“The book of Proverbs is a gold mine of divine wisdom, and Lydia Brownback
applies that wisdom in very practical ways to the issues women face. This is one
of those books that should be studied more than simply read, and I can see it as a
valuable resource for women’s Bible studies.”
Jerry Bridges, author, The Pursuit of Holiness
“If only we could pull up a chair across from the purple-linen-wearing Proverbs 31
woman to observe her inner strength, listen to her confident laughter, admire her
reverent fear, and absorb her wise ways. That’s what readers get to do through the
pages of A Woman’s Wisdom as we’re invited to saturate ourselves in the source
of true wisdom—the Scriptures—where we find what we need for living in a world
full of distractions, decisions, dilemmas, disappointments, and delights. This book
lends itself to quiet mornings of reflection on your own as well as vigorous discussions with a group of good friends.”
Nancy Guthrie, Bible Teacher; author, Seeing Jesus in the Old Testament
Bible Study series
“It is so refreshing to read a book that handles the kinds of things that every
woman will face from one single perspective: the stunning wisdom of God. Too
often books like this start with cultural assumptions that only serve to weaken
their effectiveness in the end. It is only God’s wisdom that can help us navigate the
pressures and insanities of the surrounding culture and teach us the freedom of
being what we were created to be and living as we were created to live. Read and
experience how God’s wisdom is eloquent and transcendent while being concrete
and practical at the same time.”
Paul David Tripp, President, Paul Tripp Ministries; author, What Did You
Expect? Redeeming the Realities of Marriage
“In a day when we’re often inclined to settle for helpful hints or pious platitudes,
this book points us to the source of that rare commodity, true wisdom. Lydia
Brownback has the depth of insight and the lightness of touch needed to make the
book of Proverbs come alive for her readers. If your heart yearns for a solid place
to stand in the shifting currents of your everyday life, you will find a sure guide and
refreshing stream of truth here.”
Liam Goligher, Senior Minister, Tenth Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania; author, The Jesus Gospel
“Lydia Brownback has provided women with an excellent resource for unlocking
the wisdom of Proverbs.”
Josh Moody, Senior Pastor, College Church, Wheaton, Illinois;
author No Other Gospel
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“Halfway through the first chapter, I thought, ‘My wife would love this book.’
Halfway through the book, I thought, ‘I love this book!’ My reasons are manifold:
Lydia Brownback’s study of Proverbs is biblical, practical, straight-forward, convicting, instructive, transformative, and Christ-centered. With wisdom, wit, and
carefully crafted sentences, Lydia Brownback’s study of Proverbs helps women
(and men!) to rest in the source of all wisdom, Jesus. See if you might ‘love’ the
book as well.”
Doug O’Donnell, Senior Pastor, New Covenant Church, Naperville,
Illinois; author of The Beginning and End of Wisdom
“The beauty of proverbs is that, by their very nature, they are timeless and ageless.
The smallest child can memorize and apply them on a surface level while the oldest
adult can meditate on them and apply them over a lifetime. In this wonderful book,
Lydia Brownback applies the proverbs to today’s Christian woman. With equal
parts sound interpretation and heartfelt application, this book offers that same
timeless, ageless wisdom to a new generation of women.”
Tim & Aileen Challies, Grace Fellowship Church, Toronto, Ontario;
Tim blogs at Challies.com
“From the wisdom of Proverbs, Lydia Brownback draws wise and ever so practical
applications for women. Her clear and consistent call is to embrace the full wisdom of God given to us in Christ.”
Kathleen Nielson, Director of Women’s Initiatives, The Gospel Coalition;
author and speaker, Living Word Bible studies and Bible Study: Following
the Ways of the Word
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May each of you know the blessings of
Wisdom every day of your life.

Blessed is the one who finds wisdom,
and the one who gets understanding,
for the gain from her is better than gain from silver
and her profit better than gold.
She is more precious than jewels,
and nothing you desire can compare with her.
—Proverbs 3:13–15
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preface
What drew you to pick up this book? Most likely, it’s that there’s
something about the idea of wisdom that appeals to you. It just
draws your heart.
It is true that there is a certain wisdom that only age can confer,
but outside of God and his Word, even that must be suspect. That’s
because there is no truly reliable wisdom apart from God. To know
and trust him is wisdom. The way we get this wisdom isn’t by living
a long time. Nor is it found by trying our best to follow the paths
of wisdom that are set before us in the book of Proverbs. Even if we
were able to follow those paths, which we are not, we would fail to
lay hold of true wisdom. It is found only in Christ,
for consider your calling . . . not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many
were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world
to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame
the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world,
even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so
that no human being might boast in the presence of God. And
because of him you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God. (1 Cor. 1:26–30)
11
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preface
Do you know Christ? If you really know him, you belong to him.
It couldn’t be otherwise. If you get nothing else from reading this
book, get this: Christ became for us wisdom from God.
Because the book of Proverbs provides us with a poetic road map
of how God has designed the world to work, following its practical
day-to-day guidance will surely make your life more pleasant. But
disconnected from its divine source, even this will prove hollow in
the end. That’s what King Solomon, the primary author of Proverbs,
found out.
In his better days, King Solomon was indeed the wisest of men.
As a young man and newly crowned king, he had prayed for the ability to govern God’s people wisely, and God had answered him mightily, so much so that “the whole earth sought the presence of Solomon
to hear his wisdom, which God had put into his mind” (1 Kings
10:24). People came from all over the known world to get his advice.
Over time, however, Solomon began to give his heart to the worldly
rewards of his wisdom rather than to the source of it, and this wisest of all men did some horrendously foolish things. The same thing
will happen to us if we try to use Proverbs as a spiritualized means
for self-improvement.
Improving our lives is not the objective of Proverbs, even though
following its instruction will generally better our lot. The point of
the book is to direct us to the Giver of wisdom. Jesus said concerning himself, “The queen of the South will rise up at the judgment
with this generation and condemn it, for she came from the ends of
the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something
greater than Solomon is here” (Matt. 12:42).
Wisdom is a person, and wise is what we become through our
union with him. The outworkings of wisdom—its fruit—discussed
in the following chapters are all rooted in this truth. I echo the hopes
of the apostle Paul:
12
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That [our] hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love,
to reach all the riches of full assurance of understanding and
the knowledge of God’s mystery, which is Christ, in whom are
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. (Col. 2:2–3)

