament belief (compare, for 
example, Dt. 29:29 (Heb. 28); Isa. 45:15; Job 11:8; 15:8; 26:14; 
Ee. 8: 17). What is not clear is the relationship of the first line to the 
second. Ostensibly the verse is concerned to point out a contrast 
between God and the king. Whereas God's function is to conceal 
things, that of kings is to search them out - that is, tp bring them 
to light. Each has his own proper glory, but the natures of these 
are diametrically opposed. It is not clear, however, whether the 
things in question are the same. If they are, the meaning of the 
verse may be that information (God's plans), which is generally 
inaccessible to men and women, may become (at least partly?) 
accessible to kings if they use their God-given wisdom rightly. If 
there is no identity between the two things, we appear here to have 
two statements which have been placed together simply for the sake 
of the paradox which they present. 

God: this use of the word "lohim rather than Yhwh is unique in 
the sentence literature of Proverbs and extremely rare in the rest of 
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the book. Its use here may be due to a concern to stress the difference 
between the divine and human natures in general, although there 
is no doubt that for the authors of this book there is no question of 
other gods ( compare 2:5, where "the fear of Yahweh" and "the 
knowledge of God" are clearly synonymous). 

3. unsearchable ( 'en Mqer): the word Mqer, literally "a searching 
out", picks up the verb 4aqar ("to search out") from v. 2, but makes 
a quite different point. The mind (literally, "heart") of kings, that 
is, their inner disposition and consequently their intention, is not to 
be discovered or "searched out" by others: it is as mysterious as the 
height of the heavens or the depth of the earth ( 'ere~ here may 
mean "underworld"). This statement, originally an independent 
proverb, points to a characteristic of kings which they have in common 
with God: like him, they conceal their intentions from others; their 
behaviour is unpredictable. 

4-5. This double couplet is not an admonition. hago (Take away) 
in both verses is not an imperative but an infinite absolute func
tioning as a finite verb (see GK 113aa, ff). The sense in each case 
is that ofa conditional sentence: "If one takes away ... ". The two 
verses together draw an analogy. The criticism is not directed 
against the king per se, for he is compared with a precious metal; it 
is directed against wicked persons who give him bad advice which 
may endanger his throne ( compare I Kg. 12:6- 15). 

4. dross (sigim): silver is smelted in order to remove lead and 
copper impurities. The same analogy is used elsewhere in the Old 
Testament (Ps. 119:119; Isa. 1:22, 25; Ezek. 22:18, 19). and the 
smith has material for a vessel: literally, "and a vessel comes out 
for the smith". It has been pointed out that the smelting process 
cannot of itself produce a vessel but only the material for one; and 
the suggestion that Kli (vessel, tool, ornament, equipment etc.) can 
mean "material" is not entirely convincing. LXX has "and it will be 
made entirely pure", a rendering which suggests a different text 
(kullo, "all of it", for Kli; a passive participle meaning "purified" 
for forep, smith); this would require a considerable emendation. The 
proposal of Dahood and of Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], p. 190) to render 
"will shine" for "come out" on the basis of supposed Arabic and 
Akkadian cognates ("and the vase will shine for the smith") does 
not solve the problem. The most recent commentators (McKane 
and Ploger) regard MT as satisfactory, regarding the two lines of the 
verse as referring to consecutive, not identical, operations: "and the 
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smith will produce a work of art" (McKane). This is probably 
correct. 

6-7b. These four lines constitute a single admonition; v. 7c 
("\!\'hat your eyes have seen"), as is generally agreed by the com
mentators, belongs to v. 8. The admonition, against claiming a social 
standing which one does not in fact possess, is strikingly similar to 
Lk. 14:7-11. Both passages are intended to be of general application 
(so also Ploger), the point being illustrated by a particular example. 
Here the imagined setting is some kind of assembly of notables; in 
Luke it is a wedding feast. In the case of the passage in Luke its 
illustrative character is obvious, since the saying out of which it has 
been developed, and which is found elsewhere in quite different 
contexts (Lk. 18:14; Mt. 23:12), has been retained in the final verse 
( 1 1). Here no such saying has been included; but the variety of 
settings (the king's presence; the place of the great; the presence 
of the prince) rules out the possibility that these verses are 
addressed specifically to a courtier. 

the great: see on 18: 16. the place of the great may mean a place 
where leading citizens gather (so REB). the prince (nadib): this 
term appears in a variety of contexts in the Old Testament. It is a 
non-specific term denoting persons of high rank and often of power 
and influence, and does not necessarily, or even probably, refer to 
a king. 

7c-8. do not ... bring: MT has "do not go" ( 'al-ti,fi'); but RSV, 
in common with the majority of commentators, repaints the verb as 
causative (hiphil), tore'. If MT is correct in other respects, this appears 
to be an admonition against being in a hurry to go to law or to act 
as witness against someone observed committing a criminal act. 
However, if this is so it is not clear why the observer should end by 
being humiliated. It may be best, following a clue from Symmachus, 
to repaint larib, into court, as larob "to the crowd" (on this meaning 
of larob see KB3): "Do not broadcast to the crowd ... " (Toy, 
Gemser, McKane). If this is correct, the admonition is concerned 
not with criminal proceedings but with scandal-mongering. Scandal
ous revelations to all and sundry may not find a welcome, and the 
neighbour who is their recipient may respond with contempt or 
abuse (RSV puts you to shame, but probably better, "abuses you"), 
so that in the end the tale-bearer rather than the object of his vilifi
cation is the one who suffers public disgrace. for: the Hebrew has 
pen-, usually rendered by "lest, that not". Some commentators 
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emend the word to ki, "for"; but this is an unsupported reading and 
probably unnecessary. pen- here and in some other passages means 
"else", introducing an alternative to the action warned against. (See 
Biihlmann, pp. 245-6, cited by Ploger). 

9-10. If the above interpretation of vv. 7c-8 is correct, this 
admonition has been juxtaposed to it because the two have similar 
themes. Both stress the importance, in a small community, of reti
cence about the affairs of others. The situation envisaged here is a 
private dispute (rib, case, can have a legal connotation but probably 
does not here). and do not: rather, "but do not ... ". That two 
people should engage in a private dispute is acceptable, but it would 
be totally undesirable for one of the parties to reveal to outsiders 
any private information which he may have acquired in the course 
of the dispute. As in v. 8c, the person who does so will be denounced 
by the person to whom he reveals it (fomea', he who hears you). 
This was evidently regarded as a very serious offence entailing public 
disgrace which the offender would never be able to live down. 

I 1-14. These four metaphorical proverbs are in the form of state
ments, and are all concerned with the spoken word: the mot Juste, 
the wise advice, the message safely delivered, the boastful word. 
They have a loose connection with the immediately preceding 
admonitions (vv. 7c-10) in that they also are concerned with words: 
the indiscreet or malicious word. 

These verses are arranged in pairs. In both vv. 11 and 12 the 
word of wisdom is compared with precious items of jewellery, both 
of gold. Vv. 13-14 both use imagery taken from the weather; they 
also make a contrast between the reliable (ne"mii.n) person and the 
unreliable braggart. 

Formally, three of these four verses ( 11, 12 and 14) are metaphors 
in the strict sense (RSV has turned them into similes). In these the 
thing compared is juxtaposed to the thing with which it is compared, 
with no connecting particle ("like", "and"). But v. 13 is a true 
simile. The variation in form points to an editorial assembly of 
originally independent proverbs, though in all three verses the same 
order is followed: the comparison precedes the thing with which it 
is corn pared (RSV has reversed the order in v. I I). 

I I. The general import of this verse is clear: it asserts, in hyper
bolic terms, the beneficial effect which an appropriate word or piece 
of advice can have. The precise meaning of several words, however, 
is doubtful. What is said to be of equal value with appropriate 
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speech is dearly some kind of elaborate ornament made of gold and 
silver. The word rendered by apples of (tappuM) denotes some kind 
of fruit (compare Ca. 2:3, 5; r8 [Heb. g]; 8:5; Joel 1: 12), but not 
the apple, which had not been introduced into Palestine in Old 
Testament times. An ornament such as is described here is otherwise 
unknown. It has been suggested that the order of the letters has 
been accidentally reversed, and that the word should be pittuM, 
"engravings" or "decoration" (Toy, Scott, McKane); but MT may 
be correct (so Ploger, REB). mafkiyyot (setting) also probably refers 
to some kind of carved work (KB3

). Toy thought that two kinds of 
ornament arc referred to: "graved work of gold and carved work of 
silver". 

fitly ( 'al- 'opnaw): the meaning of this word 'open, which occurs 
only here, is obscure. As pointed in MT it can hardly be a form of 
'opii.n, "wheel", which in any case, despite some ingenious attempts 
to find such a meaning here, makes no sense (for example, that of 
McKane, on the basis of the occurrence of what appears to be the 
same word in the Hebrew of Sir. 50:27). The word may be cognate 
with Arabic 'iffan, "time" (KB3

). If this is so, a literal translation 
of the phrase would be "at the (right) time" (so Symmachus, Vulg., 
Kohler; compare I 5:23, b"itto). 

12. The metaphor is similar to that in v. 11. The notion of wisdom 
as more precious than jewels is a commonplace of the wisdom litera
ture: compare, for example, 8: 1 1. McKane remarks that this verse 
expresses an "ideal teacher-student relationship". ornament: per
haps better, "necklace". a listening ear: that is, a receptive pupil. 
gold (second occurrence): this word (ketem) is found only in poetry. 
It may denote a particular kind or quality of gold - "Nubian gold" 
(so REB). 

13. The third line of this verse is probably an explanatory gloss. 
Although a fall of snow in Palestine at harvest-time - that is, in the 
heat of the summer - is not entirely unknown, some commentators 
(McKane, Biihlmann [pp. 137-41], Ploger) think it more probable 
that the reference is to ice-cold water (from a spring) either as a 
drink or to refresh the brows of the workers in the hot sun. (See 
also B. Lang, 1981, pp. 219-232. Lxx has "heat" (Mm) for yom, 
"day" (RSV time); this may be the true reading. faithful messen
ger: see on 13:17. The word used here for messenger (.fir) is a play 
on q~ir (harvest) in the first line. refreshes the spirit: literally, 
"brings back the life". 
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14. The common feature of the comparison and the thing com
pared here is failure to produce what is expected. The clouds in 
question (n'ii'im) arc mists which, accompanied by wind, normally 
precede the onset of the rain ( compare J er. 1 o: 1 3; 51: 16; Ps. 1 35: 7). 
a gift he does not give: literally, "a gift of deception (feqer)", that 
is, a non-existent gift. The person in question is one who "poses as 
a great benefactor" (McKane) but whose resources are insufficient 
to enable him to carry out his promises. 

15. The second line of this verse is a general statement about the 
persuasive power of speech ( compare 1 5: 1). will break a bone: a 
hyperbolic expression meaning "is irresistible" ( compare a similar 
expression in Ahiqar, lines rn5-6 [ANET, p. 429]). The first line 
gives a particular example of the same principle; it may be an older 
proverb of which the second line is a secondary generalization. Even 
a high functionary (qii.rin, RSV ruler; compare 6:7) may be open to 
persuasion. 

Frankenberg and Toy considered the reference to patience (they 
prefer "forbearance") on the part of a lesser person towards a ruler 
to be unlikely, and proposed emendations; but these are unnecess
ary. The view that a high official may be open to persuasion is 
expressed elsewhere in the book. 1 1: 14 and 15:22 stress the impor
tance of the offering of advice, and the possibility that even a king 
may be governed by his ministers is envisaged in 25:5. 

persuaded: this verb (pth) in the piel (here its passive, pual, is 
used) frequently has a pejorative sense of "entice", "deceive"; but 
here it is probably used in the neutral sense of "persuade" as in 
Hos. 2: 14 (Heh. 16), although RSV there renders it by "allure". 

16-17. These two verses, both admonitions, are obviously con
nected, although like the two lines of v. 15 one may have been 
modelled on the other. V. 16, ostensibly a warning against over
indulgence in honey, is - and was intended to be - a warning against 
excess of any kind. V. 17 gives a particular illustration of the danger 
in a particular case. The second lines are closely similar in wording 
and structure; the syntactical form (lest ... and) is identical, the 
initial verb (iiiba', RSV respectively be sated, become weary) is the 
same, and the final verbs vomit and hate are alike in signifying 
violent rejection. 

16. Like 16:24 and 24: 13, this verse regards honey - that is, wild 
honey found unexpectedly - entirely positively; the point is that 
even pleasures may do harm if indulged in to excess. 
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17. This verse, which is a commonplace of international wisdom 
literature. illustrates the meaning of v. 16 with a warning about a 
particular point of social etiquette. Dropping in on a neighbour and 
his famih· is a pleasant habit which may be welcomed and makes 
for good relations, but not if indulged in too frequently. Let your 
foot be seldom: literally, "make your foot precious", that is, make 
vour visits rare. hate: this is probably too strong a rendering; "dis
like'· would be better. A state of active enmity is hardly envisaged. 

18-20. Each of these verses is a metaphorical proverb like vv. 11, 
1:2 and 14. In vv. 18 and 19 RSV has reversed the order of the lines: 
the Hebrew puts the object of the comparison first. But the text of 
v. :20 is uncertain (see below). 

18. The first line of this verse (in RSV) is expressed in the lan
guage of the Ninth Commandment of the Decalogue (Exod. 20: 16; 
Dt. 5:20). Perjury, frequently condemned in this book and whose 
potential role in the conviction of the innocent is the theme of 14:25, 
is here likened to a lethal weapon. In 6: 19 it is listed as one of the 
things which are especially hated by Yahweh. a war club: RSV has 
accepted the universal emendation of mipi,r, "one who scatters", to 
mappi,r (seeJer. 51:20), following Lxx. 

19. Trust in: Gemser proposed the omission of this word, making 
the faithless man himself the object of the comparison; but MT 

makes adequate sense: reliance on such a person is as useless as a 
bad tooth or a sprained ankle. (On the form, mibtii.4, Trust, see GK 
92g). bad: the Hebrew, ro'ii.h, makes no sense unless it is a contrac
tion of ro''"ii.h, "broken" (see GK 67s); alternatively it could be 
repointed as rii.'ii.h, "bad" as by RSV. that slips (mu'ii.det): this could 
be an anomalous form of the pual (passive) participle (GK 52s); but 
it should probably be repointed as the qal (active) participle mo'ii.det. 

20. The Hebrew text of this verse is seriously corrupt, and no 
convincing restoration has been proposed. RSV prints it as consisting 
of three lines; but one of these (and like vinegar on a wound -
the Hebrew has simply "vinegar on soda" and has neither a verb 
nor a comparative particle; RSV has followed Lxx) is extremely short, 
and another (one who takes off a garment on a cold day) is 
probably a corrupt dittograph of a line in v. 19. 

Thus He who sings songs to a heavy heart appears simply to 
be compared with "vinegar on soda"; but almost every commentator 
assumes that something has been omitted. Various reconstructions 
have been proposed, some of which propose the addition of one or 
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more lines supposedly omitted accidentally. But even in the Hebrew 
text as it stands there are ambiguities. 

To Oesterley, the point of vinegar poured on soda is the resulting 
elTcrvesccnce, which symbolizes cheerfulness, while for Scott the 
opposite is the case: it is adding one bitter thing to another. Again, 
the final line (the first in RSV) could mean "One who sings in 
chorus" (reading b'farim, "among singers", for baHirim) with a sad 
heart rather than "to a heavy heart" (so Driver, VT 4 [1954], 
pp. 241 -2). Lxx has a quite different and much longer text, probably 
of little use for textual criticism. 

21-22. This admonition goes beyond comparable verses in 
Proverbs (14:29; 19:11; 20:22; 24:17, 29) in advocating kindness 
towards a personal enemy (fiina,.ka, literally, "one who hates you"). 
The situation envisaged is one in which such a person has fallen 
into a state of desperate penury; the duty to help him here prescribed 
is in the spirit ofExod. 23:4-5. The promise in the last line ofv. 22 
that the Lord will reward you should be regarded rather as a 
consequence of the helpful action than as constituting the motive 
for it. It sets the seal of Yahweh's approval on the action. St Paul, 
who quotes this passage - except for the final line - verbatim in 
Rom. 12:20, goes on to interpret it correctly: "Do not be overcome 
by evil, but overcome evil with good". Like many other passages in 
Proverbs, these verses are concerned with the harmony and well
being of the local community, which ought to override the selfish 
interests and feuds of individuals. Love of enemies, however, is not 
prescribed. 

heap (literally, "snatch up") coals of fire on his head: there is 
nothing in the Old Testament to compare with this expression. It 
has been variously interpreted, for example, as meaning that the 
enemy will be caused to feel shame or contrition; but such interpret
ations are based on the context rather than on a convincing expla
nation of the reason for this choice of words. Fire is a purgative 
element, but not as applied to a person's head! Elsewhere in the 
Old Testament (Ps. 18:8, 12; 2 Sam. 22:9, 13; Ps. 140: 10 [Heh. 11]) 
the raining down oflive coals signifies punishment or destruction. S. 
Morenz, 1953, cols. 187-92, suggests a reminiscence ofan Egyptian 
rite in which a penitent endured such a punishment as a mark of 
his contrition; but there is no evidence of a similar custom in ancient 
Israel. 

The problem is that the expression itself must refer to an 
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unpleasant experience for the enemy, while on the other hand the 
result achieved is clearly positive. The reward from Yahweh is pre
sumably for achieving reconciliation between the two persons 
involved. This could only be due to a change of heart on the part 
of the enemy. The context does therefore seem to compel some 
idea of shame or contrition, though the expression itself remains 
unexplained except perhaps as irony. 

23-28. These six verses consist entirely of statements (metaphor
ical proverbs, except for v. 24 and the obscure v. 27). For Bryce 
and Van Leeuwen, v. 27 marks the end of a "wisdom-book" or 
"proverb-poem" which began in v. 1, v. 28 being entirely unrelated 
to this. For Krispenz, however (pp. 103-6), following Delitzsch, 
'""· 23-8 form a single group: she points out that the first word of 
v. 23 and the last word of v. 28 are the same: rua/J. This, however, 
may be a coincidence; it has no thematic significance. Clearly the 
methods of compositional research have not yet been satisfactorily 
refined. 

There is, however, some indication of arrangements in pairs here. 
Vv. 23 and 24 are both about destructive or anti-social speech; 
vv. 25 and 26 both use water as a point of comparison, contrasting 
the benefit of clear, pure water with the uselessness of polluted or 
muddied water. In the case ofvv. 27 and 28 no pairing is observable; 
but the text and meaning of v. 27 are too problematic to make a 
conclusion possible. 

23. The main difficulty with regard to this verse is that in Pales
tine the north wind emphatically does not bring rain; rather, the 
reverse is true. Various explanations have been offered, but no con
sensus has emerged. I. This proverb had its origin in Egypt, where 
the north wind brings rain, but not with acceptable results 
(Gemser). It is, however, hardly conceivable that it should have 
been transferred unchanged to Palestine, where it makes no sense. 
2. north is not to be taken literally: it is used vaguely with no 
particular significance, or it stands for the north-west wind which 
sometimes does bring rain (Toy), or the word is used because the 
north was a mysterious and frightening region. However, the coming 
of the rain was regarded in Israel as beneficial rather than as menac
ing. 3. The word fapon does not mean "north" here, but is connected 
with the verb fapan "to hide": if repainted as the passive participle 
fapun it would mean hidden or mysterious - that is, as coming from 
some unknown heavenly place where it had been stored (van der 
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Ploeg, 1953, pp. 189-91; comparejob 38:22). 4. The word rendered 
in RSV by brings (fMlel, normally "gives birth to") here means 
"holds back" (so REB) or even "repels" (Saadia). This appears 
dubious. It also raises the question of the meaning of the second 
line of the verse, as this verb serves both lines. REB solves this 
problem by reversing subject and object in the second line (so, 
incidentally, avoiding a chiasmus): "so an angry glance holds back 
slander". 

In assessing the above proposals it is important to consider which 
makes for the most satisfactory comparison. It may be significant 
that the literal meaning of the phrase rendered in RSV by backbiting 
is, in the Hebrew, l'fon sii.ter, literally "a tongue of hiddenness" that 
is, a person who whispers secrets. This would correspond to the 
"hidden wind" of proposal number three above: as the mysterious 
wind darkens the sky with black clouds, so does a "hidden" tongue 
darken the face of those who suffer from it (so Ringgren, Ploger). 
However, it must be admitted that the problem remains unsolved. 

