
Phil Smith 

This picture shows me on vacation at the wonderful Stanley Park in 
Vancouver, B.C. You’ll notice the conspicuous “socks.” Actually, 
they’re compression sleeves, which I wear after running; they help 
muscles recover from the stress of exercise. I like to run marathons 
and team relay events such as the Oregon Relay. 

In philosophy I write mostly in ethical theory, in particular about 
the virtues. In the readings for these two weeks, I explore some of 
the virtues recommended in the book of Proverbs. 
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Sunday 
January 6 A Disciplined and Prudent Life 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 1:1-7 
Philosophy means “love of wisdom.” Since I’m a Christian 
philosophy professor, I have particular interest in what the 
Bible teaches about wisdom. Proverbs is not the only place in 
the Bible that tells us about wisdom (for example, see James 
3:13-18), but it is certainly a good place to begin. 

“At the end of this course, the student will be able to…” 
Don’t you like it when education is practical? Like a course 
syllabus, the first few verses of Proverbs tell the reader what 
outcomes to expect. We learn proverbs in order to attain 
wisdom (v. 2), and wisdom leads to a disciplined and prudent 
life (v. 3). 

Philosophy courses at universities don’t always have 
this goal. Sometimes philosophers study “theoretical 
wisdom”; this can lead them into abstract fields of study such 
as metaphysics, philosophy of science, and lots of other 
subfields. These are perfectly good disciplines, and I’m glad 
that Christian philosophers contribute to them. But biblical 
wisdom aims at what philosophers call “practical wisdom”—
learning that helps people live well. If you come to the Bible 
looking for insight into philosophy of math, you’ll be 
disappointed. But if you come desiring a “disciplined and 
prudent life,” you’ll be rewarded.  

Since ancient times, philosophers have described the 
good life in terms of virtues. This week and next, I invite you 
to explore with me some of the virtues of Hebrew wisdom, the 
traits of character endorsed in Proverbs. 

SONG: Living for Jesus 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, open me to truths of 

Scripture that will make me like Christ. 
—Phil Smith 



12 

Monday 
January 7 The Virtue of Wisdom 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 4:1-9 
For some readers, today’s passage is frustrating. Over and over 
the teacher tells the student: Get wisdom! Get understanding! 
But what is wisdom? The teacher doesn’t precisely say. We 
already know from Proverbs 1:7 and other Bible verses that 
the “fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” That helps! 
We know where to start. But what comes next? 

There are two ways to answer this question. First, the 
content of wisdom is not neatly or easily stated. Wisdom 
guides us in real life, so it’s going to be as complicated as real 
life. One might say that the whole book of Proverbs is a partial 
answer. So, learn proverbs; memorize some of them and 
meditate on them; most importantly, live into their wisdom. 

Second, an important part of a wise way of life is the 
determination to gain wisdom. (Philosophers call this a 
recursive definition. Recursive logical structures are really 
cool, but not the topic of today’s devotional.) The wise 
woman knows that she does not know it all, and her 
ignorance pushes her to learn. In other words, the wise person 
has developed the habit of seeking greater knowledge and 
understanding. 

God likes it when we pursue wisdom and insight. He 
has fashioned us in such a way that the pursuit of wisdom is 
natural and proper for us. Let us learn to take pleasure in 
learning! 

SONG: Make Me a Blessing 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, give me the grace of 

intellectual discontent so that I will always strive to know 
you better.  

—Phil Smith 



 Diligence Go to the ant, you sluggard;  
consider its ways and be wise!  

 Honesty The Lord detests dishonest scales,  
but accurate weights find favor with him. 

 Humility When pride comes, then comes disgrace,  
but with humility comes wisdom. 

 Kindness Those who are kind benefit themselves, 
but the cruel bring ruin on themselves. 

 Generosity Whoever is kind to the poor lends to the Lord,  
and he will reward them for what they have done.  

Teachableness Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, 
but whoever hates correction is stupid. 

 Prudence All who are prudent act with knowledge, 
but fools expose their folly. 

Righteousness The Lord detests the way of the wicked,  
but he loves those who pursue righteousness.  

 Faithfulness The faithless will be fully repaid for their ways,  
and the good rewarded for theirs.  

 Patience Whoever is patient has great understanding,  
but one who is quick-tempered displays folly. 

 Contentment Better a little with the fear of the Lord 
than great wealth with turmoil. 

 Justice It is not good to be partial to the wicked  
and so deprive the innocent of justice. 
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Tuesday 
January 8 The Virtue of Diligence 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 10:4-5  
(See also 6:6-10) 

In the first nine chapters of Proverbs, we find relatively long 
poems—in praise of wisdom, warning against adultery and 
injustice, and so on. The rest of the book is mostly a collection 
of short memorable sayings. It’s like a box of gems—each 
proverb can be examined individually. Readers will notice 
recurring themes in the collection, particularly important 
components of a good life. 

“Kids today just don’t know the value of hard work!” 
Does it surprise you that wise elders have been preaching 
diligence to young people since Solomon’s time? Praise of 
diligence—and warnings against laziness—occur often in 
Proverbs. (See 12:24; 14:23; 18:9, and 21:5.) 