—Lydia Brownback
May 2011

13
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introduction
Advice books are no short-lived trend. They continue to top bestseller lists, and new how-to releases get clicked into Amazon shopping carts hundreds of times each day. The popularity of such books
isn’t likely to wane, even though the “wisdom” of much of what’s
offered is transient and proves shallow in the long run. How-to
books wouldn’t be nearly so popular if people would just embrace
the wisdom of God’s ways, but whenever God’s ways—the howtos of Scripture—are rejected, even shallow alternatives are going
to hold appeal.
The problem for so many of us is that we want a formula: three
easy steps to the good life. In the midst of meticulously scheduled
lives, it is much easier to cruise through the McDonald’s drive-thru
than to prepare a well-balanced dinner. For the same reason, it is
often much easier to digest a quick read on our problem du jour than
to take time to dig into God’s Word. We don’t “have time” to get to
know him. Maybe tomorrow, we think; today we just want a few
pointers on how to minimize stress, balance the budget, and get the
kids to behave.
A glance through the book of Proverbs shows us just what we
seem to need—short, pithy how-tos in Twitter-like blurbs. However,
15
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if we approach Proverbs with a quick-fix mind-set, we are going to
miss the overarching point of the book: getting to know and learning
to love the Author of wisdom. It is only through knowing and loving God—what Proverbs calls “the fear of the Lord”—that we will
understand how to apply its practical how-tos.
We women need practical advice for life, but even more than
that, we need hearts set on the One who governs all our practicalities. The book of Proverbs unlocks the key to both. Its wisdom is
timeless. Although the book of Proverbs was written to particular
people—primarily young men in ancient Israel—its wisdom and the
necessity of obtaining it are the same in every age for both men and
women. What changes are the circumstances in which to apply it. We
may not face the difficulties that ancient women did, but we do face
very real challenges:
t practicing biblical womanhood in a world that scorns us for it;
t keeping sexually pure in a sex-saturated society;
t handling our freedom, independence, and material resources
wisely;
t maintaining God-glorifying marriages;
t elevating biblical priorities ahead of day-to-day pressures.

Some may be surprised to learn that Proverbs addresses all
these things. In fact, there is no area for which we need wisdom that
Proverbs doesn’t address. That’s because all wisdom is summed up
this way: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and
the knowledge of the Holy One is insight” (9:10; see also 1:7 nkjv).
Once we get this—and embrace it—we will find ourselves equipped
to handle the how-tos.
In your hands is a book for women on the wisdom to be gleaned
from the book of Proverbs. You will find nine chapters that you can
read alone or in a small-group setting with the accompanying study
guide at the back of the book. What we will see as we take a close
16
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look at Proverbs is that all true wisdom springs from the fear of
the Lord.
Part 1, “What Is Wisdom and Why Does It Matter?,” is based on
chapters 1–3 and 8–9 of Proverbs. Here we will examine why pursuing biblical wisdom, what Proverbs calls “the fear of the Lord,” is
the primary calling of every Christian woman. Women of wisdom
are those who:
t acknowledge God’s sovereignty over everything that comes to pass;
t submit to God’s ordering of the world;
t cherish Christ above all else;
t trust in the goodness of God’s character;
t guard their hearts in biblical truth.

One of the ways that Proverbs shows us the blessings of wisdom
is by contrasting wisdom with folly, so we are going to look not only
at characteristics of the wise but also at characteristics of fools.
Part 2, “Six Things Wise Women Know,” applies biblical wisdom to six aspects of a woman’s life: (1) her words; (2) her friendships; (3) her physical appetites; (4) her emotions; (5) her money; and
(6) her sexuality.
Part 3, “A Portrait of Wisdom,” offers a biblical illustration of
all we will study in parts 1 and 2. The focus here is on the woman
in Proverbs 31:10–31. Some women are either intimidated by this
woman or dismissive of her, but we will see why she isn’t at all intimidating. An understanding of how she fits into the overall teaching of
Proverbs eliminates any intimidation and can inspire a love of wisdom in specifically feminine ways. May we find ourselves becoming
more like her for the good of our families, our churches, and our
communities, and for the glory of God.
At the end you’ll find a study guide. You can use it on your own
as you are reading through the book or for small-group discussion.
One of the questions accompanying each chapter is marked with
. These questions require more in-depth study and will take a

!
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bit longer to complete. If you want more room to interact with the
study guide, you can download and print a larger copy for free at
crossway.org/awomanswisdom.
If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him. (James 1:5)

