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Session 7

Living Wisely
Following God’s wisdom leads to joy, while failing to do so leads to grief.

PROVERBS 14:8-15 
MEMORY VERSE: PROVERBS 12:22

READ Proverbs 10:1–14:35, First Thoughts (p. 74), and Understand the Context (pp. 74–75), 

highlighting key verses that are representative of Solomon’s collected proverbs.

STUDY Proverbs 14:8-15, using Explore the Text (pp. 75–79). Highlight key verses that are 

representative of Solomon’s collected proverbs. Read the verses in several different translations, 

noting different words that might provide insight into the passage. Review PACK ITEM 13 (Handout: 

Fool in Proverbs). Examine Philippians 4:11 and Galatians 6:7-10 to determine how these verses 

connect to Proverbs 14. 

PLAN the group time using ideas under Lead Group Bible Study (pp. 80–81) and More Ideas (p. 82).  

Consult QuickSource or goExploreTheBible.com/LeaderHelps for more ideas. As you prepare, 

prayerfully consider whether you’re going through the motions or are truly joyful in your walk 

with Christ. 

GAIN insights from the weekly podcast on goExploreTheBible.com/LeaderTraining or on iTunes. 

GATHER the following items:   Personal Study Guides;   A board or chart paper and markers; 

and   A baseball cap. Prepare to display the following Pack Item:   PACK ITEM 2 (Outlines of 

Proverbs and Song of Songs). Make copies of:   PACK ITEM 12 (Handout: Wisdom in Proverbs); 

and   PACK ITEM 13 (Handout: Fool in Proverbs).
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FIRST THOUGHTS  
Making a soufflé requires following the instructions precisely. The egg 
whites must be beaten until they hold soft peaks and look glossy. The eggs 
need to be at room temperature if you want them fluffy. Following the 
recipe exactly will lead to a great soufflé; failing to follow the recipe will lead 
to a messy kitchen and disappointed dinner guests. Something similar is 
true when it comes to God’s wisdom. Solomon contrasted following God’s 
wisdom with the foolishness of failing to do so. 

(In PSG, p. 64) Tell about a time when you failed to follow a recipe, and it 
ended in a kitchen disaster. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
PROVERBS 10:1–14:35

In Proverbs 10, Solomon began to share a lengthy series of short sayings 
with his son. Generally speaking, he seemed to arrange the sayings with a 
determination to compare foolishness with wisdom and wickedness with 
righteousness. In the initial verses of this section, for example, he provided 
a comparison of two sons. One of the sons was wise, and the other son was 
foolish. From there Solomon covered a wide range of topics. He pointed out 
that a wicked person would try to get rich using unscrupulous approaches. 
However, a righteous person would make money through hard work, honesty, 
endurance, and responsibility (Prov. 10:1–12:28). 

As Solomon continued to show the difference between a wicked lifestyle 
and upright behavior, he brought into consideration a critical insight that 
God’s people need to grasp. Words and actions would reveal the difference 
between wickedness and righteousness. Upright people would understand 
the value of instruction and discipline, but wicked individuals would favor 
treachery and violence. Similarly, a righteous person would value integrity, 
but wickedness would drive an individual to lie and to stir up strife. Instead 
of walking in humility, a foolish person would nurture a heart of arrogance 
that would be displayed in destructive words and actions. Arrogance would 
prevent people gripped by wickedness from accepting corrective criticism. 
As a result, hunger and disaster awaited them while the righteous would be 
graced with a life filled with satisfaction (13:1-25).

Solomon pointed to the destructive outcome of foolishness. He warned 
that a foolish person would end up causing destruction, but a godly person 
would continue to walk with the Lord and grow in integrity. Likewise, a 
wise person would live with joy even in times of sorrow, but nothing more 
than grief awaited a foolish person. Finally, Solomon turned his attention 

KEY DOCTRINE

The Scriptures
Scripture is the supreme 
standard by which all human 
conduct, creeds, and religious 
opinions should be tried 
(Acts 17:11).

