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Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching

Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.

WHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
! to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
! to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
! to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

Bible Background
The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and 
interpret the Scripture text. 

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide. 

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they

are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text

meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.



Bible Background
Lady Wisdom
Proverbs admonishes its

readers and hearers to lead a
wise—and thus godly—life. The

book employs different teaching formats.
Chapters 1–9 present instruction in the
format of a wise parent teaching a son.
These chapters also employ specific
metaphors. A primary metaphor is that of
“Lady Wisdom,” who is contrasted with
the adulteress or “the foolish woman.” 

Lady Wisdom represents wisdom and
the role of a good wife. The adulterous
woman represents folly and the role of
seductress (Van Leeuwen, 83). The first
nine chapters of Proverbs present the
metaphor of the loose woman as some-
what of a composite. Whatever the exact
traits, it is clear that this woman is sexu-
ally and spiritually beyond the bounds of
God’s created order of marriage and
family. 

These metaphors work on both a
literal and a metaphorical level, urging
young men to marry righteous women
rather than chasing after those who
would lead them astray, but also (and
more importantly) encouraging them to
value wisdom over folly, discernment over
unbridled impulse. Chapter 7 works on
both levels, chronicling the story of a
seduction and its consequences for those
who follow folly. 

In 7:4-5, the parental voice urges the
son to choose wisdom, which will guard
him against the “loose woman.” Verse 4
uses the words “sister” and “kinsman,”
which are reminiscent of the story of
Ruth, where faithful action results in a
wise marriage between Ruth and Boaz
(Ruth 2:1; 3:2). Verse 4 contrasts with
verse 5, which describes the loose woman.
This woman is depicted as speaking with
“smooth words” that charm and lead
astray. 

Beginning in verse 21, we hear about 
a young man who gives in to the tempta-
tion of the wayward woman. Verses 21-23
use a series of animal images including an
ox, a stag, and a bird. While the youth
thought he was hunting for a girl, he was
actually the one headed to the slaughter. 

Avoiding Lust
Jesus’ shocking words about lust in the
Sermon on the Mount might have bene-
fited this ancient Israelite (Mt 6:27-30).
He hyperbolically suggests that self-
mutilation is preferable to becoming
ensnared by lust! To understand this
saying fully, we need to read it in context.
In Matthew 5:17, Jesus says, “Do not
think that I have come to abolish the law
or the prophets; I have come not to
abolish but to fulfill.” Therefore the intro-
ductory phrase, “You have heard it said”
(v. 27), refers to the Jewish law about
adultery, which Jesus then proceeds to
reinterpret. The law taught that adultery
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was forbidden and antithetical to how
God desired God’s people to live.
Indeed, this is one of the Ten
Commandments that Moses received
from God on Mount Sinai (Exod 20).

Jesus radicalizes the biblical
commandment against adultery to
include one’s inner landscape as well as
outward action: “But I say to you that
everyone who looks at a woman with lust
has already committed adultery with her
in his heart” (v. 28). Jesus urges people to
avoid images and situations that would
cause them to lust. Scholars are unani-
mous that Jesus was not advocating literal
dismemberment as a remedy for lust, but
he does insist on urgency in addressing
the initial spark of lust lest it become a
raging fire.

The Sin of Gluttony
Like lust, the sin of gluttony involves
debasing a legitimate human need by
giving it a centrality that it doesn’t
deserve. Just as the book of Proverbs
warns against lust, it also warns against
gluttony. 

Proverbs 23 is part of a collection
called “The Sayings of the Wise” (Prov
22:17–24:22) (Van Leeuwen, 201). These
sayings generally take the form of positive
or negative teachings followed by positive
or negative motives for why one should
follow these teachings. 

The author addresses the reader
directly. Verses 1-3 offer counsel about
proper behavior when one is invited to
dine with kings or rulers. Only a person
of high status would receive such an invi-
tation. Many scholars believe this section
of Proverbs originates in the time of
Israel’s monarchy and was perhaps
written to instruct those about to enter
into court service (Fontaine, 511).

The author urges listeners to act with
restraint at the king’s table and show self-
control in their eating and drinking
habits. In the original Hebrew, to
“observe carefully what is before you” can
also be translated as “observe carefully
who is before you” (v. 1) (Camp and 

I. Lust
A. Proverbs 7:4-5

1. Proverbs teaches wisdom to lead a
faithful life.

2. Chapters 1-9 are in the format of a
parent teaching a son.
a. The major metaphor contrasts

“Lady Wisdom” with the “Foolish
Woman.” 

b. A young man should avoid foolish-
ness and marry a wise woman.

3. Wisdom offers protection from the
adulteress (vv. 4-5). This saying is
reminiscent of the story of Ruth 
and Boaz.

B. Proverbs 7:21-23
1. The seductress is “all talk”: smooth

and compelling (v. 21).
2. The son follows the adulteress 

(v. 22). Note the hunting imagery
(vv. 22-23).

3. The outcome of following lust is
negative (v. 23).

C. Jesus’ saying about lust (Mt 5:27-30)
1. Jesus fulfills the law.
2. Jesus radicalizes the commandment

(vv. 27-28).
3. Jesus uses hyperbole to warn against

lust (vv. 29-30). 
4. God is interested in interior as well

as exterior action.
II. Gluttony

A. Proverbs 23:1-3
1. This passage is part of “The Sayings

of the Wise” (22:17–24:22).
2. The message is addressed to

someone of high status.
3. The writer encourages self-control

with respect to food and drink.
B. Proverbs 23:19-21

1. The parent-child format resumes.
2. The writer warns about associating

with those who practice excess 
(v. 20).

3.  The outcomes of gluttony are
poverty and scarcity (v. 21).
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" Awareness of the Forces
Lust and gluttony are expansive issues.
They are personal sins that also corre-
spond to social ills. Therefore, it will be
helpful for the participants to clarify a
working definition of both terms. Invite
the class to think about these sins and
respond to the following questions.

Questions
! What is your personal definition of

lust? Of gluttony? (You may want to
have a dictionary on hand.)

! What Scripture passages come to mind
when you think of lust? Of gluttony?
! What experiences or influences shaped

your personal definitions of lust and
gluttony?

! When have you recently seen either lust
or gluttony at work in someone’s life? 

" For Good or for Bad
Although one can lust after and be 
gluttonous toward a number of objects, 
in this study we define lust and gluttony
as misguided desires for sex, food, and
drink. 

Divide the board into four quadrants.
Along the left side, label the top two
quadrants “Sex” and the bottom two
“Food and Drink.” Along the top, label
the two quadrants on the left “Godly” and
the two on the right “Sinful.” In the
“Godly” columns, have class members
describe how sex, food, and drink are
blessings from God that can be received in
a godly fashion. In the “Sinful” columns,
have them describe how these aspects of
creation can be twisted into ungodly
desires, whether individually or in society
as a whole. 

The book of Proverbs aims to inspire a free and fulfilled life according to God’s
purposes. The seven deadly sins threaten this freedom and limit the joy that
God intends. Lust and gluttony distort good gifts of God, mainly sex and food.

In today’s passages, we see the power of lust and gluttony to destroy and learn how to
loosen their grip on us by applying God’s wisdom. 

A Way to Begin
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Fontaine, 971). A ruler might infer that excess in eating and drinking might translate to
imprudent decisions in other areas. This is, of course, not an entirely unfounded
conclusion. 

The Price of Gluttony
The treatment of gluttony in Proverbs 23 continues later in the chapter when the author
again addresses the reader with the words, “Hear, my child” (v. 19). This call to pay
attention marks another occurrence of the language of a parent-child relationship. The
parental voice warns the child against gluttony and against those who lead an indulgent
lifestyle. The author advises that such behavior leads to drowsiness, a common trait
associated with the lazy found also in 6:9-11, and that laziness ultimately leads to
poverty (Van Leeuwen, 202). The text warns that excess, particularly of alcohol, can lead
to neglect of one’s job and family and thus to both financial and spiritual poverty.
Therefore the author links the sin of gluttony with the sin of sloth—together they are
the excess of doing nothing or the choice of apathy. 