18
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Chapter 1

As Christian women living in the twenty-first century, we aren’t
likely to face many of the tricky difficulties that confronted ancient
Israelite women. Just think of Queen Esther, who had to learn how
to get along in a harem of women whose only calling was to please
the king with their beauty. Even after Esther became queen, the cost
of displeasing her king-husband was death. Other Old Testament
women dealt with slavery, such as Hagar, and having to share a husband with another woman, such as Rachel and Leah.
Our problems, while less life-threatening for the most part, nevertheless pose tremendous challenges for which we need the same
wisdom that ancient women needed. But we want to do more than
merely minimize stress and ward off unnecessary difficulties; we also
want to please God in every aspect of our lives. This is one way in
which biblical wisdom differs radically from worldly wisdom. The
world’s wisdom centers on how people can please themselves and
maximize every pleasure. The wisdom in Proverbs isn’t unconcerned about our enjoying life as a gift from God. That’s the beauty
of it—as we put into practice the wisdom of Proverbs, we find that
21
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God’s ways work at a very practical level; life does tend to run more
smoothly. As this happens, God is showcased as the all-wise one, and
he is glorified.
That’s the wisdom we need. We need it for how to be homemakers in a world that fights us on it. We need it for how to be single
when we don’t want to be. We need it to live godly lives in a culture
of boundless freedoms, independence, and wealth. (Economic hardships in the West do not compare to economic hardships in other
parts of the world.) We need the wisdom of Proverbs for how to live
biblically when we are immersed in a culture of shallow entertainment options and easy divorce. We need it to make good choices for
how to school our kids and for how to navigate our ever-increasing
virtual world on the Internet.
We are going to touch on all that, but before we can see how to
apply the wisdom of Proverbs to our individual life situations, we
need to see exactly what the Bible means by wisdom. Where does
wisdom come from? Proverbs tells us clearly:
The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,
and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight.
(Prov. 9:10; see also 1:7)

That, of course, logically leads us to ask, What is the fear of the
Lord? Pastors tell us it means “awe,” but if that is always what it
means, why don’t we just use the word awe—“awe of the Lord”—
instead of the word fear? Well, the Hebrew of this word fear means
both “terror” and “reverence.” However, the terror part tends to get
downplayed because it is hard to reconcile the idea of fear with a loving God. Still, I think we are too quick to discount the terror aspect
in “the fear of the Lord.” If we look carefully at Scripture, we see
that sometimes fear means just that—fear.
Consider the case of the prophet Isaiah, who, after seeing God,
22
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what, exactly, is wisdom?
said, “Woe is me, for I am undone!” (Isa. 6:5 nkjv). His vision of
God” certainly didn’t evoke happy feelings.
Then there was Jesus’s mother, Mary. When the angel Gabriel
came and told her, “Rejoice, highly favored one, the Lord is with
you; blessed are you among women,” she was troubled at his saying,
which led the angel to say to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you
have found favor with God” (Luke 1:26–30 nkjv).
There is also the example of Moses. When he came upon the
burning bush, God called to him from the midst of the bush and said,
“Moses, Moses! . . . Take your sandals off your feet, for the place on
which you are standing is holy ground.” And Moses responded by
hiding his face, for “he was afraid to look at God” (Ex. 3:4–6). So we
see that fear is sometimes awe that is mixed with terror.
What’s interesting is that Isaiah, Mary, and Moses all experienced fear as a result of God’s drawing near to them. It seems clear
that some who have been brought exceptionally near to God have
experienced fear in the process. Why is this true, since God is a kind
and loving God? Here is why: when sinful people come truly close
to God, they see more of who he truly is—holy, as well as loving. In
fact, his holiness is part and parcel of his lovingkindness rather than
separate from it. The closer we get to God, the more we will see the
reality of who he is and who we are in relationship to him. So if you
are one of those who has experienced that kind of fear—the terror
kind—it should be seen as good news, not bad news, because it is the
sort of fear that leads to a true grasp of your need for Christ.
This recognition of our sin before a holy God is what makes us
crave a Savior, and when we cast ourselves upon him to fulfill that
craving, we will move beyond just merely understanding the doctrines of the Christian faith in our minds to living them from our
hearts with deep joy. All this is why the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. It’s because real wisdom is found only in Christ.
Wisdom is the realization that he is everything.
After we are driven to Christ through this kind of fear, we can
23

A Womans Wisdom.528279.i03.indd 23

3/8/12 8:34 AM

understand the sort of awe and reverence that pastors use to describe
the fear of the Lord. We are able to know God as kind, wise, fatherly,
holy, powerful, all-knowing, and compassionate only in Christ. It is
this view of God that inspires our awe—and our pursuit of wise
living or, said another way, holiness. A wise pastor asked us to
consider this:
Is the fear of the Lord a soul-crippling, psyche-damaging conception which our enlightened age has outgrown? The Word of God
declares it to be a potent force which purifies and converts the
soul from wayward and sinful thoughts and doings (Ps. 19:8, 9).
Let us be honest and ask ourselves: How many wicked thoughts
and transgressing deeds of ours would have been nipped in the
bud had we a right fear of as well as love for our God? A right
fear of the Lord is a preventative good. It prevents us from entering into sin, keeps us from nurturing sin, and drives us out of sin
when we do fall into it. Positively, the fear of the Lord is the height
of wisdom (Ps. 1:7), not a low and damaging superstition.1