BIBLE SKILL

Dig deeper into the background 
and usage of key words or phrases.

Reflect on Proverbs 14:12. Read 
Judges 1–2 and identify the 
number of times the Israelites 
ignored God’s direction and set 
out on their own path. Then read 
Judges 17:6 and 21:25. How do 
these verses give you deeper 
understanding into Solomon’s 
statement in Proverbs 14:12? 

 

 

© 2020 LifeWay Christian Resources



75Se ssion 7 :  Liv ing  W i s e l y 

to kings and kingdoms. He shared God’s wisdom regarding the way to 
live as a kingdom citizen as well as the approach a wise king would take 
in leading God’s people. A wise king would be devoted to the pursuit of 
righteousness because it would strengthen the kingdom (14:1-35). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT
PRUDENT (PROV. 14:8,15)

VERSE 8 

Solomon arranged the verses in this section of Proverbs in keeping 
with an ancient Hebrew poetic formation called chiasmus. When writers 
employed this formation, they wrote the main idea or point in the center 
of the passage instead of at the beginning or the end. The verses before 
and after the central point helped them to develop it. That’s why the point 
Solomon made in this section doesn’t come from the study of the verses in 
a consecutive order. Instead, the chiasm dictates the order of the verses to 
be studied for this session. 

The verses in the chiasm shed significant light on the value of applying 
God’s wisdom by being prudent. Prudence involves thinking through 
an opportunity or a challenge carefully before drawing a conclusion and 
coming to a decision. A person who practices prudence would be referred 
to as sensible. When we take the time to seek the Lord’s direction as we 
face a puzzling situation, we reflect the kind of wisdom that only He can 
give. When we put it to work in our quandaries, we demonstrate we’re trying 
to discern the way He wants us to take. Giving due consideration to the 
variables involved in making a wise choice distinguishes a mature Christian.

Notice how Solomon set the wisdom of a sensible person in stark 
contrast to actions taken by fools. In their foolishness, foolish people don’t 
take the time to think through the situation facing them. Instead, they 
make their decisions quickly and dive headlong into their choices. Before 
long, the stupidity of their actions becomes obvious. The first glance at the 
puzzling situation before them allows them to see only a few facts here and 
there. What they see actually deceives them into taking actions that turn 
out to be utterly foolish. Other variables not obvious at first glance come 
into view only after we take a long, careful look at the situation before us. 
God’s wisdom urges us to take the long look. 

VERSE 15

Foolish individuals tend to be inexperienced when it comes to handling 
life’s challenges and opportunities well. They haven’t learned yet about the 
necessity of nourishing a relationship with the Lord in which love for Him 
moves them to respect Him and His wisdom. Consequently, they’re left 
only with their own insights. Their inexperience with handling life with 
God’s wisdom can prompt them to believe anything. If they hear a bit of 
so-called wisdom from someone they admire, they may embrace it as the 

VERSE 8

8 The sensible person’s 
wisdom is to consider 
his way, but the 
stupidity of fools 
deceives them.

VERSE 15

15 The inexperienced one 
believes anything, but 
the sensible one watches 
his steps.
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surest approach to the situation before them. Sooner or later, however, they 
come to see that what they embraced didn’t turn out to be very wise after 
all. Still, they continue to stumble along, falling for the next bit of insight 
they discover because they consider it to be trustworthy. 

DON’T BE GULLIBLE

• “ The complacency of fools will destroy them” (Prov. 1:32).

• “ Look, I’m sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be  
as shrewd as serpents and as innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16).

• “ They deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting with smooth talk  
and flattering words” (Rom. 16:18).

• “ Don’t be childish in your thinking, but be infants in regard to  
evil and adult in your thinking” (1 Cor. 14:20).