" Unpacking Proverbs
The Bible portrays women as both
temptresses and the vanguards of virtue.
This is especially apparent in these
passages addressed to young men being
trained for service in the king’s court.
Both men and women, however, can be
tempters, and all of us are required to
honor God with our bodies. Both men
and women are called by God to resist the
culture of our day and see our bodies as
temples where the Holy Spirit dwells 
(1 Cor 6:19). Invite class members to
answer the following questions.

Questions
! How does temptation “happen” in

Proverbs 7:4-5, 21-23?
! What are contemporary examples of

“smooth speech”?
! Does our culture still portray women as

both temptresses and guardians of
virtue? Why or why not? Is this fair?

" Understanding the Urgency
Lust and gluttony are often accepted—
if not promoted—in our culture. On tele-
vision, “sweeps week” promises to titillate
viewers with racy plot twists or special
features. A magazine ad for chocolate cake
says, “Go on, indulge.” On the facing
page, an ad promises that the acai berry
can help you loose ten pounds in a week.
On the radio a country singer croons, “It’s
Five O’clock Somewhere,” sending the
message that alcohol is necessary for
relaxation. 

In stark contrast, our Scripture read-
ings warn about letting lust and gluttony
take hold. Read the following passages
and ask the suggested questions. 

Proverbs 7:4-5, 21-23
! What does this proverb say about lust?
! What is the outcome of lust?
! What does it mean when the verse says

lust will “cost him his life”?

Matthew 5:27-30
! What does Jesus teach about lust?
! What is the outcome of allowing lust to

run rampant?
! Jesus talks about lust and hell in the

same sentence. How does lust endanger
one’s soul?

Proverbs 23:1-3, 19-21
! What is the warning in this passage?
! What is the outcome of eating and

drinking to excess?
! How can gluttony lead to “poverty”?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
The Scriptures show how we can affirm the bodies God gave us while also holding
our human appetites in check. God only gives good gifts, and yet people often

misuse these gifts. The Bible calls this misuse of God’s gifts sin. We must under-
stand food and sex as gifts to be honored rather than forces to enslave. 
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" Honest to God
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Honest to
God” (page 28). Invite class
members to follow the exer-

cises provided individually. If
appropriate, invite discussion either as a
class or in small groups.

" Vice to Virtue
On our own, we cannot break the power
of sin in our lives. Despite our most
valiant efforts, we cannot reorder a disor-
dered relationship. Through trust in Jesus
Christ, however, we can overcome these
sins. When we surrender our lives and
wills to Christ, we are forgiven for our
sins, and the Holy Spirit empowers us to
make changes. 

Explain that the virtues of purity and
self-control are the spiritual antidotes to
the sins of lust and gluttony. As a class,
write definitions of purity and self-
control. Contrast these to the definitions
of lust and gluttony you shared earlier in
the session. Based on what you have
discussed, how do you account for these
differences?

Share a time when you experienced
the God-given power of purity and self-
control in your life. 

" Commitment to Virtue 
Through these passages, God calls us to
see clearly the power of lust and gluttony
in our lives and in our culture. Ask class
members to consider one change they can
make to move from lust to purity and
from gluttony to self-control. How can we
make a difference in our culture or in the
life of another person with respect to
these virtues?

Resources
Claudia Camp and Carole Fontaine, “Proverbs, and
Introduction,” The HarperCollins Study Bible (London:
HarperCollins, 1993).

Carole Fontaine, “Proverbs,” Harper’s Bible Commentary
(New York: HarperCollins, 1988).

Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “The Book of Proverbs,” The
New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).

God gave us the good gifts of sex and food for both a functional and an aesthetic
purpose. Due to the physical, spiritual, and relational nature of both gifts, they
can have tremendous power when they are sinfully misused. The Scripture

passages urge us to realize the high stakes for our relationship with God and others when
we allow these sins to take root. 

A Way to End
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2
Bible Background

Greed
The writer of Proverbs 3

teaches about the sin of greed
as if he were a parent teaching his

child. As we discussed last week, this form
of teaching is found in chapters 1–9 of
the book of Proverbs. The writer assumes
the persona of a wise parent sharing valu-
able life lessons with a son. Proverbs
3:27-31 presents a series of admonitions
that begin with “do not” (Van Leeuwen,
54). The passage urges hearers to share
what they have and not to withhold good
deeds or material goods. Verse 27 advo-
cates sharing wisely “to whom it is due”
and “when it is in your power.” Rather
than blindly giving away what one
receives, the writer of Proverbs 3 teaches
the importance of wisely discerning what
to give, when, and to whom. The freedom
to share prudently what has been given
connects these passages in their teaching
against greed.

Proverbs 11:24-28 continues to
counsel us to seek a prudent life that
resists greed and moves toward generos-
ity. These verses are part of what is called
“The First Solomonic Collection,”
comprising Proverbs 10:1–22:16. Our
specific verses are further classified as
belonging to “The Antithetical
Collection” of Proverbs 10:1–15:33 
(Van Leeuwen, 105). As the title suggests,
these teachings are closely associated with

King Solomon, the paragon of wisdom in
the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Most biblical scholars agree that King
Solomon did not actually write Proverbs,
at least in its entirety. Rather, the book of
Proverbs is seen as a collection of wisdom
sayings from a variety of sources, some
perhaps dating back to Solomon but
others written at different times.
Collections of wisdom sayings in the
voice of a wise king are part of a common
genre of literature in the ancient world
that was used to instruct the young, espe-
cially among the well-born classes from
whom a king’s courtiers would be
recruited.

Generosity
Proverbs 10:1–15:33 presents topics in
parallel lines of contrasting words and
images. For example, wisdom is compared
with folly and the righteous with the
wicked. This collection also reveals a
strong belief that one receives what one
deserves in life. You will reap what you
sow; therefore, give freely. The word
“give” from verse 24 actually means
“scatter” in Hebrew, which ties this teach-
ing closely to the metaphor of sowing and
reaping (Van Leeuwen, 119). 

Proverbs 11:24-28 forms a triad of
instructions about the relationship
between the rich and the poor. In a rever-
sal of worldly economics, these verses
teach that in God’s economy the generous
gain and the greedy lose. Verses 24-25
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speak in terms of an individual’s actions
toward those in need and urge cheerful
giving. In verse 26, the focus is how
generosity in business considers the
welfare of society rather than solely
one’s own profit. Verses 27-28 summarize
the writer’s point: the difference between
greed and generosity is trust. What—
or whom—one trusts will predict whether
one gives to others or hoards for oneself.
Those who trust God to provide for them
can give generously. 

Jesus had much to say about greed
and generosity. In Luke 12:13-21, he tells
a parable about a rich man content to
build bigger barns in which to hoard his
wealth, not knowing that he was destined
to die—alone—that very night. This man’s
greed left him isolated from his commu-
nity and even his family, for Jesus implies
in 12:20 either that the rich fool died
without an heir or that someone might
contest his will (see v. 13)! Instead of
keeping it to himself, the man should
have used his wealth to meet the basic
needs of his hungry neighbors.

Envy
The sin of envy is addressed in Proverbs
23. This chapter is found within a collec-
tion called “The Sayings of the Wise”
(22:17–24:22) (Van Leeuwen, 201). As we
noted last week, these sayings generally
contrast positive and negative behaviors
and the motivations lying behind them.
For example, today’s passage opens with 
a negative admonition, “do not let your
heart envy sinners,” followed by a positive
action, “but always continue in fear of the
LORD” (v. 17). 

The first hearers of the charge to
“continue in the fear of the LORD” knew
this meant keeping the law and obeying
the commandments. Verse 18 provides
the motivation for avoiding the negative
behavior of envying sinners and embrac-
ing the positive command to fear God
(Van Leeuwen, 207) by promising a future
and an imperishable hope for those who
walk in God’s ways.  