So, with that in mind, let’s look at what it means to live wisely. What
is wise living?
To live wisely is to orient everything about ourselves and our
lives around God rather than around ourselves. Wise women are
God-centered, not self-centered. As we orient ourselves around God,
our tastes and interests will change, and we will increasingly love
what God loves and hate what he hates:
The fear of the Lord is hatred of evil. (Prov. 8:13)

To live wisely is also to love righteousness. But do we? If we’re honest, we have to admit that, even as Christians, a part of us doesn’t
hate sin. Why else would we continue to practice it? We hate the
horrible effects of the sin we see in our world, in our children, and in
our own lives, but we will hate the sin itself only as we grow in the
fear of the Lord.
24
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what, exactly, is wisdom?

characteristics of wisdom
Now that we have established where real wisdom comes from—the
fear of the Lord—we can more fruitfully take a look at some of the
particular characteristics of wisdom.

1) Wisdom Is Clear
Wisdom is clear; in other words, it is not hard to find or figure out:
All the words of my mouth are righteous;
there is nothing twisted or crooked in them.
They are all straight to him who understands,
and right to those who find knowledge. (Prov. 8:8–9)

“I’ve found that to be true for some things,” you might be thinking,
“but the Bible doesn’t provide black-and-white answers for everything. How is wisdom ‘straight’ when it comes to the gray areas
of life?” We are tempted to wonder about that at times, but since
it’s the Bible that says wisdom’s words are all straight, it must be
true. The trouble is the way in which we use Scripture to look for
wisdom. We want to open our Bibles and find a verse that will correspond directly to our problem and provide a solution. But that’s
not how we get wisdom. Finding that wisdom is “straight” comes
from immersing ourselves in Scripture—all of it, not just a passage
here and there—and as we do, it shapes our understanding about
all of life. If we make a habit of Scripture immersion, we will find,
when confronted with one of life’s difficulties, that the wisdom we
so desperately need will come to us a lot more easily. Wisdom is
indeed clear, but its clarity doesn’t come in a three-easy-steps sort
of way. The more we soak ourselves in God’s Word, the more we
will be able to readily lay hold of the wisdom we need for particular
circumstances.
Sometimes, despite a thorough soaking in Scripture, much
prayer, and the seeking of godly counsel, we still find ourselves
25
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perplexed about what to do. But that doesn’t mean that biblical wisdom is unclear. It just means that we haven’t yet grasped its clarity!
At such times, we do well to simply wait for it.
At other times, we ourselves might be blocking our view of the
wisdom we need. Once, years ago, Pastor Donald Gray Barnhouse
was busily working in his private study when he heard a knock on the
door. It was his daughter, and he invited her to enter. She had come
to ask his permission to do something that she very much wanted
to do. After listening to her, Dr. Barnhouse denied her request and
returned his attention to his work. He was startled when he looked
up a few minutes later and saw his daughter still standing near his
desk. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“I am waiting for you to tell me what to do,” she replied.
“Whatever you are doing,” he said, “you are not waiting for me
to tell you what to do. I have already told you what I want you to do,
and you do not like it. What you are really doing is waiting to see if
I will change my mind.”2
Don’t we do the same sometimes? At some level, we know what
God wants us to do, what the wise course is, but we don’t like it, so
we default to confusion, claiming that we do not know what to do.
If our discovery as to what would please the Lord in a given situation
remains elusive, could this be the problem? It’s worth investigating.
If we find it is so and then repent, we will likely be amazed at how
soon we lay hold of the answer we’ve been after all along.

2) Wisdom Is Near
Not only is wisdom clear, but it is also near. In other words, wisdom
is always available:
Does not wisdom cry out,
And understanding lift up her voice?
She takes her stand on the top of the high hill,
Beside the way, where the paths meet.
26
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She cries out by the gates, at the entry of the city,
At the entrance of the doors. (Prov. 8:1–3 nkjv)

God isn’t reluctant to give us wisdom. In fact, he delights to make it
clear to us:
Surely I will pour out my spirit on you;
I will make my words known to you. (Prov. 1:23 nkjv)

God said through Moses: “This commandment that I command you
today is not too hard for you, neither is it far off. It is not in heaven,
that you should say, ‘Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it
to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea,
that you should say, ‘Who will go over the sea for us and bring it to
us, that we may hear it and do it?’ But the word is very near you. It
is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it” (Deut.
30:11–14). We will find it to be “very near” when we do what Moses
said just before that: “When you turn to the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul . . .” (v. 10). The issue sometimes
isn’t that we lack wisdom but that we don’t really want it.

3) Wisdom Is Pleasant
To say that wisdom is “pleasant” is sort of an understatement. Pleasant
is a word we associate with life’s lesser pleasures, such as a cup of tea
on a rainy afternoon—it’s nice, but we still wish the sun would come
out. Yet the word here in Proverbs isn’t meant to convey minimal pleasure. Think of it more in terms of that on-top-of-the-world feeling you
get in the middle of one of those rare glitch-free days.
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace. (Prov. 3:17; see also 2:10)

The only way we could ever perceive God’s ways to be unpleasant is
if we are self-centered rather than God-centered, self-seeking rather
27
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than Christ-seeking, self-exalting rather than Christ-exalting. It all
comes down to whose agenda runs our show.