24. See on 21 :9, with which this verse is virtually identical. There 
is clearly a link intended between the nagging wife of this verse and 
the backbiting tongue of v. 23. The recurrence of the proverb is an 
indication that these are separate collections but derived from simi
lar sources. 

25. On sending and receiving messages see on 13: 1 7 and compare 
15:30; 25: 13. 'eref ( country) does not necessarily refer to a territory 
outside Israel, but merely to places beyond the immediate locality, 
for which a journey (on foot) of more than a day or two may be 
required and which may therefore be hazardous. nepeI (RSV soul) 
probably means "throat" here; nepeI "'yepa, literally, "a tired ( that 
is, parched) throat." 

26. ma/, RSV gives way, here almost certainly refers neither to 
a moral lapse gleefully observed by the wicked (Oesterley) nor to a 
lack of stamina (McKane), but to a disaster which befalls a righ
teous man at the hands of a wicked one. Such an event would be 
a total reversal of the proper order of things: compare 12 :3, where 
the same word is used in making the assertion that "the righteous 
will never be moved", while the wicked will have no stability, and 
similar passages in the Psalms, for example, Ps. 5y22 [Heh. 23]: 
"he (Yahweh) will never permit the righteous to be moved". If such 
a thing occurs it is as disastrous as the pollution of the supply of 
water on which life depends - a spring, muddied and made useless 
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by trampling fel't or made undrinkable (polluted) in some other 
way. There is, then, a recognition here (compare the Book of Job 
and many of the psalms of lamentation) that the wicked do some
timl's triumph over the righteous. 

27. The first line of this verse presents no particular problem; its 
import is the same as that ofv. 16. But the second line in MT makes 
no sense: "and searching out their glory is glory". It also appears 
to be unrelated to the first line. LXX has a different text, but one 
which is hardly an improvement: "but it is fitting to esteem notable 
words". RSV has followed an emendation proposed by Frankenberg 
partly based on LXX and accepted by Gemser, Ringgren and 
McKane. Of the many proposals made involving emendation, 
repointing, unusual senses of words, etc., perhaps the most plausible 
are those which retain the consonantal Hebrew text but repoint and 
divide it differently from MT, transferring the final letter of kbdm (RV 
"their glory") to the next word. This can, however, lead to several 
contradictory interpretations: thus Driver (Bib. 32 [1951], pp. 190-
91) has "but the search for honour is honourable (m'kubbad)"; 
Barucq, "nor seeking after glory upon glory (mikkabod)"; Ploger, 
"and seeking after glory (remains) without glory (mikkabod)". 

28. This proverb appears to be unrelated to the previous verse. 
It points out that the person who cannot control his temper (literally, 
"having no restraint over his rua}J''; compare a similar use of this 
term in 14:29; 16:32; 17=27) is totally vulnerable - presumably to 
retaliation from those whom he has offended; but the implication is 
wider than that. For the authors of these proverbs as well as for 
their counterparts in Egypt, coolness of spirit (compare I 7:27) was 
the sign of a competent and successful person, while lack of self
control indicated weakness of character. 

CHAPTER 26 

This chapter is much more closely integrated than most of the 
chapters in the sentence literature. The individual proverbs are 
grouped under three main topics: the fool (vv. 1-12), the sluggard 
( vv. 1 3- 1 6), and various kinds of person who damage social 
relations by injudicious or malicious speech (vv. 1 7-28) are all 
depicted with disapproval. A number of verses are also linked by 
catchwords. 
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Formally the chapter is marked by a large number of comparisons 
or metaphors; these account for half the total number of verses, and 
they are arranged in groups: vv. 1 -3, 6-11, 17-23. They are of 
more than one type: vv. 1, 2, 8, 1 1, 18 are similes; vv. 3, 7, g, 1 4, 
21 link the two lines simply by "and"; and in vv. 6, 17, 23 there is 
simple juxtaposition of the two lines with no connecting link. The 
whole chapter is a series of warnings against various forms of abnor
mal behaviour which are harmful either to the individual concerned 
or to society as a whole. 

Van Leeuwen (pp. 87-122), using similar methods as with chap
ter 25, which he saw as a single "proverb-poem", divides this chapter 
into three distinct proverb-poems: vv. 1-12, 13-16, 17-28. Krispenz 
(pp. 107-16) finds two "Spruchkompositionen" here: vv. 1-16 and 
17-22. The final two verses (27-8) she links with 27:1-2. 

There is no reference to Yahweh in this chapter. 
1-12. This group of verses is linked together partly by the 

repetition of certain words and phrases: fool (k'sil) in every verse 
except v. 2; honour (kii.bod) in vv. 1 and 8; wise in his own 
eyes in vv. 5 and 12; is a proverb in the mouth of fools, vv. 7 
and g. There is also a thematic link, in that several verses are con
cerned with what is fitting for a fool or for those who deal with 
fools. 

I. Ploger sees this verse as making a significant initial statement 
about the proper position of fools in society. Toy sees it as a protest 
against a contemporary practice of giving important responsibilities 
to persons incapable of carrying them out. honour (kii.bod) here 
perhaps deliberately picks up the thought of 2s:27 and even of 2s:2. 
The word denotes an established position in society. not fitting: the 
other occurrences of this phrase in Proverbs ( 1 T 7 and I g: 10) also 
refer to fools; see also 30:21 -3. The proverb is saying that to give 
honour to a fool is to reverse the proper order of things - a catas
trophe comparable to the disruption of the normal sequence of the 
seasons. 

2. This is the only verse in vv. 1 - 1 2 which makes no reference 
to the fool. Oesterley thought that it may be a quite unrelated sec
ondary addition. However, Van Leeuwen (1988, p. 102) sees vv. 1-
3 as all concerned with the concept of fitness or appropriateness: 
after the statement in v. 1 that honour does not befit a fool comes 
a corresponding statement that a curse that is causeless - that is, 
an attempt to dishonour an innocent person - is unfitting and so 
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incffc-cti\'C'. Finally in v. 3 comes a statement of what is fitting for a 
fool. Plogcr also sees the figure of the fool lurking behind this verse 
(,·. 2): Krispcnz (pp. 1 JO-I 1) sees the figure of the fool here as the 
pcrprctator of the curse. 

The identity of the two birds here is uncertain, but irrelevant. 
The point is that (to the uninformed observer) their flight is aimless. 
causeless (~inniim): compare 24:28. The verse, by implication, holds 
to the traditional view of the effectiveness of the curse, but modifies 
it: its effectiveness depends on whether the curse is justified by the 
behaviour of the recipient. 

3. What fools have in common with the horse and the ass is lack 
of understanding: persuasion is ineffective for them, and coercion is 
the only fitting treatment. Compare JO: 13. 

4-5. The deliberate paradox created in the juxtaposition of these 
two verses is an example of a device more frequent in other wisdom 
books, for example, Ecclesiastes. Whatever may have been the inten
tion of the editor responsible for the paradox, the verses continue 
the theme of what is fitting or appropriate: it asks, "Should one 
answer a fool or not? What is the most fitting response - to take 
him seriously, or to ignore him?" V. 3 has suggested that to answer 
him would be useless: only physical violence would have any effect 
on him. 

These verses have been much discussed, not only by the commen
tators but also in general works on the nature of the wisdom litera
ture. For example, Skladny ( 1962, p. 51) supposed that the reader 
is being advised to follow a middle way of treating fools between 
aloofness and acceptance; H. H. Schmid (1966, p. 172) thought 
that the intention was to leave the decision to the reader; Biihlmann 
(pp. 134-6) detected a slight nuance of meaning in the double use 
of the verb Answer: it is, he argued, used in a straightforward way 
in v. 4, but in the sense of "rebuke" in v. 5. McKane's view was 
that two different ways of dealing with the fool are held to be appro
priate in different circumstances. 

Another solution is proposed here: that by putting together two 
proverbs which give completely contrary advice to follow in precisely 
the same situation, the editor was concerned, like the later Ecclesi
astes, to demonstrate that no human wisdom can encompass the 
whole truth; in particular, that a short proverb can express only one 
aspect of it. The existence of pairs of popular proverbs which appear 
to contradict each other such as "Many hands make light work" 
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and "Too many cooks spoil the broth" confirms this view; but only 
when the two arc deliberately juxtaposed as here does this truth 
become evident. 

according to his folly (literally, "like his folly"): this phrase is 
used in two somewhat different senses in the two verses. V. 4 is a 
warning against taking a fool at his own estimation and giving him 
a proper answer, which would be to share in his folly; v. 5 is an 
admonition to answer a fool's words as they deserve to be answered 
- that is, by showing up the fact that he is a fool-, because otherwise 
he will think himself exceptionally shrewd and offer disastrous 
advice to all and sundry. 

6. A further illustration of the uselessness of fools and an illustra
tion of what is unfitting for them: to be used as messengers. (RSV 
has reversed the clauses.) This proverb resembles 10:26, where it is 
the sluggard - always a kind of fool in Proverbs - who is more than 
useless in this capacity. Here the fool, sent to deliver what is prob
ably a verbal message (d'bii.rim, "words"), either fails altogether to 
deliver it or gets it wrong. cuts off his own feet: this is an appropri
ate metaphor. The point of using a messenger rather than delivering 
it oneself is, as it were, to provide oneself with an extra pair of feet; 
but if the sender chooses a fool as messenger it is as if he has no 
feet. and drinks violence: this is a strange expression. "To drink" 
mightjust possibly mean "to suffer" (comparejob 21:20); but viol
ence (Mmii.s) is much too strong a word for the context: it always 
denotes deliberate harm or injury, whether physical or not. That is 
not what is suffered by the sender of the idiot messenger. The text 
is clearly corrupt. LXX has "blame", perhaps a rendering of ~erpii.h; 
other emendations proposed are MmeI, "vinegar" (compare 10:26); 
Mmii.h, "anger". None of these is very plausible. 

7. V. g is a variant of this verse: the second lines are identical, 
but different metaphors are employed. As in earlier verses the mean
ing turns on the question of what is or is not fitting: the cripple has 
legs, but they are useless and so not fitting to be so called; fools 
may try to say something wise, but it turns out to be unworthy of 
the name proverb. 

which hang useless: the Hebrew has only one word here: dalyiJ.. 
This is an anomalous form which should probably be emended to 
dallu, the third person plural qal of do.Lal, "to hang (down)"; compare 
the use of this verb in Job 28+ Like a lame man's legs: the Hebrew 
foqayim mippissia~ should probably be emended to Joqe m'pass'Mm 
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(Driver, Bib. 32 [1951), p. 191). The literal meaning of the line 
would then be "(As) cripples' legs hang down". 

8. The meaning of the simile in this proverb is obscure. The 
theme is similar to that of v. 1: that honour is not fitting for a fool. 
But the Hebrew of the first line is ambiguous. 

The word margiman, RSV sling, occurs nowhere else in Hebrew, 
but it is presumably cognate with ragam, "to stone, to kill by ston
ing". margiman has been thought to mean either a sling or a heap of 
stones. The word fror, an infinitive meaning "to bind" (RSV one 
who binds, probably emending it, following LXx, as the participle 
Jorir) also has two other meanings: a stone or pebble, and a bag or 
bottle. The line might, then, be rendered in either of two ways: 
either as in RSV or by "Like a bag of pebbles in a heap of stones". 
But the latter interpretation only makes sense if 'eben, stone, means 
a precious stone: its presence on a heap of ordinary stones could 
then be compared to an honour conferred on a fool - it would be 
incongruous or unfitting. But 'eben does not in fact mean "precious 
stone" except, as in Zech. 3:9, where this is clearly indicated by the 
context. 

The interpretation represented by RSV is, then, the more plaus
ible: if one ties a stone on to the sling by means of which it is intended 
to hurl it, the operation will be ineffectual because obviously the 
stone will not leave the sling; similarly giving honour to a fool is 
ineffectual because he is incapable of living up to it. 

9. that goes up into the hand: probably better, "in the hand": 
this verb 'alah, literally "to go up", can be used, with an inanimate 
subject, in a passive sense of being placed in or on something or 
someone, for example clothes on a person (Lev. 19:19) or grain on 
a threshingfloor (Job 5:26). The image is of a drunkard in a rage 
who snatches up a stick (Ma~ is a thorn bush, or part of one, rather 
than a tiny thorn), or even a dangerous grappling-hook (Ma~ also 
has that meaning in Job 41 :2 [Heb. 40:26]) as a weapon but being 
incapable of inflicting injury with it; equally ineffective (compare 
v. 7b) is a fool's attempt to impress others with a proverb. 

10. The Hebrew text of this verse is certainly corrupt. LXX has a 
quite different but also unsatisfactory version: "All the flesh of fools 
endures much hardship, for their fury is brought to nought". If RSV 
is correct in following Bickell ( 1891) and some later commentators 
in taking the word rab, more commonly "much, many" to be a rare 
word (occurring elsewhere only in Job 16: 13 andjer. 50:29) meaning 
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"archer", it is possible to make some limited sense of the metaphor, 
although it would make better sense if it were the fool rather than 
his employer who were said to cause indiscriminate injury. 

or a drunkard: MT has "he who hires (fakir) a fool and hires (fakir) 
passers by ('ab'rim)." RSV has followed the suggestion ofGemser and 
others, supported by Targ. and Pesh., that the second fakir should be 
pointed fikkar, "drunkard"; but passing fool can hardly be correct. 
Gemser's further suggestion that 'ab'rim originally stood at the end 
of the first line has much to be said for it: the verse would then 
read: "like an archer who wounds all the passers by is he who hires 
a fool or a drunkard". The solution proposed by Snell, 199,, 

pp. 350-56, which involves the emendation of m'M,lil, wounds to 
m'holil, "makes a fool of", is ingenious but not convincing. 

11. The observation that a dog . .. returns to its vomit is suf
ficiently clear in its implication and needs no further explanation. 
It may well have been a popular saying in origin, and has in fact 
re-acquired that status in modern times. The second line is a rather 
pedantic explanation. It assumes that the fool in question will 
already have experienced the unpleasant consequences of his folly, 
but still goes on committing it. In other words, the fool (k'sil) is an 
incorrigible, hopeless case. It is interesting that the first line is 
quoted in 2 Pet. 2:22 without the second. 

12. Do you see ... ?: see on 22:29. wise in his own eyes is a 
kind of leitmotiv in this chapter, occurring also in vv. 5 and 16. It 
can be used of the fool, but is not restricted to him (compare 3:7; 
28: I I). 

Unlike the preceding verses, this is not a proverb about the fool, 
who is introduced here only to afford a comparison. It is the self
confident person who believes that he needs no advice from anyone 
who is the subject of the proverb. For him there is little, or no, hope 
- that is, no hope of future success. The fool (here k'sil) is, however, 
assessed more favourably here than in the preceding verses: he is 
usually characterized as incorrigible, but here he is less so than the 
complacent person. The verse can therefore not be considered as a 
conclusion to the preceding verses, but is more probably a later 
addition to the group, placed here partly because of the catchword 
fool (k'sil), but partly also to make a slight correction to the impres
sion given by those verses. There are worse kinds of folly than those 
which are obvious: the self-opinionated person may not appear to 
be a fool at all ( compare 28: I I, where the rich man is said to be 
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w1sc in his own cyes"), but he may in fact be more so than the 
morc obvious cascs. 

13-16. This group of proverbs has been appropriately placed, 
sincc thc lazy man or sluggard is a particular kind of fool. Two of 
thcsc verses have almost exact variants elsewhere in the sentence 
literature of the book: v. 13 is a variant of22:13 and v. 15 of 19:24. 

13. The variant in 22: 13 gives a more vivid picture than this 
verse, where the sluggard simply repeats his first remark in different 
words. But it is not possible to determine which is the older form 
of the proverb. 

14. This is a simile of which the two parts are joined simply by 
w', literally, "and". Like v. 13 and some other proverbs about the 
sluggard, it is clearly humorous, although this is a humour which, 
by pointing the finger of scorn, is intended to make the sluggard 
ashamed of himself and so stir him to action. The point of compari
son is that neither situation advances anything: the sluggard 
remains attached to his bed just as the door is held in place by its 
hinges and cannot move from one place to another. 

15. it wears him out (nil'ah, literally, "he is (too) weary") - a 
slight difference from 19:24. 

16. It is not clear why the sluggard is particularly singled out as 
intellectually arrogant. The seven men who can answer dis
creetly, literally, "who return sound judgement (la'am, compare 
11 :22) ", are probably simply people who possess common sense; 
seven simply stands for "any number of". The proverb perhaps 
refers to the tendency of the lazy to find excuses for themselves. 

17-28. These proverbs are almost all either similes or meta
phors; there are no ·admonitions. They form a coherent group in 
that they are all concerned with persons who are guilty of actions 
damaging to the well-being of the community: quarrels, lies, deceit, 
gossip, slander, malice. They are also linked by the repetition of 
certain keywords: rib ( quarrel, strife, vv. 1 7 and 2 1); 'if (fire, vv. 20 
and 21; compare also ziqqim, firebrands, in v. 18); madon (quarrel, 
quarrelsome, vv. 20 and 21); nirgan (whisperer, vv. 20 and 22); 
f'patayim (lips, vv. 23 and 24); fana'/fin'ah (hates, hatred, vv. 24, 
26, 28). 

17-19. These two proverbs (vv. 18 and 19 form a single proverb) 
are concerned with stupid rather than malicious behaviour. 

17. The order of lines in the Hebrew has been reversed in RSV. 
This verse constitutes a metaphor rather than a simile, the two lines 
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being simply placed logether with no connecting particle. meddles: 
The Hebrew has mit'abber, which probably means "is furious" ( com
pare the use of this verb in 14:16 and 20:2). RSV, following several 
commentators, emends it to mit'ii.reb; compare Targ. and Pesh. a 
passing dog: according to the accents in MT it is the man who is 
passing, not the dog; but it is probably preferable to translate as 
RSV with many commentators, ignoring the accents. Toy considered 
that passing ( 'obir) should be omitted as a dittograph. It is lacking 
in LXX. McKane comments that if it is the dog that is passing there 
is a contrast between the dog, which is minding its own business, 
and the man, who is not. 

18-19. This four-line proverb is a simile: Like (/r;) in v. 18 is 
picked up in v. 1 g by "so" (ken). 

18. madman (mitlahleaa): this word occurs in Hebrew only here 
and in the Hebrew Ecclesiasticus (32: I 5). It has Syriac and Arabic 
cognates and may be a loanword. firebrands, arrows, and death: 
the meaning is "lethal firebrands and lethal arrows". (See Watson, 
pp. 324-5.) firebrands (ziqqim): that is, flaming arrows. The point 
is that just as the madman hurls his lethal weapons entirely at 
random, so this kind of joker cannot foresee the unfortunate effects 
of his practical joking. 

20-22. These three proverbs have a common topic: trouble
makers who provoke quarrels. 

20-21. These two proverbs are virtually identical in meaning. 
In both, the heat engendered in quarrelling is aptly compared to 
fire, and the whisperer (nirgii.n- see on 16:28) and the quarrelsome 
man, though not identical, are equally guilty of perpetuating strife. 
Both verses refer to wood ( 'e~im) as fuel. 

21. charcoal: this is probably the meaning of peMm. Wildeboer, 
partly followed by Gemser, Oesterley and Ringgren, proposed that 
it should be emended to mappii.a~, "bellows" (compare Jer. 6:29); 
supposedly on the basis of LXx's esqara; but in fact esqara does not 
specifically mean "bellows", but either a fireplace, or a,ry unspecified 
means of procuring fire. RSV's translation is perfectly satisfactory. 

22. This verse is identical with 18:8, on which see the comments. 
It refers to the eagerness with which slander is listened to, and is 
very appropriate in the present context. 

23-26. These verses are warnings against malicious persons who 
hide their hatred under a cloak of friendship. 