People today dream of winning the lottery. In the 
ancient world there were analogous fantasies: finding a buried 
treasure or a magic lamp. The wise men of ancient Israel and 
responsible adults of every generation recognize that real 
wealth comes from productive labor and God’s blessing. The 
farmer plants seed. With diligent work and the blessing of 
God, the earth produces (in Jesus’ words) thirty, sixty, or a 
hundred times as much. 

Are you diligent in your work? Our twenty-first century 
economy includes thousands of job types unknown in ancient 
Israel. Nevertheless, diligence remains an important virtue. 
Whatever goods you make or services you provide, do you 
labor diligently? Do you do your work “as unto the Lord”? 

SONG: We Give Thee but Thine Own 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, you are my Lord.  

My work is for you.  
—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
January 9 The Virtue of Honesty 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 11:1  
(See also 12:19; 14:25; 16:11, 13; and 20:10) 

Honesty is more than not telling lies. Consider the different 
situations in which honesty benefits people: 

In the market place (11:1; 16:11; 20:10). For most of 
human history, market transactions were a matter of 
bargaining. Before the invention of standard coinage, the 
payment for purchases would be bits of gold or silver weighed 
on the merchant’s scale. Dishonesty here amounted to theft. 

In personal relationships (12:19). Sometimes we think 
that deception will make our friendships or romances work 
better. But enduring relationships need truth. 

In court (14:25). In ancient Israel, many legal 
proceedings took place at the city gate and were judged by 
community elders. However wise the judges, they depended 
on the truthfulness of witnesses. In court, truthful witnesses 
literally save lives. 

At court (16:13). Kings don’t rule in a vacuum. They 
make policy decisions in response to the world as described 
by their advisors. Unfortunately, kings were often surrounded 
by self-seeking advisors. In government, an honest witness is a 
wonderful thing. 

Israel’s wise men would agree with Ben Franklin. In 
practical aspects of life, honesty really is the best policy. But 
for Christians, honesty has a deeper meaning. Among his 
other names, the New Testament calls Jesus the truth. The 
integrity of our lives is a testimony to the good news.  

SONG: Honesty (“Honesty is such a lonely word / 
Everyone is so untrue / Honesty is hardly ever heard / And 
mostly what I need from you.” —Billy Joel) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, please help me live 
a life of integrity and truth.  

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
January 10 The Virtue of Humility 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 11:2  
(See also 13:10; 16:18; and 18:12) 

What are the marks of pride? The proud man thinks he 
already knows; he won’t listen to advice. He’s quick to argue 
for his point of view, and if others won’t accept his ideas, so 
much the worse for them. The proud man wants accolades 
from others and thinks he already deserves them (Why are 
others so slow to praise me?). He doesn’t need help. The 
proud man wants attention focused on himself; he sees 
himself alone in the spotlight. 

Pride is essentially lonely.  
It’s true that sometimes people take pride in group 

success, which is a blessing because it is a step toward 
truthfulness and humility. When I recognize that “my” 
successes stem from the gifts of God and the help of other 
people, I am only seeing things as they are. 

What are the marks of humility? Humility is not the 
belief that I am worthless, ungifted, or unloved. A virtue 
cannot be based on falsehood, and God has made each of us in 
his image, able to love and be loved. Humility accepts these 
truths. The humble person listens to advice, praises the 
contributions of others, and waits patiently for the recognition 
of others. Humility knows that really only one opinion counts; 
when the Father says, “Well done,” all other judgments fall to 
the ground. 

Humility binds us to other people and to God. Humility 
is sister to thankfulness because we see that we belong 
together. 

SONG: All Good Gifts 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, teach me to take 

pleasure in using my abilities—your gifts—for the well-being 
of others.  

—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
January 11 The Virtue of Kindness 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 11:16-17  
(See also 12:25) 

What can we learn about kindness from these three proverbs? 
Proverbs 11:16 contrasts a woman with men. In the 

ancient world, women had less power than men. Property and 
wealth went to men. Women were seen as less valuable than 
men. So it tells us something about kindness when the 
proverb praises one kind woman over a group of men.  

It’s a “dog-eat-dog” world, according to the common 
parlance of our culture. If you want good things, “look out for 
number one” and “the devil take the hindmost.” But this 
proverb says that a single kind woman (socially unempowered 
as she might be) gains more respect than ruthless men. They 
set their hearts on money, and that’s all they get. 

Proverbs 11:17 contrasts kindness and cruelty. When 
someone does kind deeds to his neighbors, positive 
relationships grow. The kind deeds directly benefit the 
neighbor, but the kind man indirectly benefits from the ties of 
friendship. Cruelty, however, isolates a person. The cruel 
person better beware of enemies seeking revenge. 

Proverbs 12:25 states an obvious fact: Kind words can 
help lift a person out of the blues. We’re not talking about a 
cure-all for clinical depression, just the ordinary help we give 
each other when we pay attention to others’ feelings and 
encourage them.  