4) Wisdom Is Primary
Committing ourselves to the pursuit of wisdom is itself a step of
wisdom.
The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom,
and whatever you get, get insight. (Prov. 4:7)

Wise women are governed by the principles of God’s Word, not by
their feelings, hormones, or enjoyments. Sounds simple, but it’s
actually quite difficult, because we tend to collapse the two into one.
In other words, we equate wisdom with whatever makes us feel best.
We set the compass of our lives toward the happiest-looking circumstances, assuming that doing so is the wisest course. The difficulty
is exposed in thinking like this: “It will be better for the kids if we
divorce, since we just fight all the time when together.” And this: “In
order to get emotionally healthy, my counselor says I have to give full
vent to my anger.” And this: “I’ve been so depressed lately, so this
trip to Belize is a must, even if it makes me late with the mortgage
payment.” That sort of wisdom does not come from God. It comes
from our natural passions. But the more we come to be characterized
by the fear of the Lord, the less likely we will be to mistake worldliness for wisdom.

5) Wisdom Is Hospitable
In Proverbs 9 we find an invitation to a dinner party, which Wisdom
is hosting. If you’re anything like me, this is something you can relate
to. Many of us love everything about preparing a special meal for
those we love. We take delight in deciding what to serve and how to
set the table, and when the day of the party comes, we awaken with
anticipation. Before any of this begins, of course, we must issue the
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invitation. Which special friends will we include? Wisdom’s invitation
differs from ours in that it goes out to those who aren’t yet friends:
She has slaughtered her beasts; she has mixed her wine;
she has also set her table.
She has sent out her young women to call
from the highest places in the town,
“Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!”
To him who lacks sense she says,
“Come, eat of my bread
and drink of the wine I have mixed.
Leave your simple ways, and live,
and walk in the way of insight.” (Prov. 9:2–6)

Wisdom invites fools to dinner, and those who RSVP with a yes will
dine on insight. We find other invitations in Scripture that give us a
fuller biblical picture of this invitation in Proverbs. Here is one from
the prophet Isaiah: “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters;
and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and
milk without money and without price. Why do you spend your
money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that which
does not satisfy? Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good, and
delight yourselves in rich food” (Isa. 55:1–2). And the fullest picture
of all comes from the mouth of Jesus himself: “I am the bread of life;
whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me
shall never thirst” (John 6:35).
The full biblical picture reveals that accepting Wisdom’s invitation means coming to Christ. The young men who first read the proverbs didn’t have the fuller picture that we have, but they understood
that following Wisdom leads to life.

how?
As soon as we come to Christ, we’re included in the dinner party,
and the feasting begins. We have the bread of life. That sounds nice,
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but what does it mean, exactly, that Jesus is “the bread of life”? We
believe it’s true, but if we’re honest, many of us don’t fully understand what it means. Studying Proverbs is a good way to grasp it.
The only way to successfully tackle the dos and don’ts of practical
wisdom that dominate the book, beginning in the very next chapter (Proverbs 10), is by leaning into and resting all that effort upon
Christ, the perfect wise man, who has already “done” wisdom for
us.3 So, as we sit down to partake of Wisdom’s feast, we do so leaning on Christ, which is what Jesus meant when he said, “I am the
bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger.”

Guard Your Heart
The first practical step forward on the path to wisdom involves our
hearts:
Keep your heart with all diligence,
for out of it spring the issues of life. (Prov. 4:23 nkjv)

All too often this verse is applied to romantic relationships, which
misses the whole point. Certainly it is true that guarding our hearts
in a romantic relationship is always wise, but this verse is really
about guarding our hearts in the fear of the Lord. If we are going
to become increasingly God-centered women, it is essential that we
keep a close eye on all that can influence us.
One way to guard our hearts is to be alert to the enticement to
sin that comes our way through those who don’t fear the Lord:
Hear, my son, your father’s instruction,
and forsake not your mother’s teaching,
for they are a graceful garland for your head
and pendants for your neck.
My son, if sinners entice you,
do not consent.
If they say, “Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood;
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let us ambush the innocent without reason;
like Sheol let us swallow them alive, and whole,
like those who go down to the pit;
we shall find all precious goods,
we shall fill our houses with plunder;
throw in your lot among us;
we will all have one purse”—
my son, do not walk in the way with them;
hold back your foot from their paths,
for their feet run to evil,
and they make haste to shed blood.
For in vain is a net spread in the sight of any bird,
but these men lie in wait for their own blood;
they set an ambush for their own lives.
Such are the ways of everyone who is greedy for
unjust gain;
it takes away the life of its possessors. (Prov. 1:8–19)