23. glaze: MT has kesep sigim, "silver dross", that is, lead monox-
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ide, a silver-like substance left over from the process of purifying of 
silver and used to cover pottery to make it look like silver. RSV has 
adopted a proposal (see Driver, Bib. 32 (1951], p. 191; Albright, 
1955, pp. 12-13) to read k'sapsag, Like ... glaze, this otherwise 
unknown Hebrew word being supposedly found in Ugaritic and 
Hittite. Dressler, however (1988, pp. 117-25) has rejected this 
hypothesis. 

smooth: here again RSV has accepted a probably unnecessary 
emendation. MT has dol'qim, "burning", referring to a kiss of warm 
friendship or love; Toy and others have proposed emendation to 
~•taqim, following LXx. 

24-26. These verses may be a somewhat long-winded and rep
etitious elaboration ofv. 23. 

24. He who hates (foni'): that is, a personal enemy (compare 
27:6). harbours: literally, "puts" (yafit). 

25. seven abominations: see on 6:16. seven: see on v. 16 above. 
26. be covered (tikkasseh): on this form of the hithpael see GK 

54c. the assembly (qahal): see on 5:14. 
27. The same metaphor, though expressed in different words, 

recurs in Ps. 7: 15 [Heb. 16] and Ee. 10:8 and no doubt had its 
origin in a popular proverb. The idea that the person who plans 
the ruin of others will be "hoist with his own petard" is one which 
appeals to the popular imagination. It is frequently found in fairy 
stories and other popular tales: compare Dan. 6:24 (Aram. 25); Est. 
7:10. 

28. hates its victims (yifna' dakkaw) literally, "its crushed ones": 
this makes little sense, and the text is evidently corrupt. It has been 
suggested that dak here is an Aramaism, since dak is the Aramaic 
equivalent of the Hebrew zak, "pure, righteous" (compare 16:2; 
20: 1 1; 2 1 :8). But the occurrence of an Aramaism here needs an 
explanation, and in any case the form remains difficult to account 
for: "its pure ones" makes no more sense than "its crushed ones". 
Driver UTS 41 (1940], pp. 174-5) attempted to overcome part of 
the difficulty by proposing that dakkaw should be repointed as dikyu, 
which means "innocence" in Aramaic. 

Whatever may be the meaning of the first line, there is no satisfac
tory parallel between the two. It is not clear whose ruin is envisaged, 
that of the liar or of his victim. If it is the latter, the verse must be 
regarded as standing in isolation from the preceding group of verses, 
which speak of the discomfiture of the malicious speaker. 
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CHAPTER 27 

Malchow, 1985, pp. 238-45 has argued that chapters 27-9 as a 
whole form a thematic unity; but such a unity is hard to see. In 
fact, apart from vv. 23-7, which constitute an extended admonition, 
this chapter consists mainly of short individual statements and 
admonitions. Even Van Leeuwen, who discerned "proverb-poems" 
in both chapters 25 and 26, has found no such unity here ("no 
overarching thematic concern"), and speaks of "the aphoristic, 
somewhat isolated nature of the Sayings and Admonitions of this 
chapter" (1988, p. 129). 

There are in fact a few cases of paired verses (at least vv. 1 -2, 
3-4, 5-6, 15-16); and Krispenz argued for vv. 3-9 as a distinct 
group. On vv. 11-22 or 11-27 as a loose collection of proverbs see 
below. 

As in chapter 25 there are a number of admonitions, although 
the statement form - including some similes and comparisons -
predominates. Antithetical parallelism is again rare. Several verses 
have variants elsewhere in the sentence literature. Van Leeuwen 
correctly notes that the most frequent topic treated is friendship (at 
least vv. 5-6, to, 17). As in chapter 26 there is no reference to 
Yahweh. 

1-2. There are both thematic and verbal links between these two 
admonitions: they both deprecate self-praise, and they both employ 
the verb hll (praise in v. 2, and, in a reflexive mood, "praise oneself" 
RSV boast) in v. 1. But they do not constitute an original unit: each 
makes a somewhat different point. 

I. To boast about tomorrow means to make a confident predic
tion of one's future achievements. But the main purpose of this verse 
is not so much to recommend modesty as to stress the impotence of 
human beings. This is a commonplace of ancient Near Eastern 
thought, attested as early as the third millennium BC in Egypt in 
Ptahhotep ("One does not know what may happen, so that he may 
understand the morrow", ANET, p. 413b) and reiterated in later 
writings including Amenope and Ahiqar and later still, most emphati
cally, in Ecclesiastes. Some of the non-biblical texts in question add 
that the future is known only to God; this is no doubt implied here 
also (compare 16:9). 

2. another (zar); a stranger (nokri): these two terms are evidently 
used here in a weaker sense than in 2: 16; 5:20; 7:5, since they must 
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refer to acquaintances belonging to the same community, who are 
the only persons entitled to express an opinion about the merits of 
a neighbour. Self-advertisement is apt to have the opposite effect 
than the one intended. 

3-4. These verses are formally similar in their mode of expression 
("Z is worse than either X or Y"). In the Hebrew their first lines 
are more effective than in RSV's translation: "The weight of stones 
and the heaviness of sand!"; "The cruelty of wrath and the devas
tation of anger!". 

3. a fool's provocation: that is, the irritation or vexation caused 
by the behaviour of a fool. 

4. The second line of this verse means "but jealousy is intol
erable". 

5-6. These proverbs are both concerned with friendship ( "'ha.bah; 
love, v. 5; 'ohib, friend, v. 6) and the importance of frankness in 
such a relationship. 

5. hidden (m'suttaret): literally, "which has been concealed". The 
meaning is not clear. Frankenberg thought that the word here means 
"withdrawn": that is, that the alternative presented is either to be 
frank in criticizing a friend, or to withdraw from a relationship with 
one whose conduct has been unsatisfactory. It is doubtful whether 
the word can have such a meaning; but van der Weiden suggested 
that a similar sense can be retained ifit is understood not as a form 
of satar "to hide" but as an unusual form ( the so-called "infixed 't' 
conjugation") of sur, "to turn away". A more general view is that 
the love in question is "hidden" in the sense of failing to express 
itself openly. 

6. The topic dealt with in this verse is the same as in v. 5: the 
nature of true friendship. The wounds of a friend - that is, his 
harsh criticism ( compare the use of "wound" in English in a meta
phorical sense) - are faithful, that is, they are reliable or "true" in 
the sense that they have been called forth with a good intention. 
They demonstrate the sincerity of the friendship. 

The antithesis of this is the kisses of an enemy: the sign of a 
pretended friendship. But in this second line, as in v. 5, there is one 
word which defies attempts at comprehension. RSV's rendering of 
this word (na'tarot) by profuse is based on the view that in addition 
to the more common verb 'dtar "to pray, supplicate" there is a 
second 'dtar, a loanword from Aramaic meaning "to be rich" (cog
nate with Hebrew 'afar). But the existence of such a word in Hebrew 
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is dubious (it is listed in BDB, but not in KB3). A satisfactory 
parallelism would require a word opposite in meaning to faithful; 
and various emendations have been proposed, including n"otot, 
"treacherous" (Gemser); n'ra'ot, "corrupt"; 'iq(iot, "crooked" 
(Toy, Oesterley). None of these, however, receives any support from 
MSS or Versions. Driver's suggestion that the word is cognate with 
an Arabic word meaning "unruly, disordered" also does not yield 
good sense. 

7. As elsewhere in these proverbs (16:24; 24:13; 25:16, 27) the 
topic of finding and eating honey here suggests an application which 
goes beyond its literal meaning. This proverb is open to several 
different interpretations concerning aspects of human nature, such 
as the indifference or complacency of the rich and the desperation 
of the poor, or the relativity of human values. Ahiqar (line 188; 
ANET p. 430) has a very similar proverb, unfortunately only partly 
preserved: "Hunger makes sweet what is bitter". loathes: the 
Hebrew has tabus, literally, "tramples". The proposal to emend this 
to tahii.z, "despises" perhaps produces a slightly better sense but is 
hardly necessary. 

8. This proverb is not concerned with travellers in general but 
to people who, for whatever reason, leave their homes and settle 
elsewhere. They are compared with the bird that strays (nadad) or 
flees from its nest - a symbol not of wilfulness but of exile or 
banishment (Isa. 16:2-3). So the man who leaves his home (maqom, 
literally, "place" - that is, the place where he belongs), whether 
voluntarily or not, suffers loneliness and isolation. The precise cir
cumstances, if any, to which this proverb originally referred are not 
apparent. It may simply be a plea for community solidarity: every
one has a place in the community in which he ought, and ought to 
be allowed, to stay. 

9. The first line of this verse presents no difficulties: it makes 
a somewhat trite comment about the soothing effect of physical 
self-indulgence on the mind. It may be presumed that the real point 
of the proverb originally lay in the second line; but this is unfortu
nately completely obscure. The Hebrew text makes no sense and is 
clearly corrupt: "and/but the sweetness of his friend from the advice 
of the soul". RSV has followed the very different text of LXX, from 
which some commentators have attempted to reconstruct an original 
Hebrew. Alternatively, others have seen a positive comparison here, 
emending re'ehii., "his friend", to ra "'wah, thought to be a loan-word 
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from Aramaic meaning "friendship", and mi"'fal, "from the advice 
of", to m"ammi~, "strengthens": "the sweetness of friendship streng
thens the soul''. But the corruption of MT is so great that speculations 
arc probably useless. 

10. Ifv. g originally contained a reference to friends or friendship, 
these two verses may have formed a pair. However this may be, this 
verse, which contains three lines, is concerned with friends (ria'), 
brothers ( 'a~) and neighbours (fakin). The first two lines are admon
itions; the third may be a popular proverb. 

The three lines appear to be completely independent of one 
another; unity of thought cannot be obtained simply by omitting 
the second line (Scott). The first line is addressed to young men, 
advising them not to scorn or neglect old family friends (read ria' 
with Qere at the second occurrence of friend); it makes no reference 
to brothers. The second line, which is unusually long and may have 
been secondarily expanded, is concerned only with brothers. It 
appears completely to contradict the idea, expressed in 17: 17, that 
brothers may be especially relied on to help one another in trouble, 
but gives no reason for this view. The third line points out that 
brothers may live too far apart to be able to offer such help, and 
stresses the practical importance of cultivating local solidarity in the 
community. There is no point in trying to relate these points of 
view. The first and third lines have extremely close parallels in the 
Syriac version of Ahikar. 

11-22. V. 11 has probably been placed here because like v. 10 
it is addressed to a young man; and these verses, together with 
vv. 23-7, may have been assembled to make a kind of compendium 
of educational material. V. 11a, which strongly resembles 23:15, has 
the form of the introduction to a "parental" Instruction, and v. 12 
makes a fitting continuation of this. Of the eleven verses (12-22), 
no fewer than four are variants of, or reminiscences of, proverbs 
occurring in earlier chapters of the sentence literature. V. 12 is 
virtually identical with 22:3; v. 13 with 20: 16; v. 15 closely resembles 
part of 19:13; v. 21a is identical with 17:3a. 

11. him who reproaches me: that a stupid or wicked son 
brought shame on his parents in the form of reproaches by neigh
bours, and that, conversely, a wise or righteous son was a credit to 
them is a commonplace of these proverbs. Some commentators have 
attempted to draw a distinction between this and otherwise compar
able verses, alleging that here the father is thinking of himself and 
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of his standing in the community rather than of his son's welfare; 
but this is mistaken. In fact the two elements are always mixed, and 
cannot be separated, as every parent knows. 

12. This verse is identical with 22:3 except for the absence of a 
connecting particle (RSV has and) between the lines with a conse
quent change of tense (see GK 120g, h), and for the spelling of 
simple (p'ta"im - see GK 93x). 

13. foreigners: MT has nokriyyah, "a strange woman"; but see on 
the virtually identical 20: 16. There is a wordplay between 'arab, 
goes surety and 'arum, "prudent" in V. I 2. 

14. blesses: this probably refers to a greeting as in, for example, 
1 Sam. 13: 10; 2 Kg. 4:29; rn: 15; but the notion of invoking a blessing 
was no doubt also always present. rising early in the morning: 
this phrase, which is lacking in one manuscript and which overloads 
the poetical line, is considered by many commentators to be an 
explanatory gloss; if so, it is probably a mistaken one. The phrase 
will be counted as cursing (literally, "a curse will be reckoned to 
him") is an extreme one; and this makes it unlikely that the offence 
in question was nothing more than the boisterous waking up of a 
sleeping person too early in the morning. It may be relevant that 
"bless" is sometimes used as an euphemism for "curse" ( 1 Kg. 
21:10, 13;Job 1:5, I 1; 2:5, 9; Ps. rn:3). The point of the proverb is, 
however, uncertain. It has been suggested that such a public greet
ing (with a loud voice) might have been interpreted as insincere 
or even as having the opposite intention to the ostensible one. 

15-16. These two verses now form a single unit; but v. 16, which 
elaborates the point that there is no way to stop the woman's contin
ual flow of speech, may be an expansion of an originally independent 
proverb. 

15. A continual dripping: see on 19:13, where the identical 
expression is used. a contentious woman: in 21:9, 19; 2y24, where 
the same expression is used, it is stated that to live with such a 
woman is so intolerable that the only solution is to move away. This 
is probably also implied here. a rainy day (yom sagrir): this word 
(sagrir) occurs only here in the Old Testament, but means "rain
storm" or "downpour" in Mishnaic Hebrew. are alike (nistawah): 
this may be a niphal form with transposed consonants or simply a 
scribal error for nifwatah (GK 75x). 

16. to restrain her: literally, "those who restrain her" (Iop'neha). 
This is not a usual meaning of the verb Iii.pan "to hide, keep, pre-
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~<..-,T"; but it has been argued that a somewhat similar meaning is 
to be found in Hos. 13:12 (sec Driver, JTS 41 [1940), p. 175). If 
RSl's translation is thus to be accepted as correct, the meaning 
would be that to try to control or confine such a woman is as futile 
as to try to control the wind (some minor adjustments would still 
need to be made to the text). If not, the line is unintelligible. 
(nx has a quite different text which refers to the north wind, Heb. 
fiipon). 

The Hebrew of the second line may be rendered by "and oil meets 
his right hand" (taking the verb qii.rii.' here, normally "call", as a 
,·ariant of qiirah "to meet" (so presumably RSV, grasp). This has 
generally been understood as meaning that such a woman is as 
slippery as oil and slips out of one's hand when one tries to catch 
her - a thought only loosely related to that of the first line. 

17. sharpens: in both cases the pointing of the Hebrew is anom
alous. Most commentators repoint the first as passive hophal, "is 
sharpened by" and the other as hiphil, "sharpens". 

another: the Hebrew has "the face of his friend". No entirely 
convincing explanation has been found of the meaning of the word 
"face" (JJanim) here. It is just possible that it means "person", but 
this is rather meaningless. "Behaviour" and "manners" have been 
suggested, but with little plausibility. Toy and Oesterley proposed 
that the word should be omitted as a gloss. It can, however, mean 
the "edge" or "cutting edge" of a tool or weapon; and Wildeboer's 
suggestion that it is used in this way here to continue the metaphor 
of the first line is perhaps the most convincing: social intercourse or 
conversation between two people can sharpen the wits ( compare 
REB). 

18. This is a straightforward statement that a servant who has 
faithfully looked after his master may expect to be suitably rewarded 
as surely as the person who has faithfully tended a fruit-tree may 
look forward to a time when he will be able to enjoy its fruit. Like 
most proverbs, however, it is open to a wider application. 

19. answers; reflects: these words are interpretation rather than 
translation. In the Hebrew text there are no verbs at all: it reads 
simply, "Like water, a face to a face, so the heart of man to man". 
What this means is far from clear. LXX has no reference to water, 
and this led some commentators to suppose that kammayim ("As 
water") is a corruption of the particle k:mo, "like, as" (corresponding 
to I( in prose texts). So Toy: "As face answers to face, so men's 
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minds one to another": that is, men's minds may be as like or unlike 
as their faces. 

Most commentators, however, accept MT as it stands. It is also 
agreed that the point of the proverb is a statement about human 
character (lib, RSV mind), and that a comparison is made with 
what can only be, in the first line, the reflection of one's face in 
water. If this line is referring, as seems to be the case, with the 
recognition of one's own reflected face, the second line may be sup
posed to be saying something about recognizing one's own character. 
The major difference between the commentators is on the question 
whether the second man in that line is identical with the first: 
in other words, is it being said that the observation of another 
person enables one to understand one's own nature (so Gemser, 
Ringgren - one may perhaps compare v. 17 -) or that one can 
understand it by looking into one's own heart (McKane; compare 
Scott)? 

20. Sheol and Abaddon: see on 1 5: 1 1 . Abaddon is curiously 
spelled '"baddoh (Kethib) or '"baddo (Qere) here, but a few Mss have 
the more usual '"baddon. Sheol and Abaddon are called insatiable 
because they continue endlessly to swallow up the dead- a remnant 
of the mythological notion of Sheol as a monster equipped with a 
mouth and an appetite. They thus provide an apt comparison with 
the cupidity (literally, eyes) of human beings. 

Ploger points out the contrast between this verse and the picture 
drawn in v. 18 of the faithful servant who is, it is implied, satisfied 
with the reward of his care for his master. Since v. 19 is also con
cerned with the "mind of man", these three verses may have been 
intentionally juxtaposed. Vv. 21 and 22 also have somewhat ger
mane themes: the criterion for the assessment of human worth and 
the irradicability of folly. 

21. The first line of this verse is identical with 17:3a; but it is 
used here to make a different point. The second line has no verb: 
the Hebrew has simply "and a man according to his praise". "is 
tested" would probably express its meaning better than RSV's is 
judged, since the first line is about the assaying of metals. As the 
true nature of gold or silver is tested and so made known through 
the means of crucible and furnace, so a man's true character is 
assessed and known by the amount of praise that he receives from 
others - that is, by his public reputation. There is a somewhat 
similar thought in 12:8a, where it is stated that "a man is praised" 
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(the \'erb used corresponds to the noun in 2r21) "according to his 
good sense''. 

22. This is not an admonition but a conditional sentence in 
Hebrew: "Though you may crush ... his folly will not ... ". What 
is said elsewhere of the k's1[ ( 17: rn; 26: II) as being incorrigible is 
now said of the >-wfl ( the two words for fool are hardly distinguish
able in meaning). The metaphors employed in this verse and v. 21 
arc somewhat similar. In both cases the imagery is one of the conver
sion of raw materials into useful products. The purpose of crushing 
grain in a mortar is not only to reduce it to flour but also to get 
rid of the inedible and worthless husks. In the case of a fool, no 
amount of pounding will succeed in separating the "husk" of his 
folly from him, rendering him a useful member of society. 

The first line of the verse is metrically too long. The view of most 
commentators that with a pestle along with crushed grain is a 
gloss is probably correct. The meaning of ripot, RSV crushed grain, 
a word which occurs elsewhere only in 2 Sam. 17: 1 g, is not certain. 

23-27. These five verses stand apart from the rest of the chapter. 
They form a single whole. They are, ostensibly at least, addressed to 
the sheep- and goat-breeder and can be interpreted as an expanded 
example of the kind of proverb which points out the necessity of 
unremitting hard work on the farm, one which usually takes the 
form of a statement but occasionally appears, as here, as an admon
ition (20:13; 24:27). It shows knowledge of the nature of the work 
involved, and in that respect has its clearest parallel in Isa. 28:23-
8, where the topic is employed metaphorically. 

The passage has been interpreted in various ways. Toy called it 
"a treatise on the culture of animals", and compared it to other 
ancient agricultural treatises. Ringgren, followed by McKane, saw 
it as a commendation of pastoral life and perhaps even as polemic 
against urban luxury. Van Leeuwen (pp. 131-43), while admitting 
that it "makes sense" as straightforward advice to a farmer, believes 
it to be a kind of parable or "metaphor for kingship", addressed to 
a king as shepherd of his people. He takes his cue from the word 
ni::,er, "crown" in v. 24, a verse which he understands as a warning 
that royal dynasties are not secure for ever. 

The point of the passage must indeed lie in v. 24, which provides 
the motive for the initial admonition in v. 23. But there is insufficient 
ground for Van Leeuwen's interpretation, which would require a 
specific allegorical explanation of all the details given in these 
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verses. Apart from the word "crown", which is lacking in the LXX 
and which several commentators propose to emend, there is little 
to suggest such a royal allegory. The point of v. 24 is that there 
must be a continuous effort to preserve one's livelihood: to "rest on 
one's laurels" is a recipe for disaster. Time does not stand still, and 
a farm docs not look after itself. This axiom is certainly applicable 
to the life of a farmer of similar standing to those addressed else
where in these proverbs, but like most proverbs it is also capable of 
a much wider interpretation. 