The account of Cain and Abel (Gen 4)
reveals the depths to which envy can 
drive us. Adam and Eve gave birth to two
sons. Cain was a farmer whose name in
Hebrew means “acquisition” or “produc-
tion.” Abel was a shepherd whose name
means “emptiness” or “futility.”
Throughout Scripture, pairs of brothers
are often seen as opposites in tempera-
ment or occupation, as the opposing
meanings of Cain’s and Abel’s names
illustrate (Rosenberg, 10). 

Both brothers brought their offerings
to the Lord. Cain brought the first fruits
of the land and Abel the firstlings of 
his flock. God was pleased with Abel’s

I. Greed
A. Proverbs 3:27-28

1. Negative Admonitions
2. Giving to Others with Wisdom 
(v. 27)
3. Sharing What You Have (v. 28)

B. Proverbs 11:24-28
1. The Rich and the Poor 
(vv. 24-23)
2. The Necessity of Giving 
(v. 24-26)
3. Greed, Generosity, and Trust 
(v. 28)

II. Envy
A. Proverbs 23:17-18

1. A Negative Command: “ Do not 
Envy Sinners” (v. 17a)
2. A Positive Command: “Continue
in the Fear of the Lord” (v. 17b)
3. A Motive Clause (v. 18)

B. An Example of Envy (Gen 4:3-8)
1. Cain and Abel give their
offerings (v. 3).
2. God prefers Abel (v. 4).
3. God seeks out Cain and warns 
him about his envy and anger 
(vv. 5-7).
4. Cain kills Abel out of envy (v. 8).
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" Defining Greed and Envy
Greed and envy can be defined in different
ways. Begin by leading class members to
give thought to their definitions of these
sins and the biblical responses to them.
Read the biblical texts and discuss the
suggested questions.

Proverbs 3:27-28; 11:24-28
! How would you define greed?
! How would you define generosity?

Proverbs 23:17-18
! How would you define envy?
! How would you define kindness?

Write the key points of each definition on
the board. 

" Charting Greed and Envy
Divide the board into four quadrants. On
the left side of the board, label the two
top rows “Greed” and the two bottom
rows “Envy.” Across the top, label the
columns on the left “Individual” and the
columns on the right “Communal.”
Discuss the individual and communal
(local, national, or global) impact of greed
and envy, and write responses in the
corresponding quadrants.

" Greed and Envy in Pictures
Before class, find advertisements in 
magazines or newspapers that use greed
or envy to motivate buyers. Distribute
these pictures to the class. Ask partici-
pants how they see greed or envy at work. 

Alternatively, find a clip from a
popular movie that depicts greed or envy.

Greed and envy are both rooted in insatiable desire. Greed is the desire to
have more, regardless of how it affects others. Envy is the desire to have what
others have. Both sins affect us individually and communally. 

A Way to Begin
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offering but had “no regard” for Cain’s (v. 5). Cain then invited his brother to the field
and violently murdered him. Later, God sought out Cain and pronounced a punishment
tinged with mercy. While God’s obvious favor of Abel raises theological questions,
Cain’s murder of Abel is clearly rooted in the sin of envy. We see in this biblical account
how closely envy is sometimes tied to anger and rage. One’s jealously of another can
lead to a “justified” discontentment with one’s life, often fueling anger and even
violence. 

Kindness
Envy is detrimental to the community as well. It lies behind almost every kind of adver-
tisement, and some are remarkably blatant in the message that their product is the key
to enduring happiness and contentment. While it is possible to consume without being
motivated by envy—we must all consume if we intend to keep living—envy creates a
culture of conspicuous consumption at the expense of the well-being of others.

God’s response to envy is kindness to others, which fosters contentment instead of
envy. Proverbs 23 says, “but always continue in the fear of the LORD. Surely there is a
future, and your hope will not be cut off.” Rather than dwelling on what others have
and what we lack, the Scriptures urge us to focus on God and God’s promises. 



" Parent to Child
Discuss the parent-child language used in
sections of the book of Proverbs as
described in the Study Guide and the
“Bible Background” section above. 

Questions
! Why would the biblical writer(s) use

this format in which to teach godly
wisdom?

! What does this format say about our
relationship with God? 

! Why would you teach your child (or
someone else in your care) to guard
against greed or envy? 

Have the class members write a brief
script of what they would say to their
child or those for whom they care about
why God wants them to turn from greed
and practice generosity. Do the same for
envy and kindness. 

" Compare and Contrast
Read Proverbs 3:27-28; 11:24-28; 23:17-18.
On the board, write the words “Greed”
and “Envy.” Underneath each heading,
write words that the Scripture passages
associate with these sins. 

For each word or image, what is a
contrasting positive trait or behavior?

" Cain and Abel
Read Genesis 4:1-10.

Questions
! Why do you think God “had no regard”

for Cain’s offering? 
! Why do we often find ourselves envying

our siblings or those close to us?
! How does Cain respond to God’s disre-

gard? How does God respond to Cain?
! With whom was Cain angry?
! After Abel’s murder, how does Cain

respond to God? 

Observe that when God had no regard for
Cain’s offering, Cain felt dejected. Often
we feel dejected when envy takes hold.
God then engaged Cain in conversation.
God warned him that though anger is not
necessarily a sin, “sin was lurking at his
door” if he did not master it (v. 7).
Obviously, Cain chose to let sin take hold,
and it led to a murderous end.

In Proverbs, generosity is upheld as an antidote to greed. The biblical writer
assures us that God enriches those who are generous, but the miserly will become

impoverished. Likewise, kindness is an effective defense against envy. If we wish to
be free from these sins of desire, we must trust in God to provide what we need. 

A Way to Explore Scripture 

Teaching Guide 11



12 Lesson 2

" Quotations on Greed and Envy
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Quotations
on Greed and Envy” (page
29). Discuss the provided

quotations in light of the lesson material.
Invite class members to share which
quotations seem to capture best the bibli-
cal truth about greed or envy.

" Confronting Personal Sin 
Invite class members to take a moment to
locate a place of greed or envy in their
lives. Share first to model vulnerability in
this area. 

Ask participants how greed or envy
has affected their relationship with Christ
and with others. Proverbs 23:17-18 urges
them to continue in the fear of the Lord,
to continue to walk in God’s ways. 

Question
! What hope or encouragement can help
us confront our feelings of greed or envy? 

" Generosity at Work
Invite class members to share a time when
they were generous or were a recipient of
generosity. 

Questions
! How do joy and generosity accompany

one another? 
! How do fear and anger accompany

greed? 

Challenge participants to think of one
person to whom they could show generos-
ity in the coming week. Then have them
consider how God might be asking them
to receive generosity from others as well.

Resources
Joel W. Rosenberg, “Genesis,” The HarperCollins Study Bible
(London: HarperCollins, 1993).

Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “The Book of Proverbs,” The
New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).

The passages in Proverbs and the story of Cain and Abel encourage us to realize
that greed and envy hurts individuals, relationships, and our society at large.

The Scriptures try to move us from the bondage of greed and envy toward
generosity and kindness. Ultimately, the wisdom found in these passages rests in trusting
God for our provision and our contentment. 

A Way to End
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Bible Background

Consider the Ant
Even in paradise, God

intended human beings to
work: “The LORD God took the

man and put him in the garden of Eden
to till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). Most
people need to feel useful and productive.
Work enhances our self-esteem and
provides a sense of meaning to our lives.
Retirees and others who are not part of
the work force enhance their well-being
through creative projects, volunteer activ-
ities, and other forms of productive
engagement with the world. Doing
nothing is bad for us, both physically 
and emotionally.

By using the ant as a moral example
(6:6), the writer of this section of Proverbs
injects humor into his teaching.
Nevertheless, the caution against sloth
eventually ends with a serious warning: a
lackadaisical attitude toward honest work
will lead to poverty (6:11).