We must be alert to it, but we must also turn away from it. Wise
women shun evil counsel; they don’t stop to ponder the pros and
cons of giving in. That’s the mistake Eve made. When the Serpent
came to her in the garden of Eden to entice her, she didn’t shun his
counsel; she lingered and engaged him in conversation about it. And
Proverbs 1:8–19 exposes what resides in the hearts of those who follow ungodly paths—greed for the fulfillment of fleshly desires.
Another way we guard our hearts is to be discerning about
whose advice we seek and take. This doesn’t mean that we shut
our ears from ever listening to the advice of an unbeliever. God has
equipped all mankind with particular gifts and talents for the good
of his creation. If it’s medical advice we need, we are wise to seek
out the best advice we can get, whether it comes from a believer or
an unbeliever. The same is true when it comes to financial advice or
guidance concerning real estate or any number of things, so long as
the expert has a reputation for integrity. At the same time, expertise
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aside, wise women will never take any advice that runs counter to
biblical principles.
We must be diligent to guard our hearts, because from them
“spring the issues of life.” The choices we make, for good or ill, are
determined by our hearts. Jesus said that “out of the heart come
evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander” (Matt. 15:19). It may seem like we are driven to sinful
choices through outside influences or adverse circumstances, but it
is always and only our hearts that make us sin. As the apostle James
wrote, “Each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his
own desire” (James 1:14).
In light of this, we’d stand no chance were it not for our union
with Christ. But in that union, by means of the Holy Spirit who
dwells within us, our hearts are progressively transformed, just as
Jesus promised: “The water that I will give him will become in him a
spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:14). This spring of
water wells up and out into godly choices. In order to live wisely, we
must choose to do so, and in Christ, we can. Taking the side of folly
is therefore unnecessary, and it always results in suffering and regret:
Because they hated knowledge
and did not choose the fear of the Lord,
would have none of my counsel
and despised all my reproof,
therefore they shall eat the fruit of their way,
and have their fill of their own devices. (Prov. 1:29–31)

Cultivate Humility
Another way we grow in wisdom is by cultivating humility. Proverbs
2:6 says that from God’s mouth, not our mouths, come wisdom and
understanding. An attitude of humility recognizes that whatever real
wisdom we acquire comes only through our union with Christ. Since
Christ is, himself, wisdom from God, how could our wisdom have any
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other source? When I was twenty years old, I thought I knew everything. When I turned thirty, I realized there were a few things I hadn’t
quite figured out yet. Not until my forties did I realize that I really know
very little. For all of us, it is so often the case that the older we get, the
more we realize how little we know, and perhaps this is an indicator
that we are finally, by God’s grace, beginning to grow in wisdom.
Perhaps you know what I’m talking about from personal experience, or maybe you see it played out in the world around you. Just
think about your recent cruises along the highway. Have you noticed
that younger folks are inclined to take greater risks while driving?
When a car whizzes past us at 85 mph, more often than not the driver,
fingers tapping furiously over a handheld miniature keyboard, is under
twenty-five years old. Such blatant disregard for driving laws has less
to do with a deliberate nose-thumbing at authority than it does with
the mistaken belief that nothing will happen to them. But no matter
our age, holding to a belief that we’re in control of our surroundings
or circumstances is the antithesis of humility. Humility looks like this:
Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
and do not lean on your own understanding.
In all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make straight your paths.
Be not wise in your own eyes;
fear the Lord, and turn away from evil. (Prov. 3:5–7)

Jeremiah was a wise man, but he was also humble, as evidenced
from his prayer: “O Lord, I know the way of man is not in himself; it is not in man who walks to direct his own steps” (Jer. 10:23
nkjv). Humility is a prerequisite for wisdom, which is what Jesus
was getting at when he said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs
is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). Trusting in ourselves rather
than trusting in the Lord leads inevitably to chaos and confusion,
which is why James wrote, “Who is wise and understanding among
you? By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness
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of wisdom. . . . For where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there
will be disorder and every vile practice” (James 3:13–16). Notice the
link James makes between humility (meekness) and godly wisdom.
He also makes a link between selfish ambition and worldly wisdom,
which leads to demonic chaos. Ongoing disorder in our hearts,
minds, and lives may well be a tip-off to an absence of humility.
The psalmist shows us the posture that accompanies all that
wise women plan and do: “Behold, as the eyes of servants look to
the hand of their master, as the eyes of a maidservant to the hand
of her mistress, so our eyes look to the Lord our God” (Ps. 123:2).
Proverbs puts it this way:
My son, do not lose sight of these—
keep sound wisdom and discretion,
and they will be life for your soul
and adornment for your neck. (Prov. 3:21–22)

As disciples of Christ, we are servants of God, and as servants, we
keep our eyes on him and receive our instructions through his Word.
Recognizing our servant status is the essence of wisdom.

Acknowledge God’s Sovereignty
Acknowledging God’s sovereignty over everything goes hand-inhand with humility, because only when both are present in our hearts
will we depend on God. Practicing the fear of the Lord—living in
wisdom—recognizes that God is in control of everything, from the
election of presidents to the affairs of our personal lives. When we
are young, still living at home with our parents, we begin to dream
about how we want our lives to go, and we start to plan how to make
those dreams come true. Additionally, we are encouraged from an
early age to set goals, so we do. And since we live in a culture where
achieving personal goals has been comparatively easy, we are prone
to disappointment when our plans don’t work out. Inevitably, one
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or more of our goals is going to get derailed. A young woman goes
off to college fully expecting that she will be engaged by graduation, or accepted into a good program for a post-graduate degree, or
wind up with the job of her dreams. When some—or all, as the case
may be—of those plans fail to materialize, the college graduate feels
bewildered and wonders where things went wrong.
Many of us have lived long enough to know that goals are better termed hopes, since we have seen many of our best-laid plans go
astray. Over time we might come to think of what we wind up doing
as a sort of Plan B. But the truth is that there is no Plan B. There is
only Plan A. That’s because
The plans of the heart belong to man,
but the answer of the tongue is from the Lord.
(Prov. 16:1)