23. Know well: the form (infinitive absolute followed by a second 
person singular imperfect) is very emphatic: see GK 113bb. the 
condition of: literally, "the face of", that is, their appearance, by 
which it can be judged whether they are healthy. flocks, herds: 
that is, sheep and goats rather than larger cattle (see v. 26). 

24. riches: this word (Msen) means what is stored up, normally 
treasure. This verse has been taken to refer to wealth gained by 
trade, which can easily be lost, in contrast with the solid wealth 
represented by farming stock; but this is not certain. It may refer 
to the wealth or store of the successful farmer, which will neverthe
less melt away if the stock is not properly looked after. 

a crown: this word, which denotes an item of exclusively royal 
regalia and symbolizes royal power, is regarded by the commentaries 
as incomprehensible in this context and is usually emended either 
to 'ofar, "treasure" or to 'ofer, "wealth". However, this may be an 
example of a "royal" proverb in which ordinary persons are com
pared and contrasted with kings: the point may be that since even 
a royal dynasty may not last for ever, a private fortune is even more 
precarious: nothing is certain in this world. The possibility ofa king's 
(not necessarily any specific king's) losing his throne is envisaged 
in 14:28. 

25-27. These verses envisage the conditions and rewards of good 
animal husbandry. 

25. grass (/Jii,fir); new growth (defe'); herbage ('iff'bot): these 
terms are roughly synonymous, although defe' is sometimes used 
specifically of fresh, new vegetation. Here they all refer to food for 
the sheep and goats, who are fed with first and second crops of 
vegetation and also with hay (herbage) gathered from the mountain 
slopes. is gone: for a similar meaning of galah compare Isa. 24: 1 1; 

Job 20:28. Here it means "is removed", that is, taken off as hay. 
When: the Hebrew has simply "the grass has been removed"; but 
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RSJ', probably correctly, renders the whole verse as an extended 
temporal clause. 

26-27. The solid advantages of the enterprise arc now presented. 
The lambs provide wool for clothing; the goats can be sold and the 
estate extended in size out of the proceeds. The field in this context 
is probably a meadow to provide grazing for a larger flock. food: 
literally, "bread". for the food of your household: this phrase, 
which is lacking in the Lxx, makes the line too long and is probably 
to be omitted as a gloss added because the original text did not 
refer specifically to the male household. maintenance or sustenance: 
literally, "life" (~ayyim). This unusual meaning is supported by Toy, 
Gemser, Dahood, van der Weiden and KB3 . 

Considered as a whole, this passage depicts a pastoral way of life 
which is, as McKane remarks, "self-contained" if not idyllic. There 
is no mention of a need for divine blessing: success depends on 
technical skill combined with hard work. Why the pastoral rather 
than other modes of agriculture was selected for depiction is not 
clear. 

CHAPTER 28 

The unusually long passage 27:23-7 marks the conclusion of what 
was evidently originally a separate collection of proverbs. This chap
ter, which reverts to the two-line proverb, begins another, but with
out a new heading. Unlike chapters 25-7 it contains a great 
preponderance of antithetical proverbs and very few examples of 
simile, metaphor or imagery in general. 

There are only two explicitly Yahweh-proverbs in the chapter 
(vv. 5 and 25); but, as Ploger pointed out, the operation of divine 
norms of justice seems to be implied throughout - another difference 
from the immediately preceding chapters. The great majority of 
verses in one way or another contrast the righteous with the wicked, 
and state that the latter will suffer an unpleasant fate. In view of 
the general character of the chapter, the three verses which refer to 
torii.h (RSV law) are of particular interest. Elsewhere in the book -
except perhaps in 6:23 - this word denotes the teaching given by 
parents or teachers to their children or pupils; here, however, it is 
used without qualification, and the reference appears to be to divine 
teaching (though not necessarily to the "Law" in the Deuteronomic 
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sense). In v. 7 it is associtatcd, as elsewhere in the book, with wis
dom; but in v. 4 to keep it is to stand against the wicked, and in 
v. g it is only those who hear - that is, who obey - it whose prayers 
arc acceptable to God. It may also be significant that these three 
verses arc grouped together in close proximity to one of the Yahweh
proverbs (v. 5), though in general internal groupings in the chapter 
are fairly rare. 

I. bold: better, "confident". This verb, ba{a4, means "to trust", 
and is used elsewhere in Proverbs, together with the cognate noun 
mib{a4, of putting one's trust in Yahweh (3:5; 14:26; 16:20; 22: 19). 
Here also it is probably implied that the confidence of the righteous 
is not self-confidence but is given them by Yahweh's assurances. It 
is usually the wicked who are depicted in Proverbs as on the attack; 
but here they are the fearful ones, pursued not by real enemies but 
by a bad conscience, whereas the righteous have a good conscience 
and so cannot be frightened. 

wicked (singular, riiJii.J is here construed with a plural verb and 
righteous (plural, ~addiqim) with a singular one. This remains a 
minor puzzle despite various attempts to explain it, but the sense 
is not affected. 

2. The meaning of this verse is uncertain. RSV's translation of 
the first line, which closely follows MT, makes a kind of sense but 
not a very satisfactory one: when a country sins against God, it is 
punished with political and military unrest, with many would-be 
rulers pitted one against another. But RSV's translation of the 
second line is hardly possible. Several commentators prefer the ver
sion of the Lxx, which is quite different, for the whole verse: "By 
reason of the sins of ungodly men quarrels arise, but a wise man 
will quell them". To correct MT along these lines would, however, 
require a massive series of emendations. 

3. It has been supposed by many commentators that the situation 
envisaged in this verse is an impossible one: the poor (here rii.sl do 
not oppress the poor ( dallim -dal and riiJ are synonymous). It has 
therefore been proposed to emend riiJ to some more appropriate 
word such as riiJa', "wicked person", 'ari~, "violent person" or ro'J, 
"chief". But this is to misunderstand the range of meanings of the 
verb 'aJaq (RSV oppresses). Although this verb is frequently used 
of the tyranny of the rich and powerful over the poor and defenceless, 
it can also denote robbery of one's (presumably equal) neighbour 
(Lev. 6:2-4 [Heb. 5:21-3]; 19:13) or the cheating of customers by 
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a tradesman (Hos. 12:7). Here for a poor man to steal food from 
his equally poor neighbour is singled out as particularly disastrous: 
it is compared to torrential rain which devastates the standing crops 
and thus causes famine (Heb. w''in lelµm, literally, "and there is no 
bread"). 

4-6. Paronomasia makes an aural (or oral) link between these 
verses and v. 3: riiJ (a poor man) in v. 6 picks up the earlier occur
rence of that word in v. 3, closing the group; and between those two 
verses v. 4 has riiiii' (the wicked) and v. 5 'an'si-rii' (Evil men). 

4. Whether or not toriih (the law) here refers specifically to divine 
law (see on 28: 1 -28 above), there is certainly a thematic connection 
between this verse and v. 5 in that to keep the law, even if "law" 
means the teaching of the wise, is to fight against the wicked, and 
it is precisely such "Evil men" who set themselves against those 
who "seek Yahweh" in v. 5. These proverbs belong to the same 
strand as verses like 9: 10, where wisdom is only attainable by those 
who "seek the Lord" (Ploger). 

5. Evil men: this phrase ( 'an'Ji-ra!) is emphatic. It means men 
who have completely devoted themselves to evil. In this verse (see 
on v. 4 above) devotion to Yahweh is expressed in terms of wisdom 
or understanding (the verb is bin), and wickedness is defined as a 
lack of this. understand it completely: the Hebrew has "under
stand all" (yabinu kol), meaning everything concerning justice -
perhaps an echo of the "knowledge of good and evil" in Gen. 2:9, 

I 7; 3:5). 
6. The first line of this verse is identical with 19:1a; the second 

is a variant of 19: 1 b in that it has precisely the same structure; but 
here it is the rich man, not the fool, who is perverse in his ways 
and is contrasted with the righteous poor man. 

Better (!ob): the question precisely what is meant by "better" in 
these proverbs is not always easy to answer, and the answers are 
not always the same. There may be a clue in the Hebrew of the 
second line, where the emphasis is different from what would be 
supposed from RSV: it reads, "than one who is perverse in his ways, 
although (ulhu') he may be rich". This probably means that wealth 
will not enable a rich man to escape the consequences of his evil 
deeds: it is better to be honest, though poor, because then there will 
be no fear of divine punishment. See also on 19: I. 

his ways: MT has the dual form, "two ways". This is either a 
scribal error or a later interpretation of the consonantal text as 
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referring to the doctrine of the "two ways" - that is, to the moral 
choice which has to be made in life. 

7. The first line of this verse should perhaps be rendered by "It 
is a wise son who keeps the law". On the law see on 28: 1 -28 above. 
gluttons: or, perhaps better, "frivolous persons" or "wastrels". 
shames his father: compare, for example, 10: 1; 27: 11. 

8. Lending at interest to fellow-Israelites was forbidden in the 
laws of the Old Testament (Exod. 22:25 [Heb. 24); Lev. 25:36; Dt. 
23:19 [Heb. 20); compare Ps. 15:5; Ezek. 18:8, 13, 18 [Heb. 17); 
22: 12); but was evidently practised. The words neiek (interest) and 
tarbit (increase) occur as a pair in most of those passages. The 
difference between the two is never explained in the Old Testament; 
but later Jewish usage and the etymology of the two words suggest 
that neiek (related to niiJak, "to bite") was interest which was levied 
by deduction from the original loan but which had to be repaid in 
full, while tarbit (related to hirbah, "to increase") was an additional 
charge levied on repayment. The point of the verse is that while one 
man may extort money from the poor by usury, his heir may be a 
generous person who "pays it back" through gifts to the poor. 

9. See on 15:8 and 15:29. It was evidently taken for granted that 
prayer to Yahweh was generally practised in the communities to 
whom these proverbs were addressed, even by those who are cen
sured by them. In 15:8b the prayer of the upright is acceptable to 
Yahweh (f~ono, RSV "his delight", the opposite of to'ibah, "abomina
tion" - see on 1 1: 1) while the sacrifice of the wicked is his "abomina
tion". Here, where it is the person who refuses to "hear", that is, 
obey, the law whose prayer is an abomination (presumably to 
Yahweh), it would seem that this law must be Yahweh's own moral 
law or instruction by which he seeks to provide guidance through 
life (compare 6:23a). 

10. This is a straightforward statement of the principle of exact 
retribution. The second line is a variant of 26:27a. misleads: better, 
"entices" (properly, "causes to go astray"). pit: this word (I'~ut) 
occurs only here. It is a byform of Ia~at, which is the word used in 
26:27. Since pit is the most appropriate meaning, suggestions of a 
different derivation and meaning (Thomas,JTS 38 [1937], pp. 402-
3; L. Kopf, 1959, pp. 256-7; van der Weiden) are beside the point. 

The third line (but the blameless ... ) , an anomaly in a series 
of two-line proverbs, is regarded by most commentators as either a 
gloss or as a fragment of an otherwise lost proverb. will have a 
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goodly inheritance: literally, "will inherit good". This means no 
more than that they will prosper ( compare 3:35). The line is present 
in the Lxx, and is not inappropriate in the context, as it completes 
an antithesis. 

11. To be "wise in one's own eyes" is, in these proverbs, not a 
fault confined to any one kind of person. In the case of the rich 
man, who may fancy himself in an impregnable position ( compare 
I0:15; 18:11), such arrogance is not particularly surprising. But 
these proverbs consistently compare the rich unfavourably with the 
poor in various ways, and it is quite in character that this proverb 
should point out that a poor man may be more intelligent than a 
rich one. However, there may be a hidden irony here: the poor man 
may be able to "find out" (literally, "search" - compare I Sam. 
20: 12) and expose the pretensions of the rich, but he nevertheless 
remains poor and at a disadvantage. 

12. This verse is a partial variant ofv. 28. Its first line is identical 
with v. 28b except for the main verb, and both verses are concerned 
with the reactions of the populace ( 'ii.dam, men) to the respective 
rise and fall from power of righteous (.raddiqim) and wicked (ffa'im) 
claimants to political dominance. There is also a strong resemblance 
to 29:2. 

In the first line there is a difficulty which RSV has concealed by 
its use of the word triumph. Although in English this word can 
mean to win a victory or to gain a success, the Hebrew word ('ii.la.r) 
does not have this meaning: it means to rejoice or to be jubilant. 
The cause of this rejoicing is not disclosed. What is required here 
is a verb with a meaning similar to rise (qum) in the second line. 
Some commentators (Toy and Scott, less certainly Gemser and 
Ploger) have proposed an emendation to the infinitive of 'ii.Lah, liter
ally "to ascend". In the same line it is the word glory (tip'eret) 
which signifies the expression of triumph or something to boast 
about. (Compare I 7:6; 20:29.) 

In the second line also the verb (tlJuppas, hide themselves) has 
been questioned. This may mean "is sought for", that is, "is in 
hiding"; a slight emendation to yit/Juppaf would yield the meaning 
"hide themselves" (so KB3

). That this is correct is strongly con
firmed by the parallel in v. 28, where the meaning ofyissii.tir, "hide 
themselves", is not in doubt. Driver's proposal (Bib. 32 [1951], 
pp. 192-3) of "are trampled down", based on an Arabic word, is 
unnecessary. 
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13. Several commentators have pointed out that this is the only 
verse in Proverbs which refers to God's forgiveness of the penitent 
sinner. confesses: this verb, the hiphil of yadah, normally means 
"to thank" or "to praise" ( compare the noun todah, "thanksgiving"). 
But in Ps. 32:5 also it appears to mean "to confess", and this is a 
regular meaning of the hithpael. will obtain mercy: in practical 
terms this presumably means that Yahweh will remove the obstacles 
to his prosperity. 

14. fears the Lord: the Hebrew has simply "fears", or, better, "is 
in dread". The commentators are divided on the question whether 
Yahweh is in fact the implied object of the verb. LXX does not men
tion God, but on the other hand it interprets the verb along those 
lines by adding "with reverence". The verb used is pM (piel), which 
is not the verb used elsewhere for fearing God. But if this is not the 
meaning it is difficult to see why continual dread should make a 
person Blessed ( 'afre). 

The relationship between the first and second lines is not clear. 
hardens his heart: this phrase in Hebrew denotes not a lack of 
compassion for others but rather stubbornness (Exod. T3) and, in 
Ps. 95:8, a refusal to listen to Yahweh's words or to acknowledge his 
actions. It is thus just possible to see in this a convincing antithesis to 
the "fear" of the first line, though nothing in the verse is expressed 
clearly. 

15-16. As comments on the disastrous results of the rule of the 
wicked, these verses take up and illustrate the general assertion of 
v. 12b. Compare 17:7; 29:4, 26 for other examples of proverbs critical 
of oppressive rulers. 

15. This verse is a metaphor rather than a simile in the Hebrew. 
roaring (niihim): perhaps better, "growling". See on 5:11. people 
('am): that is, the common people: see on 1 1: 14. 

16. There appears to be no logical connection between the lines 
of this verse. The text of the first line is also probably corrupt. 
The Hebrew has "and a cruel oppressor" (literally, "and great in 
oppressions"). Some commentators (p_ossibly followed by RSV) have 
suggested the emendation of ulrab to a verb such as yereb, literally, 
"makes many (oppressions}"; .but there is still no parallelism. Some
thing like "will perish" or "will not live long" would correspond to 
the will prolong his days of the second line; but this would require 
a major and improbable emendation. The second line, however, 
makes sense by itself. In the first line LXX has "A king in need of 
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rc-,·cnucs". apparently reading rbu'ot, "income" for rbunot, under
standing. Another suggestion is to omit the first word nii.gfd (A 
ruler). so that the first line would read simply "One who lacks ... ", 
making the whole verse generally applicable. None of these pro
posals is satisfactory. 

17. This verse also is beset with difficulties. The first line appears 
to refer to a murderer. But burdened ('tifiiq), whether it refers to a 
criminal charge (so REB) or to the burden of a guilty conscience, 
would be a unique use of the verb 'tifaq, which ordinarily means "to 
oppress" or "to wrong". The Hebrew of the second line (RSV let 
him be a fugitive until death) is, literally, "as far as a pit (bor) 
he will (or, "let him") flee". "Pit" has been taken by RSVand others 
to mean the grave, that is, death, though REB renders the line by 
"will jump into a well to escape arrest" (compare also Ringgren). 
Finally in the last line (which may be a gloss)yitm'ku (RSV help) is 
ambiguous and is capable of opposite meanings - either "seize" or 
"support, help". If RSV's translation is the correct one, this may be 
a warning not to help murderers to escape; and some commentators 
(Toy, Oesterley) have supposed that this verse is not a proverb 
at all, but that a law has been mistakenly included among these 
proverbs. 

18-20. These three proverbs have a certain thematic unity in 
that they all deal antithetically with the consequences of acceptable 
and unacceptable behaviour: of honesty, diligence and trustworthi
ness respectively and their opposites. 

18. will be delivered.: that is, will be safe from any kind of 
adversity. perverse in bis ways: that is, devious or dishonest. On 
the dual form of tfriikayim, literally, "two ways", see on v. 6. into a 
pit: the Hebrew has b''e!J,iit, literally "into one". This was taken by 
some early commentators to mean "into one of the two ways"; but 
most modern commentators and RSV and REB, regarding "two 
ways" as an error, emend the word, following Pesh., to b'fa~at "into 
a pit", as RSV. Oesterley and Toy, however, suggested that the word 
is unnecessary and should be omitted; it is not represented in LXX. 

19. This verse is a variant of 1 2: I I, the only difference between 
the two being that 12: 11 ends with "has no sense". The warning 
that the farmer who neglects his work will end in poverty is a com
monplace of these proverbs. 

20. It appears to be assumed in this proverb that the sudden 
acquisition of wealth implies the use of unscrupulous or dishonest 
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devices: compare 13: 1 r; 20:21. This reflects the circumstances of 
small farming communities where there were few honest opportuni
ties to make a fortune and where everyone knew his neighbour's 
business. go unpunished: that is, escape a condemnation and pun
ishment imposed by God. 

21. This proverb, on the venality of witnesses-or perhaps judges 
- at a trial or lawsuit, is appropriately placed between two proverbs 
condemning those who use unscrupulous means to acquire wealth, 
and may be seen as an example of how this can be done, together 
with a warning against it. The first line is a variant of the single-line 
proverb 24:23b, the main difference between the two being that the 
latter's "in judging" (b'mifpa/) is lacking here. But the expression 
hikkir panim, literally "pay regard to faces", is used only in this 
connection (Dt. 1:17; 16:19, where the practice is formally con
demned). is not good: on the strong force of this - or an analogous 
- expression see on 16:29; compare also 18:5. 

The second line comments, probably with some exagerration, on 
the ease with which witnesses can often be bribed. 

22. miserly: on the difficulty of determining the precise meaning 
of this expression (ra' '4),in) see on 23:6, the only other place where 
it occurs in the Old Testament. Here the context suggests that it 
may mean "greedy" or "grasping". hastens after wealth: this 
phrase has the same meaning as "hastens to be rich" in v. 20, 
although the terminology is not the same. As in v. 20 it is assumed 
that wealth can only be suddenly acquired by wrongful means: 
hence, according to the principle of exact retribution, such a person 
will be reduced to complete destitution (~eser, want) by Yahweh's 
punitive action. 

23. This proverb expresses approval of plain speaking to a friend 
or neighbour and disapproval of sycophantic or weak-minded flat
tery. g:8; 19:25; 2s:12 and 27:5 similarly point out that a sensible 
person will receive reproof in good part and will be all the better 
for it. favour (Mn): this probably means that the candid friend will 
rise in the estimation of the recipient of the rebuke. 

afterwards: the Hebrew has 'a~•ray, literally, "after me", which 
makes no sense. The majority of commentators (e.g. Scott, Ringgren, 
Barucq, Ploger and RSV and REB), probably correctly, propose 
emendation to 'a~ar, afterward, meaning that the person rebuked 
may not appreciate the rebuke at the time but will eventually do 
so. Other solutions have been offered: McKane, on the basis of Lxx, 
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c-mrnds to 'or&ift: "(re-proves ... ) about his conduct". Driver (ZAW 
49 [1932], p. 147) rather implausibly postulates a word with an 
Aramaizing ending meaning "(as) a common man". flatters with 
his tongue: literally, "makes his tongue smooth". This verb is used 
in 2:16 and T5 of the seductive speech of the "loose woman". 