Sensible Christians take an altogether different approach. We walk 
with the Lord because we love Him, and we’re certain that He alone can 
make us wise. We seek His direction, and we take the path that He leads 
us to choose. Then we count on Him to shed light on the path that He’s set 
before us. Accordingly, we’ll move ahead at His pace and in a direction that 
pleases Him. Along the way, we watch our steps. In other words, we give 
plenty of consideration to what we’ll do in the circumstances that confront 
us. Thinking through our next steps will prevent us from doing something 
that will turn out to be foolish or that will get us into trouble. It will also 
enable us to be judicious when persuasive arguments tempt us to get off 
the path of God’s wisdom. 

(In PSG, p. 67) When you think about a sensible Christian, who comes to 
mind? How does that person’s example help you to be prudent?

CONTENT (PROV. 14:9,14)  

VERSE 9  

The comparison between people who turn out to be fools and God’s people 
who live out His wisdom continues with the law of restitution. For God’s 
people in the days of Solomon, the law couldn’t have been clearer regarding 
the need to make restitution for sin. For example, a man who cheated, stole, 
or lied had to make restitution to the individual who had been victimized 
by his sinful actions. In addition, he had to present a guilt or trespass 
offering to the priest (Lev. 6:1-7). The amount of the restitution had been 
established in the law, and God’s people had been instructed to regard the 
matter of restitution as something holy (Lev. 7:1).

Solomon said that fools wouldn’t take the law of restitution seriously;  
they would detest it. Their disdain for making restitution emerged from their 

VERSE 9

9 Fools mock at making 
reparation, but there 
is goodwill among 
the upright.
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misguided notion about accountability. They didn’t think anyone would 
make them accountable for their sinful behavior, not even God. For that 
reason, they would mock the law, ridiculing it and anyone who tried to abide 
by it. They thought that rejecting the law would bring them contentment. 

God’s people who grew in His wisdom would respond to sin in an 
entirely different way. They would strive to be upright. Therefore, when 
they committed a sin that hurt someone, they did not hesitate to make 
restitution in keeping with God’s law. They took restitution seriously because 
God’s wisdom had guided them to understand the necessity of wholesome 
relationships with others. As a result, their relationships would be marked 
by goodwill, a willingness to make amends and to see reconciliation. 
Therein, they would experience true contentment in their walk with Him.

VERSE 14 

The Hebrew term for disloyal one paints a picture of someone who takes 
steps in one direction and then decides to turn back. The English word 
backslider comes from this term. In fact, “backslider in heart” has been used 
in translations of this verse. It suggests the sad reality that some people 
begin as loyal followers of the Lord but then lose heart and retreat. They 
turn back to a lifestyle guided by their own inclinations. According to this 
verse, they will be held accountable for their disloyalty. The day will come 
when they can expect to receive full payment for their conduct. 

The good one can expect a different outcome. This verse doesn’t suggest 
that people can become good by their own efforts. Goodness comes from the 
Lord. Their walk with Him produces goodness in them that shows in their 
actions. Their actions render deeds that others around them will see as good. 
Across time, their loyalty to God turns out to be a blessing to themselves as 
well as to others. In the end, they get what they deserve too. Instead of being 
paid the wages of disloyalty, they can count on being rewarded. This promise 
doesn’t imply that being good will earn God’s favor. Instead, it assures us 
that living out God’s wisdom brings the true reward of lasting contentment. 

How often have you been perplexed over people who appear to get 
away with sinful behavior? How do these verses address your perplexity?

JOYFUL (PROV. 14:10,13)

VERSE 10

A person’s heart stores a range of emotions that remain shrouded from the 
view of others. In a way, intimate relationships grow because a person shares 
his or her heart with someone else. But in another way, our hearts can never 
reveal everything that’s stored there. For instance, we can share our pain 
with others, but we cannot actually internalize the true depth of bitterness 
that may be locked away in someone’s heart. We can empathize, but only to 
a point. Beyond that point, a person plagued with bitterness suffers alone.