If we think we are stuck in Plan B, it’s because our idea of Plan A was
just that—our own idea, not God’s. God has good purposes for us,
whether he accomplishes them through the goals we set or through
thwarting those goals and leading us along paths we hadn’t planned
on. We may not be able to discern his purposes, but Proverbs teaches
us that we can rest assured that he has them and that he is overseeing
the fulfillment of them:
The heart of man plans his way,
but the Lord establishes his steps. (Prov. 16:9)

And
The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord,
Like the rivers of water;
He turns it wherever He wishes. (Prov. 21:1 nkjv)

What happened to the prophet Jonah is a good illustration of
how God works sovereignly in the lives of his people. God instructed
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Jonah to go to Nineveh with a message of coming judgment, but
Jonah didn’t like God’s plan, so he embarked on a plan of his own
design by boarding a ship for Tarshish. Many of us know what happened: a big storm arose, and eventually Jonah was tossed overboard
and swallowed by a large fish. There, in the belly of the fish, Jonah
repented of his willfulness. Afterward the fish vomited him onto dry
land, and from there Jonah proceeded to Nineveh.
Jonah’s missionary work in Nineveh might have been Plan B so
far as Jonah was concerned, but because it was God’s plan, it had
always been Plan A. God got Jonah where he wanted him, despite
Jonah’s attempts to run away, and God does the same thing with
us. Our response doesn’t change the outcome, any more than it did
with Jonah; it merely determines whether the way there will be easy
or hard.
Wisdom helps us to shape our plans in keeping with God’s ways,
which in turn keeps us from vainly spinning our wheels; and it spares
us and others the frustration that inevitably results when plans are
made and pursued with little or no knowledge of God. Then, if
things don’t go as we had hoped, wisdom enables us to live contentedly in his sovereign ordering of the details of our lives.

Actively Pursue It
Although wisdom is near to us and not too hard to understand, we
must actively pursue it. Just consider the active verbs in this passage:
My son, if you receive my words
and treasure up my commandments with you,
making your ear attentive to wisdom
and inclining your heart to understanding;
yes, if you call out for insight
and raise your voice for understanding,
if you seek it like silver
and search for it as for hidden treasures,
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then you will understand the fear of the Lord
and find the knowledge of God. (Prov. 2:1–5)

We may think that receiving God’s words is a passive action, something we sit back to read and absorb while sipping a mug of coffee, but
if you look at how the passage is structured, you will see that making
our ears attentive, inclining our hearts, calling out, raising our voices,
seeking, and searching are all part of how we grow in wisdom.

Obey
We also grow wise by obedience. In fact, seeking to live in obedience to God’s Word is a necessary heart attitude for all who wish to
be wise:
My son, keep my words
and treasure up my commandments with you;
keep my commandments and live;
keep my teaching as the apple of your eye. (Prov. 7:1–2)

Obedience and wisdom go hand in hand because obeying God is
always wise. As we pursue a lifestyle of obedience, it will lead us to a
deeper understanding of why obeying all God’s ways is the best path.
It will also lead to a greater depth of obedience, which will enrich
both our walk with the Lord and our enjoyment of day-to-day life.

Accept God’s Discipline
Growing in wisdom also entails recognizing and accepting God’s
discipline:
Do not despise the Lord’s discipline,
or be weary of his reproof. (Prov. 3:11)

Job, at the beginning of his hard time, shows us how to live out
Proverbs 3:11. After Job lost his livelihood and his children and
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was struck with painful boils all over his body, his wife said to
him, “Do you still hold to your integrity? Curse God and die!”
(Job 2:9 nkjv). But Job rebuked her for her lack of wisdom, saying, “You speak as one of the foolish women speaks. Shall we
indeed accept good from God, and shall we not accept adversity?”
(v. 10 nkjv). Job’s submission to God’s work in his life is a hallmark of wisdom.
We tend to think of God’s discipline as being the same as how
we discipline our kids: they misbehave, and we punish them to teach
them that a particular misbehavior is destructive. God’s discipline
of us, however, is often not linked to some specific wrongdoing on
our part. When things go wrong in our lives, we are tempted to try
to hunt up what we might have done to cause the difficulty. It is true
that sometimes a particular trouble is God’s way of pointing out a
particular sin we have been ignoring or refusing to repent of, but if
no connection is made evident, we don’t have to wrack our brains
to dig up something. If there’s a connection, God is able to make
it clear. If no connection is evident, we can simply trust God in the
midst of our difficulty and focus on this truth:
It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as
sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discpline?
If you are left without discpline, in which all have participated,
then you are illegitimate children and not sons. Besides this, we
have had earthly fathers who discplined us and we respected
them. Shall we not much more be subect to the Father of spirits
and live? For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best
to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his
holiness. (Heb. 12:7–10)

Rest in Christ
Cultivating such wisdom would be an impossible task were it not
for the primary means through which it comes—abiding in Christ.
The wisest women are those who have discovered that wisdom and
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its fruits come most fully to those who seek them not in themselves
but in another. Jesus said, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy
laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn
from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest
for your souls” (Matt. 11:28–29). The yoke Jesus had in mind was
a plowing device. Once placed around the neck of an animal and
hitched to the plow, the animal could move only where the cart driver
directed. But, unlike the farmer with his oxen, Jesus doesn’t force
us to wear his yoke; he invites us. If we accept his invitation, we are
going to learn his ways as he steers us along paths of his choosing,
and as we do, we are promised to find rest.