24-26. These verses are thematically related, v. 25 (a Yahweh
pro\'erb) being perhaps intended as a comment on both vv. 24 and 
26. The theme is the sin of selfishness or self-centredness. The crimi
nal in v. 24 is so self-centred that he does not admit that what he 
is doing is wrong; v. 26 depicts a man who stupidly relies on his 
intelligence to protect him. V. 25 sets out trust in Yahweh as the 
true road to prosperity. 

24. This proverb is expressed in very strong terms. gazal (robs) 
implies violence; maJ~it, destroyer, evidently denotes the worst kind 
of criminal - some commentators take it to mean "murderer" -
though in 18:9 it seems to have a milder sense. companion: this 
word is used here, as in Isa. 1 :23; Ps. 119:63, to indicate similarity 
of character. The reference is probably to a son and heir who, instead 
of caring for his parents, anticipates his inheritance and deprives 
them of their own property and livelihood by main force ( compare 
19:26; 20:2 1). This kind of theft is not specifically dealt with in the 
Old Testament laws; it is here regarded as a violation ofan obligation 
towards parents which was basic to Israelite ethics. The crime is 
made the more heinous by the fact that the offender apparently 
regards his conduct as blameless. 

or his mother: several commentators omit this word as over
loading the metrical line and also as superfluous, since inheritance 
was from the father alone. 

25. In this verse, cliches found elsewhere in Proverbs are applied 
to the greedy (literally, "wide of appetite") and the truly pious. 
stirs up strife - that is, causes trouble in the community - is used 
of the "hot-tempered" in 1y18 and the "man of wrath" in 29:22; 
the second line is a variant of 16:20 and 29:25; will be enriched 
(yduiian) is applied to the "liberal man" in 11 :25 and to the "dili
gent" in 13+ The constant recurrence of the theme of greed in this 
part of the chapter - not only in v. 24 but also in vv. 20 and 22 -

is unlikely to be accidental. 
26. Here again the contrast is between relying entirely on oneself 

(mind, lib here means "intelligence" or "cleverness") and living 
one's life according to the sound principles (wisdom) which have 
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been inculcated by one's teachers. This wisdom is interpreted in the 
previous verse as "trusting in Yahweh". will be delivered, or "will 
escape" (yimmiili{) has the same meaning here as "will be delivered" 
in v. 1 8, though the verb employed ( which is used in the same sense 
in 11:21) is different. 

27. The affirmation that giving away part of one's wealth to the 
poor will paradoxically lead to an increase in one's wealth or pros
perity is made in various ways also in 11:24, 25; 19:17; 22:9. many 

a curse: it is not clear whether the curses will come directly from 
Yahweh as in 3:33 or from the poor themselves; in the latter case 
they should be seen as an indirect punishment imposed by Yahweh: 
all well-deserved curses had the power to blight the lives of the 
recipients. It should be noted that the generosity envisaged does not 
imply great wealth on the part of the giver. 

28. See on v. 12 above, of which this verse is a variant. increase: 
this verb (riibiih) can mean either "to become many" or "to become 
great". In view of the parallel with qum, rise in the first line and 
the general sense requirement of the context, the latter meaning is 
the more probable: so REB, "come into power". It is curious that 
in the similar verses 29:2 and 29: 16, where the same verb is used, 
RSV has "are in authority" - though RSV may there be following 
the unnecessary emendations referred to in BHS. 

CHAPTER 29 

In this chapter as in chapter 28 antithetical proverbs predominate, 
although there are a number of verses consisting each of a single 
continuous sentence, and one admonition. There is little vivid 
imagery and a dearth of similes or metaphors. The themes treated 
are very diverse, and many verses are variants of, or similar to, 
proverbs which appear in the earlier chapters of the book. There 
are three proverbs about the education of children ( vv. 3, 15, 1 7); the 
contrast is frequently drawn between wicked and righteous (vv. 2, 6, 
7, 16, 27); there are three references to the poor (vv. 7, 13, 14). It 
is striking that the references to kings or rulers ( vv. 4, 12, 14, 26; 

compare also vv. 2, 16) are all critical or partially so; this is also 
true of the references in chapter 28, but contrasts strongly with the 
situation in 10: 1 -22: 16 and in chapters 25-7, where the great major
ity are either adulatory or at least neutral (speaking of royal power 
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or wisdom). But it is significant that as elsewhere the three references 
to Yahweh(\'\·. 13, 25, 26) occur in close proximity to the references 
to the king or to rulers, forming two small groups (vv. 12-14, 25-
6). Otherwise there is little sign of the formation of such groups. 

I. The theme of the incorrigibility of the fool who will not listen 
to reproof is a commonplace of these proverbs ( compare, for 
example, 13:18: 1y10). He who is often reproved: literally, "a 
man of reproofs"; the Hebrew plural is represented in RSV by often. 
stiffens his neck: this is a standard expression in biblical Hebrew 
for stubbornness in the sense of refusing to accept teaching or 
rebuke. 

The second line of the verse is identical with 6:15b, where it is 
applied to various kinds of wicked person. Evidently the type of 
person referred to here was equally regarded as a menace to society. 
Ploger rather implausibly takes the first line as a complete non
verbal sentence: "He who has suffered rebuke becomes obstinate" 
- a warning against unduly harsh educational methods. 

2. This is a further variant of a proverb which occurs several 
times in this and the previous chapter - v. 16; 28: 12, 28. The reason 
for its frequency is not apparent. are in authority: this verb (riibiih} 
has the same meaning as in 28:28, on which see the comment above. 
Here it is paralleled with miilal, rule. 

3. He who loves wisdom: the Hebrew has "The man who loves 
wisdom". Some commentators propose the omission of "The man 
('if)" partly on metrical grounds but also as being inappropriate 
when applied to a young pupil. 

This is the language of the Instructions and poems of chapters 
1 -g ( 4:6; 8: 1 7, 36). The second line also reflects the teaching of 
those chapters (for example, 5:9-10). 

4. This verse is related to v. 2 in that it provides a concrete 
illustration of the effects of the rule of good and evil rulers. The 
equitable administration of justice (mifpii() was one of the most 
important duties of kings both in Israel and in the ancient Near 
East generally (compare 16:rn; 29:26; see also 21:3, 15). That the 
king's throne was established by righteousness is reiterated several 
times in these proverbs (16:12; 20:28; 2y5; 29:14); if this was lacking 
there could be no stability for the nation. 

The second line of the verse presumably refers to a particular 
kind or cause of injustice; but the meaning of the phrase 'if t'n1mot, 
RSV one who exacts gifts, is uncertain. Some commentators take 
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it to refer to the taking by the king of bribes; but this word (rumiih 
elsewhere always denotes a sacrificial offering. The phrasf' more 
probably means "one who levies extortionate taxation". It has been 
suggested that this transference of (rumah from the cultic to the 
administrative sphere may be in some way connected with the pre
scription in Ezek. 45: 13-16 that taxes for the purpose of providing 
for sacrificial offerings were to be collected by the secular "prince". 

5. flatters: this is the same word as in 28:23, but used absolutely 
(28:23 adds "with his tongue"). his feet: this is ambiguous: it could 
refer either to the flatterer or to the recipient of the flattery; the 
commentators are divided on this point. If the latter interpretation 
is correct, the flattery in question must be seen as carried out with 
a malicious intent to deceive, and the proverb is an assertion of 
exact retribution: the flatterer has intended to ruin his victim by 
giving him an exaggerated opinion of his capabilities, but will in 
fact suffer ruin himself. But on the former interpretation this is a 
warning of the danger of being taken in by flattery. 28:23 may 
suggest that this is the right view (but see below on v. 6). 

6. is ensnared: the Hebrew has "In the sin of an evil man ( there 
is) a snare (moqiI)". The suggestion that this word should be 
repainted as the participle muqiiJ, ensnared is supported by Targ. 
and Pesh. Otherwise, despite various suggestions for emendation, 
MT is probably correct. sings (yarun): this is the qal imperfect third 
person singular of ranan (see GK. 67q), "to be jubilant". This verse 
may be intended as an interpretation of v. 5, regarding it as a 
statement of retribution. 

7. rights (din): that is, legal rights. knows: this verb (yada') is 
here used in the sense of "to be concerned for" as in 12: IO. The line 
thus expresses a concern which is characteristic of these proverbs. 

The meaning of the second line, however, is not clear. The 
Hebrew, literally, " ... does not understand knowledge", hardly 
makes sense: the view of some commentators that understand 
(yabin) also means "concerned with" lacks support. bin can, however, 
mean "to pay attention to"; and that may be its meaning here. da'at, 
however, means "knowledge"; and cannot mean "such knowledge" 
as in RSV. The best solution may be that ofThomas UTS 38 (1937], 
pp. 401 -2; VT Suppl. 3, 1955, p. 285), followed by Ploger and KB3

, 

who postulated another da'at cognate with an Arabic word meaning 
"legal claim", at the same time emending the word to da'to (adding 
a personal suffix). The line would then read "a wicked man does 
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not recognize his (that is, the poor man's) claim" (dallim, the poor, 
in the first line is plural, but such alternation is not unknown in 
these proverbs). This would give a satisfactory parallelism. 

8. scoffers: this phrase ( 'an'fe l'4on) occurs also in Isa. 28: 14, 
where it refers to unscrupulous politicians. Here also in this verse, 
which is one of the rare references in the sentence literature to the 
life of the city (qirytih - but compare 11:10) there appears to be a 
reference to political unrest; the proverb states that it takes wise 
men to calm things down and restore order. 

9. Several of these proverbs (for example, 13:20; 14:7; 26:4) advise 
having as little to do with fools as possible. Here it is pointed out 
that to quarrel with a fool (or perhaps to go to law against him -
the verb niJpa( may have either meaning) is profitless. 

The proverb sets two sentences side by side with no conditional 
particle (If) in the Hebrew; but the meaning is as in RSV. The 
second line is ambiguous (the words the fool in this line are an 
addition by RSV). The subject may be the fool, who makes a mockery 
of the dispute by refusing to argue rationally, or it may be the wise 
man of the first line, who tries every possible means to deal with 
his adversary but to no avail. The verbs employed (ragaz, RSV rages, 
better, "becomes excited") and fa/J,aq, to laugh derisively, suggest 
the former. If this is correct, and there is no quiet presumably 
means that the fool's ranting and a9use make a rational solution to 
the dispute impossible. 

10. the wicked: this is based on an emendation. MT has the exact 
contrary: "the upright". The emendation ofy'farim to rfii'im made 
by RSV following Frankenberg and others is based simply on the 
grounds that the idea of the "upright" seeking to kill is unthinkable. 
This emendation turns the verse into an example of a synonymous 
rather than an antithetical parallelism, a form which occurs only 
very rarely in this chapter. An alternative type of solution to the 
problem is to see whether y'haq'fu napio (RSV seek his life) can be 
interpreted in a positive sense or should be emended. The former 
suggestion is improbable: this is a standard expression which always 
denotes an intention to kill. Toy's proposal of a slight emendation 
(fbaq'ru for y'baq'iu), which has been accepted by several other com
mentaries, supposedly giving the meaning "are concerned for", is 
also somewhat precarious as this verb normally means "to seek", 
and it is not certain that it means "be concerned for" in the one text 
(Ezek. 34: 11) which has been cited in this connection. A further 
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suggestion is that of Driver USS 12 [1967], p. ro8), who postulated 
a second verb bqI, cognate with Akkadian baqafii (to be large), which 
he thought could in the causative (pie!) form mean "esteem" here. 
No satisfactory solution has been found. 

11. It is not clear whether the second line of this verse refers to 
the self-restraint of the wise man with regard to his own anger 
(compare, for example, 14:29; 16:32) or to his action in restraining 
the anger, or the effects of the anger, of the fool (compare 15:18). 
quietly holds it back (b''ii./Jor y'Iabb'ljenniih): the verb means "to 
soothe" or "to quieten". The form b"ij,hor is unique and its meaning 
problematic. 'ii./Jor by itself has both a spatial meaning ("behind, 
back") and a temporal one ("after"). RSV (quietly) presumably 
takes it to mean "remaining in the background"; REB understands 
it - or probably a repointed version of it - in a temporal sense: 
"wise men wait for it to cool". Despite the difficulties, MT is probably 
correct and no emendation necessary. 

12-14. These three verses are thematically related. V. 12 is con
cerned with the evil effects on the people of a weak king and evil 
officials; v. 13 considers the oppressors of the poor; v. 14 returns to 
the responsibility of the king for seeing that the poor get justice. 

12. The theme of this proverb is the same as that of 25:5, which 
envisages the collapse of the state when such conditions prevail. It 
does not imply personal acquaintance with the court, but it probably 
reflects experience of injustices committed by officials who rule in 
the name of a weak or gullible king. The Hebrew text is not formu
lated as a conditional sentence, but sets cause and effect side by 
side without specifically linking them: literally, "A king paying 
attention to lies - all his officials wicked". 

13. This proverb is a variant of 22:2. The first line of both verses 
is identical except that here the two classes mentioned are poor 
man and oppressor, whereas in 22:2 they are rich and poor. The 
change to oppressor was no doubt made in order to adapt the 
proverb more closely to its immediate context - though the rich 
( 'aJir) are elsewhere seen as oppressors in these proverbs. On meet 
together (nipgaiu) see on 22:2. The second line is identical in mean
ing with 22:2b though expressed in different words. gives light to 
the eyes: that is, gives life: to "see light" means to live ( compare, 
for example, Job 3:16; Ps. 49:19 [Heb. 20)). oppressor: LXX and 
Vulg. have "creditor"; this meaning is certainly included, though 
the Hebrew term has a wider connotation. 
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14. This vcrsl" <"Xprcsscs the same thought as v. 4a, but more 
particularly refers to the king's duty towards the poor, who as stated 
in other proverbs arl" vulnerable and need special protection if their 
rights arc to be safeguarded. with equity: that is, impartially. 
Although the king cannot act personally as judge in all cases, he is 
rl"sponsiblc for the probity of all legal judgements. The second line 
is a variant of 16:12b and 20:28b. As in v. 12 the two lines are set 
side by side with no connecting conditional particle. 

15. As appears also in 13:24; 22:15; 23:13-14 corporal punish
ment was regarded as an essential ingredient of the education of 
children. left to himself: this word m'fullii.lJ,, which more frequently 
means "sent away, dismissed", here probably means "let loose" in 
the sense of undisciplined, freed from- proper discipline. brings 
shame: compare 10:5; 12+ The mother may be specifically men
tioned here because she was responsible for a child's early education. 
The subject of education is resumed in v. 1 7. 

16. This verse and its variants 28: 12, 28; 29:2 are similarly con
structed and to a large extent employ the same vocabulary. They 
all contrast the wicked and the righteous and their respective rise 
and fall; they all use the temporal construction b' followed by an 
infinitive (When), and in every case but this one use it twice, once 
in each line. The clause "When the wicked rise" occurs both in 
28: 1 2 and 28:28; otherwise synonyms are employed. When ... are 
in authority, (bifbot, see on 29:2) is used in 29:2 of the righteous 
and here of the wicked. 

In this verse the verb rii.bii.h is used twice, with different meanings: 
When ... are in authority (bifbot) and increases (yirbeh). This is 
clearly a deliberate play on the meaning of words. The second line 
states that the rule of the wicked will collapse - following the retribu
tive principle - and that the righteous will look upon their down
fall. The verb rii.'ii.h, "to see, look" when followed by b' (upon) 
rather than by the direct object often has an emotive connotation. 
Here as in other passages (for example, Mic. 7:10; Ob. 12, 13; Ps. 
22:17 [Heb. 18]; 54:7 [Heb. 9]; 118:7) it means "to look with tri
umph at" or "to gloat over". 

17. Discipline your son: see on I g: 18 and compare v. 15 and 
23: 13. give you rest: that is, relief from the kind of worry referred 
to in such proverbs as v. 15. delight to your heart (ma"'dannim 
l'napfekii.): this may mean "the delights you desire" (REB). ma"'dan
nim, used here metaphorically, elsewhere means rich or luxurious 
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food, and nepei frequently means "desire, appetite". This is the only 
admonition in this chapter. 

18. This verse has been variously interpreted. Ostensibly it states 
that when no prophetic message (M--<'im, RSV prophecy, can only 
mean "prophetic vision") is available to guide the people, chaos 
ensues, but that the individual person who observes the teaching 
(torah, RSV law, which may refer either to the "Law" in the Deu
teronomic or priestly sense or to the teaching of the wise men) will 
nevertheless be Blessed ( 'airehu -see on 3: 13). This may be a correct 
understanding of the verse. Some commentators, holding this view, 
have supposed that it must be a late addition to the book, reflecting 
a situation in the post-exilic period when prophecy had ceased and 
when the Law (that is, the Pentateuch) had become the sole source 
of divine guidance; but this is not necessarily so. Amos in the eighth 
century BC spoke of a famine of the word of Yahweh when no pro
phetic message would be available though it was urgently required 
and sought for (8: I 1-12); and this proverb may be giving an assur
ance that even in such times the individual who is obedient to tra
ditional teaching will escape the disaster which will fall on the people 
as a whole. 

Some commentators (Gemser and Driver, who pointed to an 
Akkadian cognate), finding it difficult to al'.cept the presence of this 
unique reference to prophecy in the book, have proposed the 
repainting of !J,azon to ~azzan, a word which does not otherwise occur 
in the Old Testament but which in Mishnaic Hebrew denotes an 
overseer or magistrate, and which might mean a magistrate or politi
cal leader here. It may be significant that the LXX also understood 
the word to refer to a person ("interpreter"). 

19-21. Vv. 19 and 21 are closely related, and there is also a 
thematic connection with vv. 15 and 1 7: if strict discipline is required 
for the upbringing of children, it is no less necessary for securing 
proper service from slaves. V. 20 appears to have been inserted 
between vv. 19 and 21 because of the occurrence of words (d'barim) 
in both vv. 19 and 20. 

19. The implication of the first line of this verse is that only a 
beating will obtain results. give heed: literally, "answer". This does 
not mean a refusal to reply but a general unwillingness to obey 
orders. Compare Papyrus lnsinger 14: 1 1: "If the rod is far from his 
master, the servant will not obey him". 

20. This verse is virtually identical with 26: 12 except that in the 
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lallCT it is the person who is "wise in his own eyes" who is said lo 
be a less hopeful case than the fool. Sec on 26: 12. According to 
other proverbs (for example, IO: 13; 12: 16, 23; 14:3) speaking without 
reAection is precisely a characteristic of the fool. 

21. pampers (m'panniq): this word occurs only here in the Old 
Testament, but is found, with this meaning in Mishnaic Hebrew. 
his heir: this word (manon) has completely baffied the interpreters. 
It is probably corrupt. It is most unlikely to mean "heir", even if -
which is most improbable - it is related to nin, a rare word meaning 
"ofTspring, progeny". Emendations which have been proposed are 
mainly based simply on guessing what kind of meaning seems most 
appropriate, for example madon, "(source of) strife" (Wilde
boer, Ploger), yagon, "grief, sorrow" (Frankenberg); "ungrateful" 
(REE). Several commentators (Gemser, Scott, Ringgren, McKane) 
simply follow Vulg. (contumax, "refractory") without being able 
to suggest what the original Hebrew word might have been. 
Reider ( 1954, pp. 285-6) retained MT and rendered it by "weak
ling", citing a cognate Arabic word. LXX, has "ultimately he will 
be with sorrow concerning himself"; but Lxx also has a quite 
different first line: "He that lives wantonly from a child will be 
a slave". 

22. The first line of this verse is a close variant of 15: I 8a, but 
unlike the latter is in synonymous parallelism. The short-tempered 
man not only creates quarrels with his neighbours but also causes 
much transgression - that is, he frequently commits some social 
or legal offence. 