The ant serves as a model for doing
productive work and being a faithful
member of a community. It takes the
initiative without being asked, working
diligently “without any chief or officer or
ruler” (6:7). The ant works in accord with
God’s created order as seen in the passing
of the seasons. It gathers during the
harvest for whatever may come later when
food is in short supply (6:8). It makes the
most of the earth’s bounty through hard

work. Its approach to life is the antithesis
of sloth.

After presenting the example of the
lowly ant, the writer poses a question:
“How long will you lie there, O lazy-
bones?” (v. 9). This question delivers a
direct challenge to the readers while still
allowing them to make a personal
commitment to change. 

Verses 9-10 note that sleep, though it
is a gift from God, is sometimes misused
through overindulgence. We all need rest,
but we must not sleep to shirk responsi-
bilities or avoid life’s opportunities. Such
a misappropriation of sleep leaves one
vulnerable, and poverty is liable to
“attack” violently like a robber or armed
warrior. By contrast, the sleep of a wise
person is peaceful and secure (Prov 3:24;
see also Ps 3:5-6).

An Overgrown Field
Proverbs 24:30-31 depicts the farmstead
of a “lazy” or “stupid” person, pointing
out the overgrown fields and broken-
down walls. The writer casts this as a
first-person account of his observations
of slothful behavior. It is a vision of
waste: a potentially fertile field and vine-
yard are left vulnerable to attack or
compromise. The observer needed no one
to explain the meaning of what he saw.
“Then I saw and considered it,” he writes.
“I looked and received instruction”
(24:32). The dilapidated state of the sloth-
ful person’s land spoke for itself. 
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In Proverbs 6:6-11, the created order,
symbolized by the ant, provides a
model of productivity and faithfulness.
By contrast, the created order in 24:30-
34—the vegetation overrunning the
slothful person’s field and vineyard—
results in ruin through the lack of
diligent human intervention. The earth’s
natural processes have done their job, but
the farmer has failed to do his. Both
passages end with the same words of
warning. What seems harmless, “a little
folding of the hands to rest” (6:10; 24:33),
can end in disaster if not balanced with
initiative and willingness to work—
“poverty will come upon you like a
robber” (6:11; 24:34).

Examples of Sloth
The sin of sloth is not only addressed in
Proverbs. Nabal’s failure to provide for
David and his men in 1 Samuel 25 may
suggest that he was slothful as well as
“surly and mean” (1 Sam 25:3). Unfazed
by David’s plea, he responds, “Who is
David? …Shall I take my bread and my
water and the meat that I have butchered
for my shearing, and give it to men who
come from I do not know where?” 
(vv. 10-11). Apparently, Nabal could not
be bothered to fulfill his cultural duty of
hospitality.

Sloth also appears in the parable of
the Good Samaritan. Jesus tells this
parable in Luke 10 in response to an
expert in the Torah who tries to test Jesus’
teachings against the Jewish law. When
Jesus upholds the traditional command-
ment to love one’s neighbor, the Torah
scholar asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?”
(Lk 10:29). Jesus then tells a story about a
man traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho
who is robbed, beaten, and left for dead.
A priest and a Levite both see the man
and pass by. Then a Samaritan sees him
and responds, performing first aid, taking
him to an inn, and paying for his contin-
ued care. 

The failure of the priest and the
Levite to respond invites us to reflect on
their motives. Whatever justification they

gave for their neglect, they failed to make
compassion a priority. Remember: sloth
is not mere laziness; it is indifference. It is
a lack of love. (Note: The parable of the
Good Samaritan will be studied in detail
next month, but it is still an apt illustra-
tion of sloth and perhaps worth
mentioning in today’s lesson.)

The Dangers of Sloth
The Bible reveals several truths about the
sin of sloth. First, God has given us
several examples in creation of industri-
ous, diligent work. In Proverbs 6, the ant
serves as a lesson against laziness. The

I. Proverbs 6:6-11
A. A Father’s Words to His Son
B. Sloth in the Book of Proverbs (4:30-

34; 6:6-11; 26:13-16)
C. The Example of the Ant (vv. 6-8)

1. The ant is the antithesis of sloth.
2. She initiates work in all seasons

(v. 8).
D. A Challenge to the Lazy (v. 9)
E. A Warning about Poverty (vv. 10-11)

II. Proverbs 24:30-34
A. “The Sayings of the Wise”
B. Observations of a Lazy Man’s

Vineyard (vv. 31-32)
C. The Lesson of the Vineyard 

(vv. 32-33)
D. The Danger of Sloth (v. 34)

III. Biblical Examples of Sloth
A. Nabal’s Disregard for David and His

Men (1 Sam 25:2-13)
1. He had no respect for David.
2. Though he was rich, he couldn’t

be bothered to help.
B. The Parable of the Good Samaritan

(Lk 10:25-37)
1. Many excuses can be imagined

for the priest and the Levite.
2. The Samaritan had compassion

on a fellow traveler in need.
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" Understanding Sloth
It is important to distinguish between
sloth, a spiritual attitude, and clinical
depression, a physiological condition. It is
also important to emphasize that periodic
rest from work is a legitimate human
need. Proverbs says the ant gathers “in the
season.” There is a season for work and a
season for rest. Sloth, however, is a lazi-
ness born of apathy or an attitude that
says, “I cannot be bothered.” 

Questions
! When you hear the word “sloth,” what

do you think of?
! What does a slothful life look like?

" Small Decisions
Ask class members to think about how
laziness or apathy affects one’s ability to
love. Consider, for example, the time,
effort, and sacrifice required to make rela-
tionships work. Discuss examples, either
from recent news stories or from the
Bible, of people investing their time,
energy, and resources in the well-being of
others. (Biblical examples might include
the story of Rebekah caring for the camels
of Abraham’s servant or the many exam-
ples of Jesus healing the sick as he
traveled from place to place.)

Questions
! How can sloth limit our ability to

demonstrate love or concern?
! How can small decisions to do nothing

lead to more serious problems of indif-
ference to human need?

Sloth is not mere laziness, but laziness is part of it. It is not depression, although
depression may be present. The Latin term means “spiritual weariness” or
“despair.” Sloth is apathy or indifference as opposed to loving God and

neighbor. It begins with small decisions that, when left unchecked, can become an existence
marked by inaction and devoid of passion.

A Way to Begin
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biblical writer observes that ants embrace their work and are motivated from within
rather than waiting for external cues. Even the overgrown vineyard in Proverbs 24 shows
us that nature grows and flourishes with purposeful activity. When we look at the world
God created, we are reminded that human beings as well were created for a purpose. 

Second, while sloth may seem like a harmless sin of inactivity, the Scriptures tell us
that there is much at stake. Proverbs 6:10-11 warns that seemingly harmless slothful
tendencies can become an entrenched habit. The biblical writers describe the results of
sloth with violent pictures of being overtaken by poverty and want. Proverbs 24 portrays
the negative lesson found in observing a farmstead neglected because of sloth. It is a
picture of waste: instead of beauty and abundance, there is only chaos. When the
“thorns” and “nettles” of sloth overtake us, they waste away our creative potential. 

Third, the Scriptures explore the reasons we sometimes give for inaction. In
Proverbs 6, “a little sleep” seems acceptable, but it is actually a justification for complete
inactivity. Nabal in the Old Testament and the priest and Levite in the story of the Good
Samaritan surely thought they had reasonable grounds for refusing to help someone in
need, but these grounds concealed what was actually a simple lack of compassion.



" The Ant, Sleep, and Habit
Read Proverbs 6:6-11 and ask the 
following questions.

Questions
! What connotations do you hear in the

term “lazybones”? Are you surprised to
see a word like that in the Bible?

! What characteristics make the ant a
model of faithful work and wisdom? 

! How is sleep a gift from God?
! One of the ways sin works is by taking

a gift of God and twisting it out of
balance. How can our natural need for
sleep or rest contribute to the sin of
sloth?