VERSE 14

14 The disloyal one 
will get what his 
conduct deserves, and 
a good one, what his 
deeds deserve.

VERSE 10

10 The heart knows its 
own bitterness, and no 
outsider shares in its joy.
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Another example has to do with joy. We do well not to confuse joy with 
happiness. Our happiness depends on our circumstances. For instance, we’re 
happy when we get what we want for our birthday or we receive a good report 
from our doctor. Joy has nothing to do with our circumstances. Happiness 
can fade when circumstances change. However, joy defies circumstances and 
abides consistently in our hearts. Joy doesn’t fade when conditions change 
because joy comes from a relationship with the Lord. As we walk with 
Him, we enjoy His presence and rejoice in His grace no matter what may be 
happening in our lives. Someone who doesn’t have a relationship with God 
cannot understand our joy. A person who has not received Christ stands as 
an outsider who beholds our joy from a distance. We can’t fully share the joy 
in our hearts with people who don’t share our walk with the Lord. 

VERSE 13 

People laugh for different reasons. Ordinarily, we consider laughter to be 
evidence of happiness. A good joke, a funny story, a hilarious picture, or a 
happy surprise can render side-splitting laughter. Happiness makes us laugh. 
However, laughter can also serve as a cover that conceals a heart drowning 
in sorrow. People sometimes turn to laughter in an effort to numb the pain 
of being sad. Not a few of the funniest comedians in the entertainment 
business carry intense pain in their hearts, but they disguise it behind the 
sound of laughter. For people who suffer with sadness, a smile may hide 
more than it reveals. Deep inside a person’s heart lies the unvarnished truth 
about happiness. 

A heart full of joy comes from an intimate relationship with God. 
Believers don’t need to develop a ruse, a blanket that covers our sorrow. 
Instead, we count on the joy that comes in our walk with God to sustain us 
even when our hearts ache. Grief awaits all of us, but our joy will hold us 
up as we endure it. 

(In PSG, p. 69) What if someone asked you about the joy that’s abiding in 
your heart? How would you describe it?

THRIVING (PROV. 14:11-12) 

VERSE 11 

Now we come to the central point of this section in Proverbs. We have given 
attention to the difference between wisdom and foolishness regarding 
prudence, contentment, and joy. Wisdom and foolishness can now be 
compared in terms of outcomes. 

The comparison may be posed as two probing questions. What happens 
to someone who chooses a foolish path? Also, what’s the outcome of a person 
who chooses to take the path of God’s wisdom? The answer to both of these 
questions come to light in verses 11-12. A wicked person has rejected the 
Lord and refused to seek His wisdom. Spiritually speaking, wicked people 

VERSE 13

13 Even in laughter a 
heart may be sad, and 
joy may end in grief.

VERSE 11

11 The house of the 
wicked will be destroyed, 
but the tent of the 
upright will flourish.
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have built a house on a foundation of personal thoughts, preferences, 
philosophies, and prejudices. That kind of faulty foundation cannot stand 
the challenges that come with life. Because of the flimsy foundation, the 
house will eventually be destroyed. It will be completely demolished. That’s 
the outcome awaiting anyone who decides to ignore God’s wisdom. 

The comparison shifts our attention to a tent. People who live in tents 
wouldn’t appear to have as much security as someone who lives in a house. 
But in this case, they’re more secure. A tent is a secure place when it’s the 
home of an upright person. Being upright means being right with God and 
showing it in our relationships with others. Like someone who sets a chair 
upright after it has been overturned, the Lord makes His people upright 
when we give our lives to Him. Because of what He has done to make us 
right with Him, we can fulfill His plan for us. Across the years, we grow in 
Him by trusting Him and asking Him to make us wise. Our trust in Him 
enables us to put His wisdom into practice as we face whatever our days 
bring to us. When we determine we will follow God’s wisdom, we can count 
on Him to help us so we will flourish. That’s the outcome for God’s people 
who choose to be wise in Him. 

Without God, people do not have the wisdom they 
need to make the best choices with their lives.