23. The consequences of pride and humility respectively are simi
larly contrasted in other proverbs in these chapters (11:2; 16:18, 
19). Here there is a play on words between taJpilennu, bring him 
low (in the sense of humiliation or material poverty) and .f'pal-rua4, 
lowly in spirit. 2y6-7 provides a concrete example of the humili
ation of the proud. 

24. The partner of a thief: literally, "One who shares out with 
a thief". In 16: 19 it is the proud who are said to "divide the spoil", 
and they are contrasted with those who are "of a lowly spirit" (the 
same phrase as is used in v. 23). Here, however, the reference to 
partners in theft is probably to be taken literally, though a distinc
tion is made between the thief himself and the person who receives 
part of the proceeds of the theft, presumably as a reward for assisting 
the thief in some unspecified way. It is said of this partner that he 
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hates his own life: that is, he will suffer a severe penalty, probably 
a divine rather than a legal punishment. 

The meaning of the second line has been disputed, but it probably 
refers to a legal oath or curse requiring witnesses to a crime or those 
involved in it to come forward and reveal their knowledge of it. This 
requirement is set out in the law of Lev. s: 1 -6, where also the 
expression fiima' 'iiliih (RSV hears the curse) is used (compare also 
Jg. 17:2). For those who refused to speak after the "curse" or oath 
had been pronounced, it had the effect of a divine curse, which 
could only be averted by subsequent confession and the offering of 
a propitiatory sacrifice. 

25-27. It is probably no coincidence that these final verses, like 
the opening verses, of this section of the book ( chapters 25-9), refer 
to Yahweh and to kings, and that the last verse of all may be said 
to sum up the whole message of the collection with a reminder that 
there are only two ways in which a person may walk: no middle 
way, no compromise, is available between that of the righteous and 
that of the wicked. 

25. The fear of man: this could mean either "a man's fear" or 
"being afraid of men". In either case the meaning of the proverb is 
virtually the same. lays a snare: this is a misleading translation. 
REB's "may prove a snare" is better. The point of the verse is the 
contrast between the person who has no effective religious faith and 
the one who knows that Yahweh will guide and support him. The 
former is in a perpetual state of anxiety (fear, 4•1iidiih, is a strong 
word - "trembling", "terror") because human relations are unpre
dictable, and in this state he may be led into a snare, that is, 
he may find himself forced into some kind of foolish or dishonest 
behaviour, whereas with Yahweh as his guide and support he has 
nothing to fear but is safe (for the meaning of this verb fgb see on 
18:10). 

26. There is a close connection between this verse and v. 25 in 
their present positions. In both, a contrast is made between what is 
to be expected from human beings and from God respectively. The 
verse may not originally have been intended to condemn the practice 
of trying to obtain favour - or, more probably, justice - from an 
influential person. The point of the proverb is in the second line: 
whatever human beings may be able to do for one, one can be sure 
that Yahweh will be impartial in giving a person what he deserves 
- a confident statement of the principle of divine retribution. 



PROVERBS 30:J-33 

27. Although Yahweh is not specifically mentioned in this verse, 
thC' thought is similar to that of 11 :20. Sec on vv. 25-7 above. 

"WORDS OF AGUR" 

CHAPTER 30 

Chapters 30 and 3 1 are often seen as a series of appendices to the 
book. 30: 1 and 31: 1 are headings - the last in a series beginning in 
1: 1 which marks all the main sections of the book up to this point. 
(The final twenty-two verses of chapter 31 form a third "appendix" 
which, although it has no heading, is marked out as a separate 
section not only by its distinctive theme but also because it is an 
alphabetic acrostic poem: each verse begins with a consecutive letter 
of the alphabet.) 

But it is not clear how much of chapter 30 belongs to the "words 
of Agur" announced in v. 1. The LXX is instructive at this point. It 
represents a quite different recension of the Hebrew text from MT, 

placing whole sections in a different order. After the long section 
22: 17-24:22 the remainder of the book is distributed by Lxx as 
follows (giving the equivalents in MT): 30: 1 - 14; 24:23-34; 30: 15-
33; 31: 1 -9; chapters 25-9; 31: 10-3 I. This recension presumably 
reflects a situation when 30:1-14 and 30:15-31 were recognized as 
independent units but whose order had not yet been fixed. 

The unity of vv. I -14, however, is itself disputed. Taking this 
group of verses from the end, vv. 11 -14 consists of a list of types of 
unpleasant persons which has little in common with what precedes 
and more affinities with the "numerical proverbs" which follow. 
Some of the earlier verses may have been strung together simply on 
the basis of the occurrence of identical or similar words. Thus v. JO 

appears to be an isolated admonition, but may owe its present pos
ition to the occurrence of the word curse (qll) common to it and to 
v. 11. There is also some similarity between curse (v. rn) and 
profane (v. 9); and lying (d'bar-kazab), together with falsehood in 
\. 8 echoes be found a liar (kazab, niphal) in v. 6 (Gemser). 
McKane even restricts the "words of Agur" to vv. lb-3, while on 
the other hand some scholars (Scott; Franklyn, 1983, pp. 238-52) 
find a genuine sequence of thought throughout vv. 1-9. 

The remainder of the chapter consists mainly of "numerical 
proverbs" (using the term broadly), vv. 7-9, 11-14, 15-16, 18-19, 
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21 -3, 24-8, 29-31, 32-3, together with two isolated proverbs 
(vv. 17 and 20). 

1-4. Although v. 1b (from The man) is totally obscure in MT 

and some commentators have entirely given up any attempt to make 
sense of it, it seems clear that these verses form a unity. There are 
two speakers: in vv. lb-3 a speaker either out of scepticism or despair 
declares his lack of wisdom and his inability to attain to any know
ledge of God; in v. 4 God himself, or possibly a human "orthodox" 
interlocuter, speaks, answering him in the manner of the divine 
speeches out of the whirlwind in job 38-41, by asking him questions 
by which he implicitly reveals the identity of the sovereign creator 
and master of the universe, whose name ought to be familiar to his 
self-styled ignoramus. This is a form of "wisdom" otherwise not 
represented in Proverbs. 

I. LXX has a quite different text in which there are no proper 
names. Agur son of Jakeh: these are not Hebrew names; they 
are probably of non-Israelite origin. There is a proper name ugr in 
Ugaritic, but Jakeh is unknown. of Massa: MT has "the oracle" 
(hammafsa'). The word occurs also in 31: 1, but without the article: 
Massa. Here RSV has adopted an emendation to mimmaffii', "from 
Massa"; others emend to hammaffii'i., "the Massaite". The commen
tators are divided between taking the word as meaning "oracle" 
and seeing it as a proper name: Massa, a North Arabian tribe men
tioned in Gen. 25: 14 and I Chr. 1 :30 as a "son" of Ishmael. The 
latter is the more probable interpretation in view of 31: 1, where the 
phrase l'mu'il melek maffii' is more likely to mean "King Lemuel of 
Massa" than "Lemuel, a king. An oracle". 

The man says: this phrase (n"iim haggeber) occurs elsewhere in 
the Old Testament only in Num. 24:3, 15, where it introduces an 
oracle spoken by the seer Balaam, and in 2 Sam. 23: 1, where it 
introduces an inspired poem or "oracle" composed by David. n"iim 
by itself occurs frequently in the prophetical books meaning a pro
phetical oracle. Its use here introducing a speech by an ordinary 
person is thus unique; the reason for this is unexplained. 

to Ithiel, to lthiel and Ucal: it is widely agreed that these are 
not real names and that this is not a possible translation. While 
some scholars reject the whole phrase as incomprehensible and 
impossible to restore to its original state, a wide variety of recon
structions has been offered by others based on repointing, emen
dation and different word division (see BHS for some of these). "I 
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am weary, 0 God, ... and am consumed (that is, exhausted}" is 
favoured by several commentaries and translations; "O that God 
would be- with me ... that I might understand" is another sugges
tion; Scott has "There is no God . . . and I cannot (know any
thing)"'; C. C. Torrey (1954, pp. 93-6), taking the sentence as 
Aramaic, proposed "I am not a god ... that I should have power". 
The- above list of proposals is not exhaustive. The final word in the 
sentence (w"ii.kii1} has variously been taken as a form of yakol, "to 
be able, have power, prevail", 'akal, "to consume" or kalah, "to be 
finished, spent, exhausted". There is no certainty about any of these 
proposals. Perhaps that which best fits the context (that is, vv. 2-
3) is the first one given above. The only matter on which there is 
wide agreement is that this sentence contains the beginning of the 
speech which continues in vv. 2-3. 

2-3. Agur continues his speech, confessing his stupidity and 
ignorance of God. His words are similar to the confession of Job in 
Job 42: 1 -3, and even more so to Ps. 73:22, which uses the same 
language as v. 2. It seems clear, therefore, that although the heading 
in v. 1 proclaims a foreign origin for these verses, their present form 
is Yahwistic. 

2. Surely: or, if the interpretation of v. 1 b suggested above is 
correct, "For". too stupid to be a man: or, "more stupid than 
(other} men". On stupid (ba'ar} see on 12:1. 

3. nor have I ... : there is no negative particle in this line. 
Either the not of the first line governs the second, or the line should 
be rendered by "that I should have knowledge of the Holy One" 
(see GK 166a). the Holy One (q'doiim): see on 9:10, where the 
parallelism shows that the word is an epithet of Yahweh. LXX has 
positive statements: "God has taught me wisdom, and I have know
ledge of the Holy". It has also been suggested (see BHS and Frank
lyn, p. 245) that lo' (not) should be emended to lu or Lu', expressing 
a wish: "O that ... !". But MT is perfectly satisfactory in the context. 

4. There is no agreement among the commentators whether the 
speaker in this verse is the same as in vv. 2-3 or whether it is 
God or another human speaker. These questions strongly resemble 
questions put to Job by God in Job 38-9, though their form and 
purpose are those of Isa. 40:12-14. There is no reason to suppose 
that, apart from the last two, they are ironical or sceptical. 

The speaker - whether God himself or one speaking on his behalf 
- replies to Agur by enquiring who is the creator and master of the 
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universe. To these questions the only possible answer is "God" or 
"Yahweh": no human being can make such a claim (compare.Job's 
confession in .Job 42: 1). The effect of the questions is to show that 
God is not in fact unknown to Agur as he supposes: he has revealed 
himself in creation. 

The dwelling-place of God is in heaven; but the first question 
points to the fact that he is able to move at will between heaven 
and earth (Gen.11:7; 35:13; Ps. 68:18 [Heb. 19]; Ezek. 1 etc.). Gen. 
28: 12 speaks of a ladder or staircase linking heaven and earth which 
only God and his angels are able to use. In this question the ascent 
to heaven is placed before the descent, probably in order to stress 
human inability to make that ascent - a point made by God to .Job 
in .Job 38, when he taunts .Job for his ignorance of what takes place 
in the heavens. 

The remaining questions are expressed in a language found else
where in the Old Testament, especially in Job and the Psalms, which 
is of mythological origin. Thus God's control of the wind, also 
mentioned in Am. 4:13, is referred to inJob 38:24, where he scatters 
it on the earth; in Job 28:25, where he regulates its force; and in Ps. 
135: 7, where he brings it out of his storehouses. Here he has gath
ered the wind in his fists ( compare Isa. 40: 1 2 for a similar anthro
pomorphism). The statement that he has wrapped up or confined 
(,rarar) the waters in a garment is verbally very similar to Job 26:8; 
compare also, again, Isa. 40:12); the garment is the clouds. Finally, 
established all the ends of the earth may be compared with Job 
38:4, 6 and Isa. 40: 12. 

What is his name?: this and the following question are ironical. 
This is not an enquiry after the identity of the creator-god; rather, 
Agur is asked ironically to name a human being able to do these 
things. Some scholars (for example Scott, Franklyn), on the analogy 
of similar passages in the Old Testament which put questions or 
make statements about creative activity and conclude with a positive 
identification of the creator with Yahweh (for example, Arn. 4:13, 
"Yahweh, the God of hosts is his name!"; compare also Arn. 5=8; 
9:6; Isa.51: 15;Jer.31 :35) have concluded that it is this identification 
that is called for here; but this interpretation is ruled out by the 
following question: and what is his son's name? Even if Lxx's 
reading "sons" (plural) is accepted, the idea that the "sons" in 
question are to be identified with the "sons of God" who form 
Yahweh's heavenly court (Gen. 6:2, 4; Job 1 :6; 2: 1) is impossible, 
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since it is a notable fact that these, in contrast with the named 
"families" of gods in the surrounding polytheistic religions, arc never 
identified by name in the Old Testament. 

The reason for enquiring about the name of a person's son as well 
as that of the person himself is not clear: there are no other examples 
of such a request for identification in the Old Testament with which 
these questions can be compared. It is more usual to enquire about 
a person's fatlzer. This may be a way of enquiring - here ironically, 
of course - about a family which such a remarkable person might 
have founded and whose descendants might still be living. Surely 
you know!: these words occur also in Job 38:5 after God has ironi
cally asked Job if he was present at the creation of the world and 
so knows who laid its foundations and fixed its dimensions. Here, 
however, they have a somewhat different purpose: they answer 
Agur's claim that he knows nothing of God: he is, after all, familiar 
with the identity of the Creator. 

5-6. These verses may have been placed here with the idea of 
giving a further, "orthodox" answer to Agur's complaint that he 
does not know God by pointing to his "word" (in the Law? in 
prophecy?) as a completely reliable and sufficient guide and source 
of revelation, and warning him against profitless and heretical 
thoughts of his own. But it is unlikely that they were originally part 
of the same composition. Not only are they not directly relevant to 
the matter of the preceding verses; they are also composed almost 
entirely of quotations from and reminiscences of other texts. V. 5 -
apart from the use of "'Loa}] for God instead of yhwh - is a simple 
quotation from Ps. 18:30 (Heh. 31) = 2 Sam. 22:31. The command 
not to add to God's words in the first line ofv. 6 is taken from Dt. 
4:2 and 12:32 (Heh. 13:1), though without the further command in 
the Deuteronomy text not to take away from them; and the second 
line is strongly reminiscent of Job 13: 10 and shows familiarity with 
the whole of Job 13:7-12 and withJob 24:25. There are also simi
larities with various passages in the Psalms (for example, Ps. 12:6 
[Heh. 7] and 119:140). 

5. God: this word ( "'loa/J) does not occur elsewhere in Proverbs, 
a fact which marks these verses out as somewhat apart from the rest 
of the book. It is used here as a substitute for yhwh, which is the 
word used in the otherwise identical verse Ps. 18:30. Its use in 
Hebrew may be archaic in origin, but in the Old Testament it occurs 
mainly in late poetical texts. The great majority of its occurrences 
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arc in the poem of the Book of Job. proves true: literally, "is tested" 
(.f'rupah) - a metaphor from the smelting or refining of metals. It is 
used of Joseph as tested by God in Ps. 105: 19. 

7-9. These verses, despite the lack of address and the references 
to Yahweh and "my God" in the third person, are a prayer 
addressed to Yahweh (Ploger suggested that such an address might 
have been contained in a line which has fallen out from v. 8, but 
this is an unsupported proposal.) But the verses are also the first of 
a series of "numerical proverbs" which form almost the whole of 
the remainder of the chapter. (On this type of proverb see on 6: 16-
19 above.) They differ, however, from the remainder in their 
religious tone. Sauer pointed out that from the formal point of view 
there are strictly three requests, not two as stated, and suggested 
that "three" has dropped out, but this also is improbable: numerical 
proverbs with only two items and lacking the "x, x+ 1" formula are 
found elsewhere in the Old Testament: compareJob 13:20-21. 

The inclusion of this prayer, a genre unique in Proverbs, suggests 
that, like the Lord's Prayer, which may have been partly based on 
it, it has a didactic purpose: that it is intended as a model prayer, 
composed by a pious wise man for imitation and reflection. It has 
a high theological character. Its request to be given neither wealth 
nor poverty but simply a sufficiency, although it has partial echoes 
elsewhere in the book, is also unique. 

The first person form has suggested to some commentators that 
the verses are a continuation of Agur's speech in vv. 1-3; but there 
is really nothing in their contents to suggest this. There is a link 
with v. 6 (see above on 30:1-33), but this is a purely verbal one. 

Toy, Gemser and Oesterley proposed the deletion of some parts 
of the prayer, especially the last line of v. 8, as later glosses; but 
there is no justification for this. The prayer as it stands has an 
unusual beauty and carries conviction. The structure is clear: an 
introduction (v. 7); the petitions (v. 8); the motives, which, contrary 
to the opinion of some commentators, relate not merely to the second 
petition but to both (v. 9). 

8. falsehood and lying: the first of these (Iaw') stands at the 
head of the list of crimes of which Job claims to be innocent when 
he makes his protestation of innocence to God (Job 31:5). But this 
word also occurs in the Decalogue (Exod. 20:7; Dt. s: 11) in a prohib
ition against taking the name of Yahweh lasaw' - a phrase usually 
rendered by "in vain", but which may mean the use of his name 
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for magical purposes, in making false oaths, or blasphemously. Here 
the author may have been thinking not just of common dishonesty 
but of offences against Yahweh such as arc alluded to in v. g. 

neither poverty nor riches: 1y16-17; 16:8; 17:1 all express the 
,·iew that there arc worse things than living in straitened circum
stances; but poverty (ri'f) is something quite different from that: it 
is absolute destitution and desperate hunger (compare 6:30). On 
the other hand, although the achievement of riches is generally 
regarded in the sentence literature as desirable, its danger is recog
nized there, and the "rich man" ( 'aJir) is not regarded as an admir
able person. The author of this prayer asks to be given a modest 
sufficiency - an attitude not far removed from that of the proverbs 
referred to above; but only here is there a total renunciation of any 
desire for wealth. 

that is needful for me: literally, "of my portion". This word 
(IJ,uqqi) could also mean "which is due to me" or, more probably, 
"which is sufficient for me". 

9. be full: that is, "have too much". Who is the Lord?: Lxx has 
"Who sees me?". deny: literaliy, "deceive". The reference may be 
to deceitfully swearing oaths to other gods, not recognizing the true 
source of wealth. profane: this verb (ta.pas') normally means "to lay 
hold of, grasp", but may here mean "misuse" (see on v. 8). Driver 
proposed "besmirch'' on the basis of a supposed Arabic cognate. 

10. This verse was clearly originally an independent admonition. 
Its position here is usually accounted for by the occurrence of the 
word "curse" both here and in v. 11. But the connection, in an 
editorial sense, is probably closer than that. The verse refers to an 
unpleasant kind of behaviour, and might well have been included 
with the four others listed in vv. 11 - I 4 except for its different form. 
Its intention - to give a warning against unacceptable behaviour -
is similar. 

he in the second line could in principle refer either to the servant 
or the master. The latter is the more probable, since the servant 
would probably be unable to prove his innocence. The proverb may 
rather be a warning against interference in the domestic affairs of a 
neighbour than against slander - compare 25: 17, where this can 
lead to hatred. The use of the word rendered slander (literally, "to 
use one's tongue") does not necessarily imply that the accusation 
is a false one. be held guilty ('ii.Jam): that is, by God, as a conse
quence of the curse. 
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11-14. Unlike the other "numerical proverbs" in this chapter, 
this passage lacks the usual specific reference to the number of items 
(four) in the list. Several commentators have supposed that an intro
ductory line similar to 6: 16 has fallen out; but this is not necessarily 
so. The fact that each item begins with the same word (dor, RSV 
those who) may have been regarded as a sufficient link between 
them (so Ploger). 

Each verse describes a kind of behaviour which is condemned 
elsewhere in Proverbs. Roth found a thematic link between the items 
in that they all refer to "offenders in the social sphere"; but it is not 
clear why these particular items were chosen. The reprehensible 
nature of the behaviour described has to be inferred simply from 
the description of the behaviour itself: there is no formal condem
nation. The words There are have been supplied by RSV: each 
verse begins simply with the noun dor, elsewhere generally rendered 
by "generation", but here meaning a class of person (see Ackroyd, 
1968, pp. 3-rn). These are respectively the unfilial (compare 19:26; 
20:20; 28:24), the self-righteous (compare 16:2; 20:9), the arrogant 
(compare 6:17a; 21:4) and the rapacious (compare 1:10-19; 6:17b; 
12:6). 