! How can a positive gift become a
destructive habit? How do you know
when this occurs?

" A Waste of God-given Potential
Read Proverbs 24:30-34. In this passage,
an observer reflects on the sight of an
overgrown, dilapidated farm. The vine-
yard and the field hold great potential,
but the owner has let it become over-
grown and therefore fruitless. 

Similarly, sloth takes the great poten-
tial God has given to us and wastes it on
meaningless pursuits. 

Questions 
! When have you seen God-given talents

go to waste through neglect?
! What are the “thorns” and “nettles” of

our lives that can choke out the poten-
tial of fruitfulness? (You may want to
compare this imagery with that of Mt
13:7, 22.)

! Have you ever “received instruction”
from God while observing the natural
world? Describe your experience.

! What is the warning about sloth in this
passage?

" I Can’t Be Bothered
Read one or more of the following
passages: Genesis 24:10-21; 2 Samuel 25:2-
13; Mark 5:21-34; Luke 10:25-37. For each
passage, discuss the following questions.

Questions
! What sort of help was needed and/or

offered in this story?
! Why did the person help (or refuse to

help)?
! What excuses might the person have

offered for refusing to help?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
Our two Scripture passages present the sin of sloth from different angles.
Proverbs 6:6-11 holds up the ant as a model of faithful work and contrasts it

with a person who gives in to the habit of laziness. Proverbs 24 sees a vineyard ripe
with potential but lying in waste due to sloth. Thus we see sloth as a negative habit, a waste of
gift, and a cause of continual suffering. Sloth prevents us from embracing the meaningful
responsibilities and service that God gives. 
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" Habits
Proverbs speaks about the God-given gifts
of sleep and rest. It describes how the sin
of sloth can twist these gifts into destruc-
tive habits. Invite the class to think about
the energy they give toward their various
responsibilities. 

Discuss how some activities can
become excuses for neglecting weightier
responsibilities. It is easier to retreat to
the TV than to invest energy in our family
relationships. A beloved hobby can take
up an inordinate amount of our time.

Questions 
! What are some habits in your life that

lead you to display laziness, indiffer-
ence, or neglect of relationships?

! What habits could you change to
address the temptation to be slothful?

! In what relationship is God calling you
to invest more of your time and
efforts?

" My Vineyard
Distribute copies of the
resource page titled “My
Vineyard” (page 30). Have
the class members complete

the exercise, then ask them to share their
responses either in pairs or in small
groups. Be sure to affirm that no one is
required to share.

" Indifference
If you discussed biblical or contemporary
examples of sloth earlier in the session,
return to that discussion now. Remind
the class of the positive or negative exam-
ples and ask the following questions.

Questions 
! When and where are you actively

engaged in serving others?
! What needs of others move you to

compassion?
! Where is God calling you to take

notice—and take action?

Resources
Edward F. Markquart, “Series C: The Good Samaritan
Gospel Analysis,” Sermons from Seattle, A Quest for Better
Preaching (2007), www.sermonsfromseattle.com/
series_c_the_good_samaritan_GA.htm.

Graham Tomlin, The Seven Deadly Sins and How to Overcome
Them (Oxford: Lion Publishing, 2007).

Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “The Book of Proverbs,” The
New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).

The Scriptures encourage us to consider how sloth causes us to shirk our 
responsibilities. They urge us toward purposeful action and meaningful

service. Jesus is a prime example of a life free from sloth and thus liberated to
love God and neighbor with passion. 

A Way to End
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Bible Background
Wise and Patient or Foolish
and Hasty?

The book of Proverbs teaches us
to resist anger and move toward

patience. Chapter 14 is part of what is
called the “First Solomonic Collection,”
Proverbs 10:1–22:16 (Van Leeuwen, 105),
and belongs in a small subdivision called
the “Antithetical Collection” (10:1–15:33).
The teachings in Proverbs 10:1–22:16 are
closely associated with King Solomon, the
Israelite archetype of wisdom. As stated in
a previous lesson, most biblical scholars
concur that King Solomon did not write
the book of Proverbs. Rather, the book is
attributed to him and written in the tradi-
tion of the wise king, as was common for
wisdom literature in other lands of the
ancient Near East. 

Proverbs 14:16 highlights the contrast
between the wise, who are “cautious and
turn away from evil,” and the fool, who
“throws off restraint and is careless.” The
phrase “quick tempered” in verse 17a
reads “quick to anger” in the original
Hebrew. The opposite is being slow to
anger, a characteristic the biblical writer
praises (v. 29). Verse 17b asserts that the
schemer, who seeks personal advantage
out of a desire for anger-motivated
vengeance, will eventually be hated or
even come to ruin. 

Verse 29 complements verse 17. In
this verse, those who are patient, “slow to

anger,” are cast in a positive light as
people with great understanding. By
contrast, the second half of verse 29
asserts that those who are quick to anger
reveal themselves as foolish. Unlike the
patient, they have the reputation of fools:
they “exalt folly” by their hasty temper.

Being Slow to Anger
Our second passage, Proverbs 19:11-12, is
also found in the “Solomonic Collection,”
but in the next subdivision, which Van
Leeuwen calls “The Royal Collection”
(16:1–22:16) (155). This section contains
more teachings about God and the king
than any other portion of the book of
Proverbs. Here the format moves from the
antithetical style of the first collection,
with paired couplets of contrasting posi-
tive and negative examples, to a group of
sayings where the second line of the
couplet restates the message of the first
(Camp and Fontaine, 963). Proverbs 19:11
reinforces the virtue of being “slow to
anger.” The second half of the verse states
a related positive behavior—overlooking
offenses—and claims it is the “glory” of
those with good sense to behave in this
way. To overlook offenses also reflects the
nature of God, who has overlooked our
offenses as well. 

Verse 12 describes the behavior of
kings—an important topic in a book such
as Proverbs that was intended to school
the sons of well-born families in the skills
they would need to thrive at the royal
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court. Although the unrestrained anger
of a king is like a growling lion ready to
pounce, the king’s favor is as welcome
and refreshing as the dew on the grass.
A king’s rage can result in imprudent
action that harms the innocent, including
those he has charge to protect. In
contrast, a king’s “favor” or slowness to
anger gives life to the people.

Our final selection, Proverbs 22:24-25,
comes from the collection called “The
Sayings of the Wise,” which we encoun-
tered in previous lessons of this unit.
These two verses are cast in the form of a
parent instructing his son on the ways of
wisdom. The writer warns against making
friends with people of questionable char-
acter, an admonition parents still make
today! These verses urge the hearers to
avoid those who are angry or quick to
become angry. Such people often influ-
ence the behavior of others, and one who
associates with them might also become
angry and impatient, thus suffering the
negative consequences of this approach to
life.

The Results of Anger
The Bible teaches that God is “merciful
and gracious, slow to anger, and abound-
ing in steadfast love and faithfulness”
(Exod 34:6; see Ps 145:8). Although there
are instances of “righteous indignation”
in Scripture ( Jesus driving the money-
changers out of the temple comes to
mind), more often than not, anger is seen
as negative. If not sinful in itself, it is
certainly an attitude that can result in
great calamity. According to Genesis 
49, Simeon and Levi’s anger at the abduc-
tion of their sister Dinah boiled over
against the Shechemites (Gen 49:5-7; see
Gen 34:1-31). At Meribah, God censured
Moses for his anger in striking the rock to
bring forth water for the grumbling
Israelites—an act that demonstrated
Moses’ lack of trust in God (Num 20:1-
13). In both instances, we would likely
argue that the persons involved were
justified in their anger. They were not
justified, however, in taking matters into

their own hands rather than waiting for
God to address their complaints with
perfect justice.