VERSE 12 

The comparison gives way to a sobering conclusion. Each person chooses 
a path for his or her life. Some people will depend on their own ingenuity 
to guide them as they choose the way that seems right to them. Their 
decision will be based on their opinions, values, ambitions, or prejudices. 
They will ponder the options before them and make a choice that appears 
to be right. Then they will set out on the path that seems to make sense to 
them. When they set out on a path without being wise in the Lord, they 
will make the wrong choice. Without God, people do not have the wisdom 
they need to make the best choices with their lives. They only have their 
own impressions to lean on as they live out their days. They live in the hope 
that the path they’ve chosen will bring them fulfillment. But in the end, 
they will not thrive. Instead, they will discover to their sorrow that the 
path they have chosen for themselves will lead them only to death. We’re 
presented with a sobering warning about choosing a path without turning 
to the Lord and seeking His wisdom. Taking the path that would lead us to 
joy requires us to decide we want to be wise in Him. 

How does your life so far demonstrate that you seek and follow 
the Lord’s wisdom? What can you do to more consistently follow 
His wisdom?

BIBLICAL 
ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Death in the Old Testament,” 
available digitally in the Summer 
2020 Biblical Illustrator for 
Explore the Bible at LifeWay.
com/BiblicalIllustrator.

VERSE 12

12 There is a way that 
seems right to a person, 
but its end is the way 
to death.
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

INTRODUCE: To begin the session, wear or display a baseball cap while you relate that on the baseball 
diamond, whether Little League® or Major League®, you find a coach at first base and at third base 
when their team is up to bat. The player’s responsibility is to focus on the coach’s instruction rather 
than watch the ball or make running decisions on their own. When the coaches’ signals are ignored, 
on many occasions, the base runner is called out.

ASK: How might the coaches on the field connect to believers’ needs to keep their eyes on Christ? 

EXPLAIN: Our study in Proverbs reveals the importance of following wisdom. We have examined 
some of the benefits of obedience and the consequences of disobedience. In today’s session, we’ll see 
how living wisely leads to joy, while failing to do so leads to grief.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

INTRODUCE: Summarize Proverbs 10–13, highlighting key verses. Using Pack Item 2 
(Outline of Proverbs and Song of Songs), indicate that this session will focus on Solomon’s 
collected proverbs. Explain that in this session the verses will be studied non-sequentially. 

EXPLAIN: Using Understand the Context (pp. 74–75), explain the chiastic form of  
Proverbs 14 as a literary device in which a sequence of ideas is presented and then repeated 
in reverse order. This form of writing was for “repetitive and comparative emphasis” (PSG, p. 65). 
It offers a mirror reflection. In our study today we will examine the first and last verses of our focal 
passage and move by pairs of verses to the center two verses. Chiasm comes from the Greek word 
chi, which looks like our letter X. The middle two verses where the X crosses provide a summary 
emphasis of the other verses. 

READ: Enlist a volunteer to read Proverbs 14:8,15 as the group listens for how the wise 
and foolish are characterized.

STUDY: Create smaller teams. Give half the teams copies of Pack Item 12 (Handout: Wisdom 
in Proverbs) and the other half copies of Pack Item 13 (Handout: Fool in Proverbs). Guide the 
teams to review their handouts and identify key words used to define the wise and the fool. 
After allowing time for team discussion, call on volunteers to report what they discussed 
to the larger group.

DRAW: On a board, draw the shape of a baseball field. In the first base position write 
Proverbs 8:15.

ASK: When you think about a sensible Christian, who comes to mind? How does that person’s 
example help you to be prudent? (PSG, p. 67) Why is a person being thoughtful, measured, 
circumspect, and methodical so valued but so difficult? 

WRITE: Beside the Proverbs reference on first base, lead the group to select a word that 
summarizes the two verses (Prudent or Sensible, for example).

READ: Direct the group to read silently Proverbs 14:9,14, contemplating how the two 
verses are connected.
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GUIDE: Lead the group to examine Philippians 4:11 and Galatians 6:7-10. Direct the group to 
locate a partner and address the following questions: How are the verses in Proverbs connected 
to the New Testament passages? From the PSG (p. 68): How does pursuing God’s wisdom lead to 
contentment regardless of the circumstances? 

WRITE: On the second base position add Proverbs 14:9,14, and again lead the group to select 
a summary word (Contentment).