12. filth: this is a very strong word. The self-righteousness of 
these people conceals an unsuspected depth of iniquity. 

13. eyelids: see on 4:25, where RSV renders the same word by 
"gaze". 

14. teeth: the Hebrew has two synonymous words here. The 
expressions in the first two lines are metaphorical, but they express 
the ruthlessness of these enemies of society who prey on others. The 
last two lines are widely regarded as a gloss explaining the meta
phors of the first two. (The same activity is condemned in 22:22.) 
Ploger, however, regards them as the climax of the whole passage: 
it is those who are guilty of all the above crimes who are responsible 
for the destruction of the poor. from among men (me'iidiim): Gemser 
and Dahood, for the sake of parallelism, wish to read "the earth" 
here (Gemser emends to "'dii.miih; Dahood adopts this translation 
without emendation). But this is not necessary: among men gives 
a sufficient parallelism. 

15-16. The much longer text of LXX takes these verses together 
as forming a single proverb; but there can be no doubt that there 
are two separate units here. The first lines of v. 15 (to they cry) 
stand on their own, while the remainder of the verse together with 
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,-. 16 constitutes a typical numerical proverb consisting of introduc
tion and list of items (compare vv. 18-19, 21-3, 24-8, 29-31). As 
with ,·. 10, ,·. 15a has been juxtaposed to the numerical proverb 
which follows because of a common theme: insatiability. 

V. 15a, which is syntactically incomplete (RSV's they say is not 
represented in the Hebrew text), is probably a fragment of a longer 
proverb. The Hebrew has simply: "The leech has two daughters, 
Give! give!''. The sense is less problematical than has often been 
supposed (see North, 1965, pp. 281-2). The leech: there have been 
various interpretations of this word ("'liiqah): it has been understood 
as a proper name Aluqah, supposedly the author of the remainder 
of the chapter; it has been divided into two, making two verbs 
(Gemser); and it has been thought to be the name of a demon or 
an epithet of the underworld. But there is no reason to doubt that 
it means "leech". Although this is its only occurrence in the Old 
Testament, it is attested in Arabic and Syriac and also in Mishnaic 
Hebrew (see BL3). two daughters: these are the two suckers of the 
leech, situated at the two ends of its body, with which it sucks the 
blood of the human being or animal to which it has attached itself. 
"Give, give": this is the reiterated imperative of a conjectural verb 
yahab, which occurs only in the imperative. The meaning is probably 
something like "More! more!". The leech continues to suck blood 
until it is completely bloated and incapable of absorbing more. As 
it stands, the text merely states a fact, based on observation, about 
the nature ofleeches; but as in some other numerical proverbs about 
the animal world (for example, 6:6-r 1) the intention may be to 
draw an analogy with the character of some human beings. 

V. 16 has three lines. Of the four examples given, the last two 
are provided with explanations while the first two are not. The 
reason for this may be to fill out the poetical lines (Ploger suggests 
that the first two items are self-explanatory; but this is hardly con
vincing). That Sheol is insatiable is a commonplace of Hebrew 
belief ( compare 2r20 and see on r: r 2). the barren womb: this is 
generally interpreted as referring to the urgent desire of barren 
women for children - compare Rachel's appeal to Jacob in Gen. 
30: 1: "Give me (habah) sons, or I die!". (Thomas's rendering of this 
phrase by "the voraciousness of the carrion-eagle" [ VT Suppl. 3, 
1955, p. 290] is an unnecessary rejection of the obvious meaning.) 
The recurrent drought in Palestine explains the reference to the 
thirst of the earth for water, and the capacity of fire to consume 
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everything within reach is a further obvious example of insatiability. 
Whether this proverb is an implied warning against human greed 
(McKane) or is simply an example of the classification of phenom
ena as part of an attempt to understand the world (Roth; see on 
~16-19) is not clear. 

"Enough": this word (hon), which occurs frequently in Proverbs, 
always elsewhere means "wealth, possessions". The universal view 
that here (both in v. 15 and v. 16) it has the meaning of "sufficiency" 
is based mainly on the context. 

17. This is an isolated proverb, probably placed here because of 
the occurrence of the word nefer, "vulture, eagle", here and in v. 19. 
Of the proverbs which condemn unfilial behaviour (see on v. 11 
above) this is the most severe, though 20:20 states that such a 
person's "lamp will be put out". Here the corpse of the offender 
will - or should be - exposed in the open country to be attacked by 
scavenging birds; appropriately, it is his eye with which he has 
disdained his parents which is specifically mentioned. As may be 
seen from other proverbs in the book, the eye is the organ which 
reveals or expresses a person's true character. to obey (liqq"hat): 
this word has generally been taken, as by RSV, as a somewhat 
anomalous form (see GK 20b) of a word in Gen. 49:10, similarly 
unique in the Old Testament, usually rendered by "obedience"; but 
the view of Driver UTS 29 [1928], p. 394) and Thomas UTS 42 
[1941], pp. 151-5) who connect it with an Ethiopic word meaning 
"old age" has been accepted by KB3

. Pesh., Targ. and LXX also have 
"old age", previously thought to be based on an original ziqnat; but 
the newer suggestion is more probable. The line should therefore 
be rendered "and scorns his aged mother". 

18-19. This numerical proverb combines the formula "x, x + 1" 
(see on 6:16-19) with the device employed in vv. 11-14: each 
item begins with the same word, derek (the way). The introduction 
(v. 18) defines the common characteristic of the items in the list: 
they are all wonderful - things which are beyond human (or at 
least, the author's) comprehension. A different view, that their 
common feature is that they are all phenomena which leave no trace, 
though it may apply to the first three examples, fails to explain in 
what way this can be said of the final one. 

The word derek, literally "road" or "journey", also means "mode" 
or "manner", and this is its meaning here: all these phenomena are 
mysterious in the manner of their occurrence: it is impossible to 
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answer the question, "How is it done?". The eagle appears to ffoat 
and move in the sky with no physical support; the snake is capable 
of movement, yet has no legs; there is no visible cause of the move
ment of a sailing ship at sea. The final item may be intended to 
constitute a climax: the proverb moves from the animal world to 
the human one. But it is not clear what is wonderful or mysterious 
about the action referred to here. Probably the reference is not to 
the act of copulation itself but to what follows: human gestation and 
birth - the formation of a child in the womb, which is equally seen 
as a great mystery in Job 10:10-11. It is no doubt to be inferred 
that all these things are part of the mysterious action of God. 

A notable feature of this proverb - though we might compare the 
speeches of God in the Book of Job - is that, although based on 
observation, it is a list of things which the author, although he is 
familiar with them, does not understand - which are beyond his 
comprehension. It is thus an attestation not of what human beings 
can achieve for themselves through wisdom but of the limitations of 
human wisdom, a fact acknowledged in general terms elsewhere in 
the book, for example in 16: 1 ,9. 

maiden: this word ( 'almii.h) does not mean a virgin but simply a 
young woman, who may be married. 

20. This verse is linked to v. 1 9 by the occurrence of the word derek, 
way. But it is not clear whether it was originally an independent 
proverb placed here solely for that reason, or whether it is a gloss on 
the last line ofv. 19 added by someone who misunderstood that line 
as referring to an immoral relationship. The answer to this question 
turns on the meaning here of ken (RSV This is), a word which usually 
refers to what precedes, but which may sometimes have the forward
looking meaning attributed to it by RSV and also by Scott, McKane 
and REB (see Mulder, 1981, pp. 222-3). eats: here a metaphor for 
sexual intercourse: compare 9: 17. The metaphor is continued with 
and wipes her mouth. The adulteress has no sense of guilt: her sin, 
once perpetrated, is soon forgotten like a completed meal. 

21-23. In this numerical proverb all the four items refer to situ
ations in human society. V. 21 speaks in metaphorical language of 
an universal cataclysm which would result from certain surprising 
social reversals - what Van Leeuwen (1986, pp. 599-610) has 
appropriately called "a world upside down". But it may be ques
tioned how seriously this cataclysmic language is to be taken. Both 
Roth and Van Leeuwen regard the proverb very seriously as a warn-
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ing against a social revolution caused by a general abandonment of 
the pillars on which society rests. Others, however, especially 
McKane, see it in a humorous light. In fact the four items listed -
a rather arbitrary selection from a large number of possible examples 
- hardly support the former view. In fact the only example which 
would justify it is the first - that of the slave who becomes king. 
The other three are trivial matters, no doubt not entirely unusual 
occurrences, and far from earthshaking. Although they all refer to 
reversals of the normal order of things, it is difficult to believe that 
they are intended to be taken with great seriousness. 

Formally the introductory verse (v. 2 I) and all the items which 
follow are linked in the Hebrew text by the fact that they all begin 
with the same word, ta/Jat, Under - a feature suppressed in RSV. 
But the four items have yet another common feature: each depicts 
the unexpected rise to influence or position of a kind of person 
normally despised or dismissed by society as ofno importance. Two 
of these are men, two women. But it is not the change of fortune in 
itself which is felt to be intolerable. The use of the temporal clause 
(ki, when ... ) in each case shows that the point of the proverb 
lies in the behaviour of such persons after their elevation or pro
motion. The proverb in its brevity only hints at this; but the kind 
of behaviour which best fits all these cases is probably an intolerable 
conceit or arrogance (so Ringgren): that of the slave who finds him
self in a position to lord it over those who have previously lorded it 
over him (compare 19:10); of the social outcast (niibiil, RSV fool; 
see on IT 7) who finds himself living in unaccustomed luxury and 
boasts of it as if it had been achieved by his own cleverness; of the 
unpopular woman who has found a husband against all expectations 
and thinks highly of herself as a consequence; and of the servant 
girl who, having supplanted her mistress in the affections of the 
master of the house, gives herself airs. 

21. In the second line of this verse the Hebrew has the anomalous 
sentence "under four it cannot bear". This second under should 
probably be omitted. 

22. is filled with food: this verb (fiiba') can mean to be sated 
or t6l have too much - for example, eating too much honey leads to 
vomiting, 25: 16. But with le/Jem (food) as its object it always in 
Proverbs ( 12: 11; 20: 13; 28: 1 g) denotes an ample sufficiency of food 
- that is, relative prosperity - attained by hard work and diligence. 
So although some interpreters have taken the phrase here to refer 
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to gluttony (for example, REB "a fool gorging himself"), prosperity 
is the more probable meaning. This is also the meaning of this verb 
in 30:9, where it is stated that a consequence of wealth may be 
arrogance (in the form of contempt of God). 

%3. an unloved woman: literally, "a hated woman". The brevity 
of the reference makes this line difficult to interpret, and the com
mentators are divided. Several commentators (Delitzsch, Wildeboer, 
Toy, Oesterley, Ploger) think that it refers to an unattractive old 
maid who unexpectedly finds a husband, and this is probably cor
rect. But others think that the woman in question is a divorcee; 
according to Roth, Sauer and Driver, the term "unloved" may be 
a technical term having this meaning. While several passages in the 
Old Testament deal with divorce (Dt. 21:15-17 and Gen. 29:31-
3) they cannot, as has been suggested, be relevant here because 
although they refer to situations in which a man has two wives and 
loves one but "hates" (that is, does not love, or is repelled by) the· 
other, there is there no question of divorce and so none of remar
riage. Only Dt. 24: 1 -4 connects the word "hate" with divorce; this 
is a case where the husband has found some "indecency" in his 
wife, and his hatred is followed by divorce. It is possible that the 
present text refers to such a woman, who remarries despite her past 
reputation; but this is by no means certain. The view that "hated" 
is actually a technical term for a divorcee cannot be sustained. The 
"old maid" theory fits the text adequately. Van der Ploeg proposes 
a repointing of the Hebrew word rendered gets a husband by RSV, 
which would produce a translation such as "an unloved wife when 
she takes control (of the household)"; but this hardly seems 
necessary. 

succeeds: better, "supplants". 
24-28. This numerical proverb lacks the "x, x + 1" formula 

(see on 6:16-19). It has been suggested that this is an indication of 
a late date; the formula also occurs in Sir. (23: 16; 25:7; 50:25). 
Although no moral is explicitly drawn ( contrast 6:6-11), the fact 
that all the animals listed have been selected for their exceptional 
wisdom is a clear pointer to such a moral. This moral must lie in 
the relationship between this wisdom and the other characteristic 
common to all four examples, that is, their apparent insignificance 
or weakness (the word qaeanlqaton, RSV small, has this meaning 
rather than that of physical smallness - compare, for example, 
Exod. 18:22; 1 Sam. 1s:17; Isa. 60:22; Am. 7: 2, 5 for this meaning). 
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The point of the proverb is that these apparently feeble creatures 
achieve success in various ways through their wisdom; so, it is 
implied, human beings who acquire wisdom can overcome their 
natural disadvantages. 

At the same time the proverb is the result of unusually acute 
observation of the natural world, and as such marks a stage in 
progress towards a scientific understanding of it. 

25. Compare 6:6-8. Another characteristic of ants is referred to 
in a proverb incorporated into Amarna Letter no. 252 (ANET, 
p. 486). The ants are here called a people ('am), implying a high 
level of organization. 

26. badgers: probably the so-called rock-badger, not the Euro
pean kind, thought to be capable of building its home in particularly 
difficult terrain. They also are called a people. 

27. locusts: one of a number of different kinds of locust men
tioned in the Old Testament. The fact that they have no king 
(compare what is said about ants in 6:7) to organize and lead them 
was regarded as a testimony to their unusual wisdom shown in their 
ability to organize themselves (see Jg. 21 :25 for a pronouncement 
on this subject). The second line apparently refers to the appearance 
of military organization in the relentless march of a swarm oflocusts. 
march in rank: literally, "go out, dividing". YI.Z.fll, "to go out", is a 
regular term used of an army on the march; ~I.Z.f~, "to divide", may 
refer to a formation into divisions or ranks. The effectiveness of a 
swarm of locusts in achieving its purpose was too well known to 
require specific mention. 

28. lizard (f'mamit): the gecko or house-lizard, remarkable for its 
ability to climb walls. you can take: this verb should perhaps be re
pointed as passive: "can be taken" - a reference to its harmlessness. 
While the other three creatures are represented as taking positive 
action, the lizard is simply unobtrusively "there". But this example 
also differs from the other three in that the lizard's finding its way 
into kings' palaces is hardly an achievement beneficial to itself. 
This is, rather, a humorous comment on its cheekiness: in a Pick
wickian sense, it does better than all the others; and "kings' palaces" 
makes a climax for the whole group. 

29-31. This numerical proverb is difficult to interpret, mainly 
owing to the obscurity of the last line ofv. 31, which as it stands in 
MT is almost certainly corrupt. In MT the first three examples cited 
are animal but the fourth is human (a king). However, Thomas 
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(ITS Suppl. 3, 1955, p. 291 ), Roth and Scott proposed reconstruc
tions of the final line which would make that line also refer to an 
animal. so making the whole proverb an animal proverb similar to 
\"V. 24-8. 

29. are stately: the verb employed here means "to do (some
thing) well"'. The examples which follow make it clear that the 
stateliness of carriage is seen as an indication of superiority or 
leadership. 

30. The lion has a magnificent appearance which matches its 
courage. Of the four examples given, only this one has a detailed 
description extending over a whole verse. For a possible reason see 
on v. 31 below. 

31. the strutting cock: this is the interpretation of the ancient 
versions, but is not necessarily the correct one. MT has a phrase, 
"girt of loins", perhaps an epithet which would be familiar to the 
original readers but not to us, designating a particular animal, rather 
than an actual name, though attempts have been made by some 
modern scholars to find a name concealed behind it. Suggestions 
about its identity include cockerel, war-horse, greyhound and a kind 
of raven. Gemser suggested the emendation of motnayim, "loins", to 
mitna.Hi': "(a cockerel) raising itself up (above the hens)". 

the he-goat: this animal was presumably included because of an 
obvious dominance over the herd. The word is preceded by a redun
dant 'o, "or", which has led some commentators to suppose that 
the corruption which follows begins here. 

and a king standing before his people: MT has umelek 'alqii.m 
'immo, "and a king 'alqii.m with him". The word 'alqum, which is 
unique, is unintelligible - the suggestion that it is an Arabic word 
meaning "troop of soldiers" is quite impossible, and some commen
tators have regarded the whole line as impossible to understand or 
even to restore. RSV's translation, accepted with reservations by 
McKane (compare Driver, Bib. 32 [1951], p. 194) is based on an 
emendation to ii.melek qiim 'el- 'ammo. Among other proposals for 
emendation, Ringgren suggested umelek k"il qiim b"ammo, "and the 
king who appears like a god to his people". A major alternative to 
this type of interpretation is umelek lo' qiimu 'immo, "and a king against 
whom no-one rises up" (Barucq; compare again Driver). T. C. Vri
ezen (1965, pp. 345-52) improbably suggested that qum is an error 
for qos, the name of the Edomite war-god. 

There is no certainty about these or any other suggestions which 
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have been made. It may, however, be said that the picture of a kin.~ 
leading his people best fits the rest of the proverb. This line would 
then form its climax: it would be an encomium on kingship in which 
kings are compared with the "kings" of the animal world as being 
the greatest of them, in particular with the lion, to which attention 
is especially drawn (compare 2 Sam. 1:23, where Saul and Jonathan 
are said to have been swifter than eagles and stronger than lions). 

32-33. The form of this proverb resembles that of an admonition 
(v. 32) followed by the reason for it (v. 33). There are obscurities 
in v. 32, but v. 33 suggests that the point of the proverb is a warning 
that actions always entail consequences. 

32. have been foolish: elsewhere this verb (nbl), like the noun 
nii.bii.l (see on 17:7), has a stronger connotation than that of mere 
folly, and here may imply contempt for others. have been devising 
evil: this verb (zii.mam) does not always have a pejorative sense: in 
3,: 16 it is used positively or neutrally of making plans. Ploger thinks 
that it has such a sense here, and renders the line by "and when 
you reflect on it afterwards". 

put your hand on your mouth: the Hebrew has no verb, but 
simply "hand on mouth". Elsewhere (Job 21 :5; 29:9; 40:4) putting 
the hand over the mouth or lips is a sign that one is amazed or 
overwhelmed; here it presumably means to be appalled by a realiz
ation of the probable consequences of one's actions. McKane, how
ever, renders the line by "if you dabble in intrigue with your hand 
on your mouth" - that is, secretly - leaving some expression such 
as "watch your step!" to be inferred. 

33. The point of the proverb lies in the last, or possibly tne 
second, line of this verse. The second line probably refers to a punch 
on the nose and its consequences. The third line, which plays on 
two meanings of 'ap - singular, "nose", dual 'appayim, anger - is 
somewhat similar in meaning to the second; some commentators 
hold it to be a later gloss. The point of the verse is that just as 
when sour milk is shaken and then squeezed it produces curds, so 
resentment caused by behaviour such as is described in v. 32 will, 
when provoked beyond a certain point, break out in violent retali
ation (strife). 

Although the triple form of this verse probably accounts for its 
placement here, this is not a numerical proverb in the usual sense. 
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"WORDS OF KING LEMUEL" 

AN INSTRUCTION 

CHAPTER 3 I, VERSES I -9 

That these verses constitute a distinct section of the book was 
already known to the Lxx translators: in that version they are separ
ated from vv. 10-31 by chapters 25-9. (See above on 30:1-33.) 
This is a brief example of the genre of the "royal Instruction" of 
which there are examples extant from both Egypt and Mesopotamia, 
notably the Egyptian Instruction for King Merikare (ANET, pp. 414-
18) and the Instruction of King Amenemhet (ANET, pp. 418-19) and 
the Babylonian Advice to a Prince (W. G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom 
literature, Oxford, 1960, pp. I I0-15). This is, however, the only 
extant example of a royal Instruction given by a mother rather than 
a father. But it must be remembered that the queen mother occupied 
a position of power in the kingdom of Judah, and apparently also 
in some other kingdoms of the ancient Semitic world. 

The Instruction appears to be of non-Israelite origin like the 
"Words of Agur". The name Lemuel is a Semitic but not a Hebrew 
name, and Massa may be a territory in North Arabia (see above on 
30: 1). As with 30: 1, LXX has no proper names in 31: 1: it appears to 
have divided the word Lemuel into two words, l'mo 'ii, "(spoken by 
God"); and it rendered Massa by "divine oracle", so disguising the 
foreign origin of the Instruction. The latter is, however, confirmed 
by the language, which includes some non-Hebraic forms. 