A similar example occurs in John 18
in the story of Jesus’ arrest in the garden
of Gethsemane. In verse 10 of this
chapter, Peter draws his sword and cuts
off the right ear of the high priest’s slave,
Malchus. Here we see Peter act with
violent rage to stop Jesus’ arrest. We can
understand his actions. He is trying to

I. Proverbs 14:16-17, 29
A. Found in “The First Solomonic

Collection” (10:1–22:16).
B. The wise are cautious and folly is

unrestrained (vv. 16).
C. A quick temper leads to foolish

action (v. 17).
D. Slow to anger is wisdom (v. 29).

II. Proverbs 19:11-12
A. Also found in “The First Solomonic

Collection” (10:1–22:16).
B. Good sense exemplified by being

slow to anger (v. 11).
C. Overlooking offenses leads to

wisdom (v. 11).
D. Contrasts the anger of a king versus

his favor (v. 12).

III. Proverbs 22:24-25
A. Found in “The Sayings of the Wise”

(22:17–24:22).
B. Returns to a format of a parent

teaching a son.
C. Warns against associating with

people who react in anger (v. 24).
D. One may adopt angry habits from

others (v. 25).

IV. Biblical Examples of Anger
A. Simeon and Levi and the Abduction

of Dinah (Gen 34)
B. Moses at Meribah (Num 10)
C. Peter and the Servant’s Ear (Lk 22;

Jn 18)
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" Analyzing Anger
Introduce the subject of anger by asking
class members to remember an incident
of anger from the past week that they
heard about in the news, experienced
themselves, or witnessed during their
daily routine. Ask the following 
questions.

Questions
! How would you define anger?
! When does anger become a sin? 
! How would you define patience? 

" Anger Around Us
Before the lesson, search for examples of
anger in magazines, in newspapers, or on
the Internet. If desired, download video
clips of angry behavior to show to the
class. Invite participants to respond to
these depictions of anger through the
following questions. 

Questions
! How was anger manifested in this 

situation?
! What or whom did anger damage?
! Was the anger justified? Why or 

why not?
! Was the anger sinful?
! Is it possible for anger to be justified

and sinful at the same time?

Anger is an emotion wired into our human condition. While experiencing
anger is not a sin, we can certainly respond to it in sinful ways. Someone who
has been wronged can nurture that one act of betrayal into bitterness, rage,

and even violence. Not only does anger hurt others with its silence, words, and actions, but it
also holds captive the individual it consumes. Proverbs encourages listeners to be slow to
anger, to practice patience, and not to act out of wrath. The Scriptures provide practical
counsel on how to prevent anger from taking root: forgiving, choosing your associations wisely,
and trusting in God’s justice.

A Way to Begin
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protect his teacher and Lord. Any one of us might do the same. However, Jesus rebukes
Peter and tells him to put away his sword. Human ways are not God’s ways. In Luke’s
account of this incident (Lk 22:50-51), Jesus heals the slave’s ear and restores him to
wholeness. This small episode demonstrates the contrast between Peter’s rage and
violence and Jesus’ gentleness and compassion. It is a picture of what God came to do
even as Jesus headed toward the cross. Jesus came to heal our anger and give us a way
out of the brokenness and destruction that anger can cause. 



" Compare and Contrast
Invite volunteers to read Proverbs 14:16-
17, 29; 19:11-12; 22:24-25. All of these
texts compare the lives of those who are
slow to anger with those who are
consumed by wrath. Compare and
contrast the behavior of both groups. 

Draw two columns on the board, one
labeled “Slow to Anger” and the other
labeled “Consumed by Wrath.” As a class,
list as many scriptural descriptions as
possible of those who fall into each cate-
gory. Discuss what you find.

" Guarding against Anger
All three of our passages offer practical
wisdom on how to turn from anger
toward wisdom and patience. 

Each of today’s passages highlights a
different way to guard against anger. Read
each passage and discuss the questions
provided.

Patience (Proverbs 14:16-17, 29)
! What happens when we react in anger?
! How does patience bring about “great

understanding”?

Forgiveness (Proverbs 19:11-12)
! How does “overlooking offenses” resist

the sin of anger?
! How is forgiveness related to patience?

Associations (Proverbs 22:24-25)
! How can associating with angry people

make one more susceptible to anger?
! Is anger a learned sin?

" Anger in the Bible
Enlist volunteers to read two or three of
the following biblical examples of anger:

! Genesis 34:1-4, 13-17, 25-31 (see also
Gen 49:5-7)

! Numbers 10:1-13
! Luke 22:47-53; John 18:10-11

Questions
! Was anger justified in these situations? 
! Why does even “righteous anger” 

sometimes lead to unfortunate 
consequences?

! According to the book of Proverbs,
what did these angry men do wrong? 

! How might they have responded more
appropriately?

Anger is a normal human emotion, but what we do with anger can slip into sin.
Proverbs urges us to respond to pain or wrongdoing with wisdom rather than

rage. The Scriptures also provide practical counsel on how to resist the sin of anger
through forgiveness and by choosing one’s friends and associates carefully. We must cultivate
patience and trust in God rather than falling prey to anger. 

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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" Acknowledging Anger
Challenge class members to think of five
times in recent weeks when they have been
angry. To the extent that they are willing,
encourage them to share one or two of
these instances and answer the following
questions.

Questions
! What made you angry? 
! Did you feel righteous in your anger?
! What or whom did this encounter

hurt?
! How would patience and forgiveness

have made a difference in this 
situation?

" Praying for Patience
Who is the most patient person you
know? How would you describe this
person? As we see in Galatians 5:22,
patience is a fruit or characteristic grown
within us by the Holy Sprit that enables
us to choose the wisdom of God over the
sin of anger.

Ask participants to identify an area of
their lives in which they most need
patience. Have them share that with a
partner and agree to pray for one another
in the coming week.

" Additional Wisdom about Anger
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Additional
Wisdom on Anger” (page
31). Have class members

write their thoughts and responses to each
quotation. Invite them to share their
insights with the group. 

Resources
Claudia Camp and Carole Fontaine, “Proverbs,” and
“Introduction,” The HarperCollins Study Bible (London:
HarperCollins, 1993).

Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “The Book of Proverbs,” The
New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).

Even when it is justified, anger has great potential for destruction. That is why
Scripture so frequently warns against it. Conclude the lesson by encouraging

class members to take practical steps toward curbing their angry impulses.

A Way to End



Bible Background
Humility and Pride
Proverbs 11 introduces our

first biblical passage that
teaches against pride and

promotes humility.  
Verse 2 echoes similar teachings about

pride found throughout the book of
Proverbs. The first line of the couplet
gives a negative example: “When pride
comes, then comes disgrace.” The second
line says the same thing in positive terms:
“But wisdom is with the humble.” The
biblical writer contrasts the disgrace of
pride with wisdom, which casts its lot
with those who practice humility. 

Humility is the opposite of pride. It is
a virtue rooted in the “fear of the LORD,”
as seen in Proverbs 22:4. Those who walk
with God humble themselves before
God’s will and find confidence in their
need for and reliance on God. 

Haughtiness of Heart
Proverbs 16 is found at the beginning of
“The Royal Collection” (16:1–22:16), in
the second half of the so-called “First
Solomonic Collection” beginning at
Proverbs 10:1. Unlike the contrasting
couplets of the “Antithetical Collection,”
here we find a group of sayings in which
the meaning of the second line restates
that of the first (Camp and Fontaine,
963). Proverbs 16:5 offers a strong word
against the arrogant—in Hebrew literally

the “high of heart.” The writer asserts
that those who exhibit an exalted sense of
self-importance are an “abomination to
the LORD.” This phrase is used eleven
times in Proverbs. It is only found eight
times in the book of Deuteronomy, where
one might have expected the phrase more
often in the context of legal decrees
against false worship (Van Leeuwen, 117). 