benefits of wise living
The benefits of wise living are too numerous to include in a single
book, but let’s look at a few of them. Women who live wisely will
experience, first, security. Wise women are confident that they rest
on safe ground:
You will walk on your way securely,
and your foot will not stumble.
If you lie down, you will not be afraid;
when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet.
(Prov. 3:23–24)

Wise women have no fear. Because they trust God, they have no need
for anxiety. They are confident that a kind, wise God is in control
of everything. As wisdom increases, anxiety decreases. What makes
you worry? Is it finances, your kids, your spouse—or the lack of one?
Wise women know that God is trustworthy and that he can and will
handle all these matters for our good and his glory.
Another result of wise living is guidance. Some time ago I
heard someone say that wisdom isn’t so much something that God
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gives to us as something he does for us, a truth reinforced by this
passage:
For the Lord gives wisdom;
from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;
he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;
he is a shield to those who walk in integrity,
guarding the paths of justice
and watching over the way of his saints. (Prov. 2:6–8)

The link between wisdom and guidance is also made crystal clear in
this proverb:
Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
and do not lean on your own understanding.
In all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make straight your paths. (Prov. 3:5–6).

This does not mean that God’s guidance is conditional upon our
trusting; he is always actively directing the lives of human beings.
Yet it is only as we actively trust God and submit to his ways that we
experience his guidance as a straight path, one not filled with frustrating self-made detours, as we saw with Jonah.
Another benefit of wisdom is the calm enjoyment of sanctified
common sense. There is no issue in life that Scripture doesn’t somehow address. Situations arise in all of our lives that Scripture doesn’t
directly speak to—those gray areas. But the Bible does address them
somehow, even if indirectly, and wisdom is what enables us to use the
Word to make black-and-white application into the gray places of
our lives. Wisdom enables us to better discern not only what God’s
Word says explicitly but also what the Word says implicitly, and
we are increasingly equipped to apply its truths to all areas of life.
Sanctified common sense is the result of wisdom.
Still another result of wise living is generally good living:
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My son, do not forget my teaching,
but let your heart keep my commandments,
for length of days and years of life
and peace they will add to you. (Prov. 3:1–2)

The book of Proverbs reveals to us how God has designed the world
to work; so, in general, those who live according to God’s design
prosper because of it. That being said, the proverbs aren’t a guarantee for the good life. We all experience times when things don’t
go well, despite our efforts to follow God’s ways, and that’s because
God has as much to teach us through suffering as he does through
blessing us with the practical benefits of wisdom. That’s why it is
best to view the proverbs as observations or principles rather than as
promises. We must keep both things—the practical benefits of wise
living and the spiritual benefits of suffering—in tension, and trust
that God knows what he is doing in each case.
That being said, we tend to be suspect of this whole idea of
delighting in prosperous living. It just seems so, well, worldly. But
God delights to bless his children, as any good father does. When
God blesses us with a season of prosperity, we can grieve God’s father
heart if we bar ourselves from rejoicing in it. After years of saving
money for a house, a friend of mine was blessed to be able to purchase a lovely home. But she couldn’t fully enjoy it because, she said,
“I keep waiting for the ax to drop. If God has given me this, what is
he preparing to take away?” Such thinking robs both God and us of
taking pleasure in his gifts. If he blesses us in some material way, we
are free to enjoy it. As Solomon wrote, “There is nothing better for
a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his
toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God” (Eccles. 2:24).
Another benefit of acquiring wisdom is happiness:
Blessed is the one who finds wisdom,
and the one who gets understanding,
for the gain from her is better than gain from silver
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and her profit better than gold.
She is more precious than jewels,
and nothing you desire can compare with her.
(Prov. 3:13–15)

Can you think of a better definition for happiness? If we are unhappy
Christians, the problem isn’t our circumstances; it’s our interpretation of our circumstances, an interpretation that’s lacking in wisdom.
Even unhappy occasions can be experienced with joy and peace when
we remember who has ordained them and that he has done so for
good reason. Wise women know that lasting and deep happiness will
never be found in circumstances but only in Wisdom, which is Christ.
One more fruit of wisdom is self-knowledge. John Calvin said
that before we can know ourselves, we must first know God. Only
God really knows and understands our hearts, of course, but the better we know God, the better we will know ourselves. Self-knowledge,
part and parcel of which is awareness of our personal weaknesses,
is vital when it comes to resisting temptations, since temptations
appeal to us in areas where we tend to be weak. Women who know
God are better able to recognize where they are prone to sin and are
therefore better equipped to deal with it intelligently. Knowing ourselves is a benefit of wisdom.
In vain is a net spread
in the sight of any bird. (Prov. 1:17)

our wisdom
All of this leaves us with a problem: we can’t do it! Who among
us could ever hope to achieve wisdom such as we see in Proverbs?
Wisdom is indeed impossible for us, even though, after glimpsing the
benefits of it, we want to become wise women. What are we to do?
The realization of our impossible dilemma brings Paul’s words to
life: “God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things
42

A Womans Wisdom.528279.i03.indd 42

3/8/12 8:34 AM

what, exactly, is wisdom?
that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human
being might boast in the presence of God. And because of him you
are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God” (1 Cor.
1:28–30). Christ is our wisdom, in both its characteristics and benefits. We have no wisdom of our own, but if we are in him, we have
his wisdom, which means we can grow it to fullness. In Christ “are
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). If we
are in Christ, those treasures are ours too.
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