The Instruction, probably placed here at the end of the book as 
summing up the teaching of earlier chapters, presents a picture of 
a model ruler. It consists of a series of admonitions to a young 
king about his duties, primarily of a judicial nature. He is to avoid 
involvement with women who may exercise a pernicious influence 
on him, to keep sober so that his judgement may not be impaired, 
and, as judge of his people, to maintain the legal rights of the poor 
and helpless - a principal duty of ancient Near Eastern kings. 

2. What?: since there is no verb, the implication of the use of this 
thrice repeated word, and indeed the reason why it is repeated, are 
unclear. Toy and Ringgren suggested "What shall I say to you?", 
with some support from Lxx; Dahood, "What ails you?"; Scott, 
"Now then!". Alternatively, it has been suggested that the word 
(mah) is Arabic and means "Take heed!" (so McKane and Ploger). 
But bar (son) is neither Hebrew nor Arabic, but Aramaic! son of 
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my vows: compare Hannah's vow in I Sam. 1:11. 

3. ~ayil, strength, here denotes virility or sexual power. your 
ways (d'rii.kekii.) is hardly an adequate parallel. Scott and others 
proposed emendation to y'rii.kekii., literally, "your loins", a word 
which also has a sexual connotation. On the other hand, Bauer 
(1958, p. 91) interpreted MT in a political sense as referring to 
"power" and "dominion" ( the latter on the basis of U garitic drkt). 
who destroy: MT has an infinitive here (m'Mt); but some commen
tators, probably correctly, repoint the word as a feminine plural 
participle, moMt. kings: the form of this word is not Hebrew but 
Aramaic. A biblical example of a man "destroyed" in this way by 
a woman is Samson (Jg. 16). 

4. It is not ... to drink: perhaps better, "Let there be ... no 
drinking" (Driver, Bib. 32 [1951], pp. 194-5). The repetition oflt 
is not for kings is difficult to account for, and may be a scribal 
error, together with this second occurrence of Lemuel (here pointed 
as l'mo'il). With these omissions, the verse becomes a normal parallel 
couplet. to drink (f'to): on this unusual form of the infinitive see 
again Driver. The context (v. 5) suggests that this is not an absolute 
prohibition but a warning not to drink too much. to desire: this 
word, whether read as Kethib ('o, "or") or as Qere 'e ("where?"), 
is difficult. It is probably a corruption of 'awwii.h, "desire". strong 
drink (iikii.r): this word, frequently paralleled, as here with yayin, 
wine, may denote a kind of strong beer ( compare 20: 1). 

5. All the verbs in this verse are unaccountably singular forms. 
Lxx, however, has plurals. The verse is characteristic of the tone of 
the whole instruction, which is concerned entirely with the duties of 
a king, not with his undoubted rights and privileges. As judges, 
kings are not above the law but must observe law and custom (what 
has been decreed) and are to ensure in particular that the legal 
rights of those citizens who, being poor or otherwise defenceless 
(b'ne-'oni, afflicted; compare the note on 'ii.ni at 22:22) are not disre
garded (pervert, literally, "alter"). 

6-7. There is a deliberate antithesis between these two verses 
and vv. 4-5 which is strongly emphasized by the repetition of the 
same words. Indulgence in strong drink and wine - now chiast
ically placed in reverse order - is again the theme. But whereas 
these are bad for kings, they are now commanded (Give, imperative) 
to be made available to certain other classes of person: the perishing 
and those in ... distress. To drink and forget, which has a bad 
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connotation for kings, is now said to be right for such people. 
This rather strange couplet, which seems out of keeping in a list 

of royal duties, has been very differently regarded by the commen
tators. Ocsterlcy regarded it as "a cynical piece of advice wholly 
out of harmony with the ideals of the wisdom writers in general". 
Some commentators, taking a similar view, considered it to be a 
later addition to the instruction. Others saw it as showing genuine 
concern for unfortunates who, as they no longer had anything to 
live for, ought to be allowed to get drunk in order to make them 
oblivious of their sufferings. Dahood saw here a possible allusion to 
a common practice of offering a "cup of consolation" referred to in 
Jcr. 16:7. The view that the couplet is an addition to the original 
text is supported by the fact that it is not addressed (or not solely 
addressed) to King Lemuel, since the imperative Give is plural. 

6. perishing; in bitter distress: these are both somewhat vague 
terms. The first, 'obid, is rendered "going to die" by MeKane, "pin
ing away" by Ploger and "despairing" by REB. In view of the 
context (poverty, v. 7) and passages such as job 31:19, where it is 
used of those who lack clothing and is paralleled with "the poor", 
it almost certainly denotes the destitute and starving. If this is so, 
Oesterley's comment may be justified: to offer drink to such persons 
without offering material help may be described as "cynical". in 
bitter distress would of course include such persons, but has a 
wider connotation. 

8-9. These verses revert to, or continue, the theme of vv. 4-
5. The general considerations of those verses are now followed by 
imperatives addressed in the singular to Lemuel. Open your 
mouth: that is, deliver legal judgements. The king was evidently 
ultimately responsible for the administration of justice. the dumb; 
all who are left desolate: as in v. 6, the identity of these classes of 
person is not clear. dumb: most commentators have understood 
this word figuratively, as referring to persons who are incapable of 
conducting their own defence or prevented from doing so through 
intimidation exercised by powerful opponents. In either case, a par
allel with the second phrase is required; but the meaning of b'ne ~•lop 
(RSV left desolate, literally, "sons of ~•top") is completely obscure. 
The Hebrew verb M,lap can mean to pass away or vanish, but is 
not elsewhere used of human beings. The phrase can hardly mean 
"orphaned", an interpretation favoured by a number of commen
tators. Others have interpreted it by invoking the cognate languages. 
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Thomas ( VT 15 [ 1965], p. 277) conjectured "imbeciles" on the 
basis of an Arabic word, and McKane "victims of circumstance" 
by comparison with a N abatean one; Driver, ( Bib. 32 [ 195,], 
pp. 195-6), referring to Aramaic and Arabic roots, suggested that 
the phrase may mean "opponents", and rendered the line by "Open 
your mouth against the suit of all his adversaries". But no consensus 
has been reached, and the meaning of the phrase remains obscure. 

A POEM IN PRAISE OF THE "GOOD WIFE" 

AN ACROSTIC POEM 

31:10-31 

Discussion - from a man's point of view - of good and bad women 
runs through the wisdom literature. In particular, most Egyptian 
instructions from Ptahhotep onwards (third millennium BC) include 
the topic, and often in connection with marriage: the choice of a 
suitable wife was a matter of great importance to a man with regard 
both to his domestic happiness and his career. The Book of Proverbs 
is no exception. 3i:10-31 is a poem which stands fully within the 
wisdom tradition. Yet it has its own particular character. 

E. Jacob (1971, pp. 287-95) pointed out that much of what is 
said here about this woman goes far beyond what any real woman 
could aspire to, and suggested that the whole poem is an allegory 
in which the woman is personified Wisdom herself. McCreesh ( 1985, 
pp. 25-46) also saw the poem as a description of omnicompetent 
Wisdom, and pointed out a further significant characteristic: that, 
in contrast to the treatment of the theme in the earlier non-Israelite 
instructions, it is here the woman who completely dominates the 
scene, while the husband, although he "sits with the elders of the 
land" (v. 23), is a very minor character, whose only other function 
is to praise her (v. 28), so giving her what is due to Wisdom from 
an ordinary mortal. M. B. Crook (1954, pp. 137-40) also observed 
that the description is an ideal one, but accounted for this by arguing 
that the poem was originally an instruction for young girls leaving 
school, intended as a model of wifely virtues to which they ought to 
aspire. E. L. Lyons (1987, pp. 237-45), less plausibly, saw it as a 
pre-monarchical portrait of a matriarch. 

However this may be, there can be no doubt that in its present 
position in the book the poem - which in form is not an Instruction 
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but a hymn of praise (Wolters 1988, pp. 446-57) - is intended to 
recall not only what is said about wives in general in the sentence 
literature, but also the figure of Wisdom in chapters 1-9. Together 
with 3 1: 1 -9, which sums up the earlier teaching about kings, the 
poem forms the climax of the book, rounding it off by recalling a 
principal theme of the first section. It is significant that its setting 
is the house; and the final editor of the book has clearly intended 
that the reader should remember that Wisdom is the builder of her 
own house (9:1; 14:1). This house which she has built and to which 
she invites her guests (9:3-6) is a house of peace, well-being, indus
try and successful living in which, in contrast to that of the woman 
Folly or of the "strange woman", those who love her enjoy perfect 
contentment and an honourable position in life (v. 23). 

The poem is, like a number of the psalms in the Psalter and Lam. 
1 -4, an alphabetic acrostic, in which the successive verses begin 
with the successive letters (twenty-two) of the Hebrew alphabet. 
It presupposes a literate readership (it must have been a written 
composition from the start), and is probably a relatively late compo
sition. As with other examples of the form, the necessity of observing 
this formal sequence has resulted in a lack of thematic sequence. 
Within the constraints of the general theme, the topics dealt with, 
although they all contribute to the picture, are arranged in no the
matic order, and there are repetitions. Only the first and concluding 
verses give the poem a basic structure. 

The picture - whether allegorical in intention or not - presented 
here is of a well-to-do family, neither aristocratic nor royal, which 
has achieved the prosperity and stability to which the peasant farmer 
of 10: 1 -22: 16 aspired, and which is promised as a reward for decent, 
honest hard work in such proverbs as 28: 19, 20; it is also far removed 
from the life depicted in chapters 1-9 and 22:17-24:22. 

10. A good wife: see on 12:4, whose first line reads like a sum
mary version of this poem. who can find ... ?: this question can 
imply an impossibility (Ee. 7:24); but here, in view of 12:4, it pre
sumably indicates rarity rather than impossibility. "Finding a wife" 
is used in a mundane sense in 18:22; the verb is also used of acquiring 
Wisdom in 1:28; 8:35; Job 28:12, 13. far more precious than 
jewels: a similar expression is used of Wisdom in 3: 15. See on 3: 13-
18 for other similar passages. 

I I. gain: literally, "spoils" (fii.lii.l); see on 16: 19. This may refer 
to material wealth acquired by the wife through her industry and 
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perspicacily, or may have a wider connotation. That this is a meta
phor is recognized by many commentators including Gemser and 
Ploger, and also by KE3. Thomas ( VT Suppl.3, 1955, pp. 291-2), 
however, rejected this interpretation and suggested the meaning 
"wool", and Driver "progeny", both citing supposed Arabic cog
nates; these suggestions, however, are speculative and unnecessary. 

12. This verse probably refers to the commercial activities 
described in the following verses: such a wife always adds to her 
husband's wealth and sees that he never suffers losses. The verb 
(gamal) is similarly used in 3:306 and 11: 1 7a. 

13. seeks: that is, takes trouble over acquiring, or "chooses" (so 
REE). wool; flax: for making clothes. It is not clear whether these 
materials are provided from the family farm or whether they are 
purchased from outside. with willing hands: or possibly "in the 
business of her hands" - that is, the work which she does with her 
hands is done competently. 

14. afar is a relative term. This wife is unlike the peasant who 
lives from hand to mouth, as she has the means to import delicacies 
or luxury goods into her house like a merchant ship bringing 
imported goods from foreign countries. This casual allusion to 
foreign sea trade may suggest a late date for the poem. 

15. food: despite McKane's statement that this meaning of terep 
"cannot be justified", RSV is correct. Although the usual meaning 
of the word is "prey", it has this derived meaning in late works: Ps. 
1 I 1 :5; Mai. 3: 1 o; Job 24:5. RSV is supported by many commentaries 
and by KE3 and REE, and the word was so understood by LXX. 

Kuhn's proposal to emend it to the rare word tora/J, "burden" is 
unnecessary. provides: perhaps better, "apportions" (natan). and 
tasks for her maidens: this third line, similar to 27:27, may be a 
gloss. 

16. Whatever may have been the legal status of women at various 
periods of Israelite history, there were no doubt always strong
minded and competent wives who took the initiative in matters 
concerning the family fortunes; compare Abigail in I Sam. 25. The 
wife depicted in this poem clearly acts with the full approval of her 
husband (compare v. 11). But it is she who buys a field after careful 
consideration (zam'mah, RSV considers - see on 30:32). the fruit 
of her hands: that is, she uses the profits from her commercial 
activities (vv. 18, 24) to extend the property. she plants: read Qere 
na('ah. 
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17. Both lines of this verse speak of the vigour with which the 
wife sets about her work. To gird the loins is to tuck up the skirts 
of a garment with a belt in preparation for some activity (compare 
Exod. 112:11; 1 Kg. 18:46; 2 Kg. 4:29; Lk. 12:35). with strength: 
that is, energetically. and makes her arms strong: better, "sum
mons the strength of her arms" (compare Am. 2:14; Nah. 2:1 
[ Heb. 2] for a similar use of this verb). LXX adds "for work". 

18. Her lamp does not go out: this line probably means simply 
that she continues to work far into the night in order to increase 
her profits still more. It has been suggested that there is an allusion 
here to the use oflamp (nir) as a symbol of prosperity and success; 
but in the three passages which refer to the "putting out" of the 
lamp of the wicked ( 13:9; 20:20; 24:20) the verb employed is a 
different one. 

19. distaff (kiior); spindle (pelek): these words occur nowhere 
else in the Old Testament, and their precise meaning is not certain; 
but they arc both objects used in spinning wool. The second occurs 
in Mishnaic Hebrew, but the contexts do not indicate whether a 
distaff or a spindle is meant. 

20. The wife recognizes the same duty of generosity towards the 
poor as is advocated elsewhere in Proverbs. Although in general 
there is little sign of links between adjacent verses in this poem 
other than the alphabetic sequence in the initial letters, there is an 
additional, verbal, link here with v. 19 in the repetition of the phrase 
yadeha. fill'!J,ah ("She puts her hands," v. 19; She opens her hand, 
v. 20) together with the use of the parallel word kap, also "hand", 
in v. 19b. 

21. snow: compare 26:1. scarlet (fanim): the reference is to gar
ments or cloaks made of scarlet wool - luxury items. But since this 
does not seem to be relevant to keeping warm, some commentators 
have proposed that this word should be repointed as f'nayim, literally, 
"two" - that is, "double (garments)" or garments of double thick
ness. Both LXX and Vulg. understood it in this way. Dahood and 
Driver (on the basis ofUgaritic) together with McKane and Ploger, 
however, retain MT. McKane argues that "it is the quality of the 
clothes they wear which keeps them warm". It is true that the 
following verse is concerned with their quality, but the slight change 
of vocalization makes the better sense. 

22. coverings (marbaddfm): see on 7: 16. Although she does not 
disdain working with her hands, the wife's own clothes are of the 
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finest imported material. fine linen or byssus was imported rrom 
Egypt. purple ( 'argiimiin): a foreign word of unknown origin mean
ing wool or cloth dyed with a purple dye extracted from the murex, 
a shellfish found off the Phoenician coast. Like fine linen, it was 
exported as a luxury item throughout the ancient world. Compare 
the "purple and fine linen" of the rich man in Lk. 16: 19. 

23. Compare 12:4. There is no reason to suppose that the hus
band's reputation has anything to do directly with his or his wife's 
smart appearance. It is rather due to his wife's successful enhance
ment of the family's wealth that the husband is known - that is, 
is deferred to as a solid and influential citizen (compare the more 
detailed picture in Job 29). in the gates: see on 24:7. land ('ere.f): 
although it was in the gates of the city that the elders met (compare 
Ru. 4:1, where the wealthy farmer Boaz takes his seat there), it is 
unlikely that 'erer here means "city" (Dahood). More probably it 
means "district" or "region" (so McKane, REB). 

24. linen garments (siidin): this is a foreign word, possibly of 
Egyptian origin. Although it occurs also in Jg. 14:12,13; Isa. 3:23, 
its meaning is uncertain. The commentaries render it in quite differ
ent ways, for example, shawl, sash, undergarment and linen. It is 
doubtful whether it is related to the English word "satin" (Gemser). 
merchant (k'na(Qni): not a Canaanite in the sense familiar from the 
rest of the Old Testament, but a - probably Phoenician - trader. 
This late use of the word is found only here and in Zech. 14:21; Job 
41:6 (Heb. 40:30). 

25. Frequently in the poetical texts of the Old Testament the 
figure of putting on clothing is used with the meaning of showing 
oneself in one's true colours or displaying one's true character - for 
example, righteousness, majesty, and also, as here, Strength ( 'oz, 
compare Isa. 52:1) and dignity (hiidiir, Ps. w4:1;Job 40:w). It is 
in this sense that the wife is "clothed" with these abstract qualities. 
However, there is also an echo here of v. 22, where she is literally 
clothed in splendid garments. These characteristics show themselves 
in her appearance and bearing. 

laughs at: see on 1 :26. The wife feels secure in the prosperity 
which she has achieved for her family, and can afford to treat the 
future lightheartedly. 

26. This verse is most naturally taken to mean that the wife 
instructs her own children, who are mentioned in v. 28 as blessing 
her (compare the mother as teacher in 1:8), though Toy thought 
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that it refers to the instructions which she gives to her household 
sc-r,·ants (compare v. 27). The mention of wisdom, however, makes 
it possible- to associate her with Wisdom herself, who appears as a 
tC"achC"r in the earlier chapters of the book, especially in chapter 8. 
teaching of kindness: that is, kindly or gentle teaching. But the 
phrase could also m<"an reliable or sound teaching. 

27. She looks well to (fopiyyah): that is, supervises or keeps an 
eye on. The word is used in the same sense as in 15:3 (RSV "keeping 
watch on"). It is an unusual form of the feminine participle (see 
GK 75v); there is a similar form in 7=11 (homiyyah, RSV "loud"). 
Wolters (1985, pp. 577-87) sees here a pun on the Greek sophia, 
"wisdom"; this would necessitate a very late date for the poem. 
ways: literally, "goings", that is, what goes on. eat the bread of 
idleness: that is, food not earned by labour. 

28-31. The poem ends appropriately with praise: first the praise 
of the good wife's family is cited, and finally (v. 31) there is a general 
call to the readers to join in her praise. 

28. rise up: a preliminary to making an important declaration 
(compare Mic. 6:1; Jer. 1:17; 1 Chr. 28:2; 2 Chr. 30:27). call her 
blessed: the verb is 'iffir, related to 'afri, "Happy (is)" (3:13 etc.). 
It is a strong expression of approval as well as a recognition of good 
fortune (comparejob 29:11; Ps. 72:17; Mai. 3:12). 

29. have done excellently: in Dt. 8: 1 7 and Ezek. 28:4 this 
phrase ('afah lµiyil) means to acquire wealth. In Num. 24:18 and 
1 Sam. 14:48, however, it means "to do valiant deeds" in war. Here 
it probably includes the first of these senses but also has a wider 
connotation. See on 12:4 (on !J,ayil). 

30. The point made in the first line of this verse is not that Charm 
and beauty are undesirable in a woman, but that they are deceitful 
and vain in the sense of being ephemeral. a woman who fears the 
Lord: it is strange that, after such an eulogy of a woman who relies 
completely on her own abilities, her piety should be mentioned only 
at the very end of the poem, where it lacks the force which it would 
have had if it had been introduced in v. 10. Some commentators 
have therefore suggested that the reference to the fear of Yahweh 
has been substituted by a later editor for some other attribute. LXX has 
a double reference: "for it is an intelligent woman that is blessed; 
and let her praise the fear of the Lord". Although the textual history 
behind this is not clear, it is possible that the Hebrew text originally 
had simply "an intelligent woman". • 
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31. the fruit of her hands: that is, her achievements (the equiva
lent of her works. But Give her (fnu-lii) is strange. Driver (ETL 
26, 1950, p. 352) and Gemser suggested the repointing of the verb 
as lannu, "Recount" or "Celebrate" ( compare Jg. 5: 1 1; 1 1 :40). See 
on 9:9. praise her in the gates: that is, in the hearing of all the 
people. For this use of "gate" compare Ru. 3: 11, "all the gate of 
my people" - RSV "all my fellow townsmen". 
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