In Proverbs 16:18-19, we find two 
sets of couplets that address the 
subject of pride and humility. The
Hebrew word for pride is ga’on. This 
word has a connotation of height, allud-
ing to the haughtiness of the prideful 
(Van Leeuwen, 155). Verses 18-19 play on
this metaphor by contrasting a haughty
or high spirit, which will inevitably fall,
with a lowly spirit that God values highly.
The imagery of “divide the spoil” (v. 19)
casts further negative light on the sin of
pride. In contrast to “the poor,” dividing
the spoil with the proud suggests being in
collusion with those who arrogantly step
on the rights of the less fortunate for
their own material gain.

Boastfulness and Infidelity
Proverbs 27 is part of “The Second
Solomonic Collection” (25:1–29:27). This
collection of proverbs is largely written in
the format of instructive pairs. Verses 1-2
are joined by repetition of the Hebrew
word hallel, translated “boast” in verse 1
and “praise” in verse 2 (Van Leeuwen,
229). Verse 1 recommends that the
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hearers trust in God rather than future
plans, for God alone holds the future.
Jeremiah 29:11 comes to mind: “For I
know the plans I have for you, declares
the LORD, plans to prosper you and not
to harm you, plans to give you hope and a
future.” 

Verse 2 instructs the hearer to remain
humble and allow praise to come from
other people. People should let praise
come from others rather than exalting
themselves. The word here for a
“stranger” is also the same word used to
describe the strange or foreign woman
seen throughout Proverbs. 

The following verses place pride in a
larger moral context by discussing related
character faults, especially anger and jeal-
ousy. Verse 3 contrasts the physical
weightiness of sand and stone with the
inner weight of a “fool’s provocation.”
Verse 4 says jealousy is worse than even
wrath and anger. Finally, verses 5-6 give
instruction on the difficulty of speaking
the truth in love within faithful relation-
ships. The same Hebrew root found in the
words for “love” and “friend” connects
these two verses. The word “profuse” may
mean excessive in the sense of false
action. In other words, the kisses of an
enemy are the pinnacle of betrayal 
(Van Leeuwen, 230). We see this proverb
painfully lived out in Judas’s kiss of
betrayal against Jesus in the Garden of
Gethsemane.

Pride and Humility
The pride that Scripture identifies as
sinful is different from what moderns
would call healthy self-esteem. We might
better understand sinful pride as arro-
gance, boastfulness, or haughtiness. This
is the sin that “goes before a fall” (Prov
16:18) and against which the Bible warns
in countless examples and exhortations.
We need only think of the downfall of
King Nebuchadnezzar in the book of
Daniel (Dan 4:4-18) or the fallen “Day

I. Proverbs 11:2
A. Pride leads to disgrace (11:2a).
B. Wisdom accompanies the humble

(11:2b).

II. Proverbs 16:5, 18-19
A. The arrogant or “high of heart” are

an abomination to God (v. 5).
B. Arrogance will be punished (v. 5).
C. Verses 18-19 are a pair of related

teachings.
1. The haughty or high spirit will

fall (v. 18).
2. The lowly spirit is more favorable

to God (v. 19).
D. “Divide the spoil” is a militaristic

term used negatively (v. 19).

III. Proverbs 27:1-6
A. Written in instructive pairs
B. Proverbs 27:1-2

1. Joined together by Hebrew word
hallel, to boast or praise.

2. Not boasting in the future (v. 1).
3. Let praise come from other

people (v. 2).
C. Proverbs 27:3-4

1. Compares foolish provocation
with a heavy weight (v. 3).

2. The pinnacle of foolishness is
jealousy as the basis for pride 
(v. 4).

D. Proverbs 27:5-6
1. Connected by the Hebrew words

for “love” (v. 5) and “friend” 
(v. 6).

2. Better to speak truth in love 
(v. 5).

3. Warns against the hypocritical
affirmation of an enemy (v. 6).

IV. Biblical Examples of Pride and Humility
A. King Nebuchadnezzar (Dan 4:4-18)
B. The fallen “Day Star” (Isa 14:12-20)
C. Adam and Eve (Gen 3:1-7)
D. Humility guards against temptation

(Jas 4:6-7; 1 Pet 5:5-6).
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" Too High or Too Low
Often we think of pride as an inflated
sense of self. While this is accurate, pride
can also work in the opposite direction,
leading us to a self-image that is too low.
Pride is preoccupation with self, and that can
happen in either direction. 

Discuss people’s definitions of pride.
Note as well that, more often than not,
modern people understand “pride” to be
a virtue, not a vice. 

Questions
! What are characteristics of a person

who thinks too highly of himself or
herself?

! What are characteristics of a person
who thinks too lowly of himself or
herself?

! How does pride prevent us from
authentic relationships with God and
others?

! What is the difference between a
healthy self-image and the sin of pride?
How can we tell the difference—in
ourselves or others?

" The Lowdown on Humility
Ask class members to think of someone
they know who is humble. Ask them to
share the specific characteristics about
this person that make him or her humble. 

Questions
! How would you define humility as it is

lived out in the lives of believers?
! What are the characteristics of a

humble person? 

Pride is at the root of many other sins because it deceives us into believing
that we do not need God. It separates us from God and invites other sins to fill
the vacuum. The Scriptures invite us into humility rather than pride. Humility

shapes a healthy self-image based upon the grace of God in Jesus Christ rather than our own
failings or successes. 

A Way to Begin
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Star” in Isaiah 14:12-20. In both of these passages, someone at the highest levels of
society comes to utter ruin because of pride. 

Pride is also a key factor in the story of the Fall in Genesis 3. At the prodding of the
serpent, who is “more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made”
(Gen 3:1), the man and the woman realize that they wish to “be like God” (v. 5), and the
serpent promises they will be if they eat the forbidden fruit. 

At its heart, this story is about pride. Our earliest ancestors wanted to be like God,
to know the difference between good and evil as God does. Such knowledge makes God
expendable—rather than relying on divine guidance in making moral choices, humans
can go it alone. God had provided all Adam and Eve’s needs and asked for their trust
and obedience on one matter. Pride, however, led to disobedience and banishment from
the garden.

Perhaps remembering this episode, two New Testament writers uphold the virtue of
humility as protection against the devil’s temptations. James quotes Proverbs 3:34 to
teach that God “gives grace to the humble” ( Jas 4:6) immediately before he writes,
“Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (v. 7).
Similarly, in 1 Peter we read the same verse from Proverbs quoted once again along with
the command to “humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that
he may exalt you in due time” (1 Pet 5:5-6). These words also come in the context of
resisting the snares of the devil, who prowls around looking for his next victim (vv. 8-9).
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" The Outcomes of Pride and
Humility
Invite volunteers to read today’s three
Scripture passages. Have participants
identify all the words or phrases associ-
ated with pride, haughtiness, and
arrogance. Ask the following questions.

Questions
! What common themes seem to run

through all of these passages? 
! Is there anything surprising? 
! How have you seen these aspects of

pride manifested in our culture or in
people close to you?

! Where is the balance between healthy
self-esteem and sinful pride?

" The Fruit of Pride
Write the following biblical citations on
index cards or slips of paper: Genesis 3:1-
7; Isaiah 14:12-20; Daniel 4:4-18. Enlist
volunteers to read the passages. After
each passage is read, discuss the following
questions.

Questions
! What good gifts did each of these

people receive from God?
! What may have caused them to be

puffed up with pride?
! What were the consequences of pride?

Discuss how pride can lead to ruin in
our lives today.

" Cultivating Humility
What do the Scriptures say about 
humility? Read Proverbs 11:2, Proverbs
16:19, and Proverbs 27:1-3. You may 
wish to supplement these passages with
James 4:6-7 and 1 Peter 5:5-6.

Questions
! How does wisdom accompany humil-

ity? How does humility display
wisdom?

! Why is it be better to be “lowly in
spirit” than to “divide the spoils with
the proud?”

! Why does Proverbs 27:1 warn against
boasting in the future?

! What is the value in allowing others to
praise us rather than praising
ourselves?