READ: Direct someone to read aloud Proverbs 14:10,13, as the group listens for the 
contrast between joy and grief.

ASK: How does following God lead to contentment regardless of the circumstances? How does the 
joy of God transcend even the worst of situations? From the PSG (p. 69): What if someone asked 
you about the joy that’s abiding in your heart? How would you describe it?

WRITE: In the third base position add Proverbs 14:10,13, and lead the group to select one 
word as a summary (Joyful). 

READ: Enlist a volunteer to read Proverbs 14:11-12. Remind the group that this is the 
center or crux of the passage as they listen for the result of failing to follow God’s plan.

IDENTIFY: Guide the group to identify key words in the verses.

QUERY: How can one differentiate between what seems to be the safe life and a God-honoring life? 
From the PSG (p. 71): What is a “wrong way” someone you know is following? Where will that 
person end if he or she continues on that path? Pray now for that person.

WRITE: In the home base position write Proverbs 14:11-12, and a summary word (Thriving).

TRANSITION: Any eager baseball player wants to make it all the way around the bases to home 
plate, but to get there he must stay focused on hitting the ball, follow the directions of the coach, and 
run hard. In today’s session we see how sensible living, contentment with our circumstances, and joy 
in our relationship with God will lead our lives to thrive.

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

SAY: Ask: If contentment is one of the key traits of a born-again believer, why do so many believers fail 
to exhibit contentment? Lead the group: List the causes and cures for the lack of contentment and 
joy people may experience. With whom do you need to share the cures you identified? (PSG, p. 72)

EVALUATE: Lead the group to reflect on the following: How do you think others would see you 
in the areas of making sensible decisions, being content with your circumstances, and exhibiting 
joy regardless of your life situations? Guide them to brainstorm ways to do these things more 
consistently in our lives. 

SUMMARIZE: Focusing attention on the drawing developed throughout the session, review 
the key words at each base. Then ask rhetorically, Do you see yourself successfully rounding 
home base? 

PRAY: Thank God for providing direction for our lives. Ask that He will lead us to be obedient 
to His instructions, and as a testimony to others, help us to exhibit joy in all of our life 
circumstances.
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PRACTICE
• Evaluate your group based on the joy they demonstrate. What can you do to encourage 

more joy in the group?

• Contact individuals in the group who are struggling with difficult circumstances to 
encourage them and assure them of your prayers.

MORE IDEAS
FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

As an alternative, lead the group to visualize a special food dish in their family. Imagine 
that you ask how to prepare the dish and are told, “I just add a pinch of this or little of that 
to add flavor.” Explain that you try to prepare it yourself and the results are disastrous. 
Guide the group to tell about a time when they failed to follow a recipe, and it ended in 
a kitchen disaster (PSG, p. 64). Explain that a kitchen disaster usually leads to a messy 
kitchen and hungry people. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

• To enhance the study of Proverbs 14:8-15, read aloud the passage in a variety of 
translations, noting different words used to contrast the wise and the foolish.

• Create four groups (an individual can be a group). Assign each group one of the two 
paired verses in Proverbs 14:8-15. Direct the group to paraphrase the verses in their 
own words and be prepared to share with the group.

• To supplement discussion of Proverbs 14:10,13, describe a time in your life when you 
were able to remain joyful in difficult circumstances. As an alternative, prior to the 
session, enlist a person who has a testimony of being joyful. Challenge the group to 
think of a person they see as joyful in the Lord and to think of a way they could be 
an encouragement to that person. Consider supplying note cards and pens for group 
members to write a note of encouragement to those whom they identified. 

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

Lead the group to consider blessings they have experienced as a result of following God’s 
wisdom. Ask: How do these received blessings encourage you to continue to follow His wisdom? 
(PSG, p. 72) Close by discussing how following God leads to contentment regardless of the 
circumstances.

SUGGESTED MUSIC IDEA

To end the session, sing the children’s song “Down in My Heart,” by George W. Cooke. This 
song is also sometimes titled, “I’ve Got the Joy, Joy, Joy, Joy.”
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