Although our culture may extol pride as a virtue, the Bible warns of pride’s
danger. The words in Proverbs make clear that pride isolates and destroys. At

the same time, the Scriptures affirm humility as the alternative to pride. Humility
allows us to see ourselves as God sees us, flawed but forgiven, and no better or worse than any
other child of God. Humility before God brings authentic community with God and others. 

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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" Facing Up to Pride
Invite participants to reflect on pride as a
preoccupation with self that is manifested
in thinking either too highly or lowly
about oneself. How is this preoccupation
reflected in our lives? How has this preoc-
cupation threatened their relationships
with God, with others, and with self ?

Have class members share their
insights as appropriate—with a partner, in
small groups, or with the entire class.
When everyone has shared, close with
prayer for each class member and their
personal struggles with pride. 

" Seeing Oneself Rightly
Our culture’s popular wisdom asserts that
self-actualization comes from placing
oneself at the center of the universe.
Christian tradition, however, holds that
God is at the center. When we humble
ourselves before God, we can see ourselves
as forgiven, loved, and equipped to serve
others. 

Question
! How can we affirm who we are in

Christ while still keeping our pride in
check?

Ask the class members to share ways
that they have found to grow humility in
their lives. (For example, daily confession
of sins, service to others, listening deeply
to others, etc.)

" A Story of Pride and Humility
Distribute copies of the
resource page “A Story of
Pride and Humility” (page
32). Read the excerpt and

discuss the following questions. 

Questions
! How does pride play a role in this

story?
! What role does humility play in this

story?

Resources
Claudia Camp and Carole Fontaine, “Proverbs, an
Introduction,” The HarperCollins Study Bible (London:
HarperCollins, 1993).

Carole Fontaine, “Proverbs,” Harper’s Bible Commentary
(New York: HarperCollins, 1988).

Raymond C. Van Leeuwen, “The Book of Proverbs,” The
New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 5 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).

The Scriptures urge humility as the antidote to pride. Humility indicates a 
self-image based on God’s love and mercy rather than on our own merits,
successes, or deficiencies. Lead the class to seek practical ways to embrace the

virtue of humility. 

A Way to End



HONEST TO GOD

The Scriptures provide stark warnings about lust and gluttony in order to confront
our tendency to minimize or justify their role. This exercise is an opportunity to be
honest with ourselves and with God about the power we allow lust and gluttony to
wield in our lives. 

Proverbs talks about the “smooth words” of temptation. These words seem harm-
less or perhaps exciting. However, lust disconnects us from God and others. As
Dunnam and Reisman write, “love treats people as persons, lust treats people as
things” (143). 

• How does sexual temptation cause us to settle for lust when what we want is love?
• Where in your life does lust have a grip? (Examples might be the Internet or print

pornography, fantasy, seeing people as objects rather than as whole people)
• Take time to confess to God.

Jesus gives us practical advice in Matthew 5 about how to deal with lustful tenden-
cies. He urges us to remove ourselves from the path of temptation. 

• Think about how you place yourself in temptation’s way. Write it down if you feel
so inclined. 
• Pray, asking the Holy Spirit to empower you to remove these behaviors from your
life. 

Gluttony is a disordered relationship with food and drink. It is using food or drink
to fill a void. While we know that a myriad of biological, environmental, and mental
forces affect one’s relationship with food, gluttony is misplaced hunger.

• How do you see gluttony at work in your life?
• How have you used food or drink to meet a spiritual or emotional need?
• Are you guilty of denying yourself food or drink for unhealthy reasons?
• Pray, surrendering gluttony into the hands of Christ. Invite the Holy Spirit to

reorder your relationship with food and drink.

Source: Maxie Dunnam and Kimberly Dunnam Reisman, The Workbook on the Seven Deadly
Sins (Nashville: Upper Room, 1997).

Page 28
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QUOTATIONS ON 
GREED AND ENVY

Greed
It is preoccupation with possessions, more than anything else,
that prevents us from living freely and nobly. 
—Henry David Thoreau

The tighter you squeeze, the less you have. 
—Thomas Merton

You say, “If I had a little more, I should be very satisfied.” You
make a mistake. If you are not content with what you have, you
would not be satisfied if it were doubled. 
—Charles Haddon Spurgeon

Envy
Envy is the one sin on the list that has no pleasure in it whatso-
ever. From start to finish envy is no fun at all.
—Graham Tomlin

Envy shoots at others and wounds itself.
—English Proverb 

Envy is counting the other fellow’s blessings instead of your
own.
—Harold Coffin
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MY VINEYARD

In Proverbs 24, the writer gains
wisdom from observing a vineyard.
He recognizes the potential of this
land and yet also the waste due to
neglect. 

If your life were a vineyard, what
would it look like? Where is the cur-
rent growth? What is its future
potential? What remains uncultivated
or in disrepair?

For a few minutes, privately take
inventory of your life. List the rela-
tionships that are growing and
bearing fruit. What talents, relation-
ships, or gifts are neglected? What
“nettles” and “thorns” choke out
commitment and passion? 

Write or sketch your responses in
the space below.
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ADDITIONAL WISDOM 
ABOUT ANGER

Anyone can become angry, that is easy. But to be angry with 
the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for
the right purpose, and in the right way—this is not easy.
—Aristotle

Anger is an acid that can do more harm to the vessel in
which it is stored than to anything on which it is poured.
—Seneca

For every minute you are angry you lose sixty sec-
onds of happiness.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

It is wise to direct your anger towards problems—not people; to focus your energies on 
answers—not excuses.
—William Arthur Ward

In a controversy, the instant we feel anger, we have already ceased striving for truth and have begun
striving for ourselves.
—Abraham J. Heschel 

The angry people are those people who are most afraid.
—Robert Anthony 
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A STORY OF PRIDE AND HUMILITY

When I was 39, the President of the United States asked me to
serve as his special counsel. It was one of the most powerful posi-
tions in the world. Every day, National Security Adviser Henry
Kissinger walked into our briefing sessions with a worried, dour
look on this face and said, “The decision we are going to make
today will change the future course of human history.” He said
that five days a week, 52 weeks a year. Looking back, I realize we
didn’t change anything. Oh sure, we dealt with Congress, or the
newspapers, but we didn’t change how people really lived. It was
in prison, where I served time for my involvement in the

Watergate conspiracy, that I learned about real power….
As the Watergate scandal unfolded, one friend in particular was

a source of encouragement. But he had changed since I’d seen him
last, and I asked why he was different. He looked me straight in the

eye and said, “I accepted Jesus Christ and committed my life to him.” 
I took a firm grip on the bottom of my chair. I thought just little old

ladies standing on street corners talked like that. But here was a practical
businessman, an engineer, talking about Jesus Christ as if he were here today. I nervously changed
the subject. But I visited him again a few months later and asked him to tell me more. 

He told me how he, too, had started out with nothing and had risen to a position of power, but
felt empty. He began a search for God that ended in a seat at Madison Square Garden, listening to
Billy Graham speak on Jesus Christ. He did not describe him as an ancient historical figure but as
the living God who rose from the dead and lives today.  

My friend wanted me to pray with him that night, but I didn’t. I was too proud. I was known as
the toughest of Nixon’s tough guys, the White House hatchet man. But that night I couldn’t get
my car out of my friend’s driveway because I was crying too hard. I wanted more than anything to
be at peace with God. “Just take me, God,” I cried. “Take me the way I am.” The next morning, 
I felt a wonderful peace.

As the Watergate scandal unfolded and I went to prison, I learned—to my surprise—just where
the true power in life really is. It was in a little prayer group where two dope pushers, a car thief, a
stock swindler, and a former special counsel for the President of the United States got down on
our knees at night and prayed. We saw men give their lives to Christ, their hearts transformed by
the power of the living God. Today I thank God for Watergate. It taught me the greatest lesson of
my life, the paradox of power: that he who seeks to save his life will lose it, but he who loses his life
for Jesus’ sake shall find it. 

Source: Chuck Colson, “The Paradox of Power” <http://www.powertochange.ie/changed/ccolson.html >. 