SONG: Rescue the Perishing  
(“Down in the human heart, crushed by the tempter 
Feelings lie buried that grace can restore 
Touched by a loving heart, wakened by kindness 
Chords that are broken will vibrate once more.” —Fanny Crosby) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, please grow your 
fruit in me, including kindness.  

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
January 12 The Virtue of Generosity 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 11:24-26  
(See also 14:21, 31; 19:17; and 22:9) 

A few days back, we saw that Proverbs commends diligence. 
To paraphrase: Work hard, avoid laziness, and wealth will 
come to you.  

We need to be careful. If we focus solely on proverbs 
that seem to promise prosperity and blessing, we will miss the 
full message of God’s word. Remember, the practical wisdom 
of Proverbs aims at a good life viewed comprehensively. Only 
a fool would believe that wealth alone—even if one should 
gain the whole world—is sufficient for a good life. 

What’s money for anyway? Today’s proverbs tell us that 
a great use for money is to give it away. Two words of 
prudence: first, we ought to use money to provide for our 
needs and for the needs of our families; second, we ought to 
invest some money in productive enterprises that make 
products and services useful to people. But neither of these 
truths contradicts the ancient wisdom of these proverbs—we 
ought to give money generously to help needy people. 

True, today we have social security, welfare, food 
stamps, and other programs aimed at helping poor folk. That’s 
great, but it doesn’t change the truth of these proverbs. God is 
the source of our wealth, and he wants us to use it to bless our 
neighbors. “Whoever is kind to the needy honors God”  
(14:31). 

Generous deeds help other people. But developing a 
heart of generosity is good for me because it moves me toward 
God’s goal for me. 

SONG: Take My Life and Let It Be 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, work in my heart. 

Plant in me seeds of generosity.  
—Phil Smith 
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Sunday 
January 13 The Virtue of Teachableness 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 12:1  
(See also 4:1; 13:1, 18; 15:5, 31-32; and 19:20) 

All right, I apologize. “Teachableness” is an awkward word. 
Maybe I invented it, since my word processor doesn’t 
recognize it. But my thesaurus didn’t have a better word. 

Notice how the wise men of Israel returned often to this 
theme. Teachableness is an important virtue, and not just for 
young people. 

Teachableness partakes of humility. When my friend 
Mark teaches art students to throw pottery on a wheel, he will 
sometimes put his hands on their hands and literally push 
them into a better understanding of how to mold the clay. The 
student has to trust the master’s judgment and open himself to 
new knowledge and insight. Something similar happens in 
every field of study; if I want to learn a language, I have to 
submit to the practices of the people who speak it. 

A teachable person accepts correction. She has 
internalized a painful truth: my critics are often right. It’s one 
thing to admit, theoretically, that my work could be better; it’s 
entirely more difficult to admit, right now, that specific things 
need to be improved. A truly teachable person will even—
dare I say it?—take pleasure in accepting correction. 

Teachableness is the virtue that transforms weak 
sermons (and awkward devotional readings) into spiritual 
meat. When we are teachable, God’s grace more readily roots 
itself in our souls.  

SONG: Day by Day (“Day by day / Oh dear Lord, three 
things I pray / To see thee more clearly / Love thee more dearly / 
Follow thee more nearly / Day by day.” —from Godspell) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, I know that often your 
correction comes through other people. Help me to listen.  

—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
January 14 The Virtue of Prudence 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 13:16  
(See also 14:4, 8; 20:25; 21:20; 22:3; and 24:27) 

Some of these proverbs don’t use the word prudence, but they 
help us understand its meaning and value. In many ways, 
prudence is a master virtue, showing us where and how to 
incorporate other virtues into our lives. Prudence is where 
understanding flowers into self-control; the prudent person 
“acts out of knowledge” (13:16). 

We know that we ought to be generous. But a generous 
gift to a corrupt charity may indicate a kind heart without 
actually helping people very much. Prudence asks hard 
questions: Will I have the resources to fulfill this pledge? Will 
the charity use my gift effectively? 

Consider Proverbs 14:4 and 24:27. Prudence tells us that 
sometimes we need to scrimp a little on consumables so that 
we can invest first in productive capital. Prudence takes the 
long-term view. 

Look at Proverbs 21:20. Prudence makes reasonable 
plans for the future. In a modern economy, this will be more 
complicated than storing food and oil. But prudence insists 
that we make our knowledge blossom into action. A financial 
advisor can be helpful.  

Prudence is not primarily about managing money, 
despite these examples. Prudence guides us also in 
stewarding our time, choosing our entertainments, adopting 
spiritual disciplines (prayer, worship, study, etc.), and so on. 
Prudence looks at my whole life and asks: Am I becoming 
what my Lord desires?  

SONG: Teach Me Thy Way 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I know you desire 

to be lord of all parts of my life. I need your help even to 
submit to you.  

—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
January 15 The Virtue of Righteousness 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 15:8-9  
(See also 13:6, 25; 14:11; 16:8; and 29:7) 

Righteousness means doing the right thing and being the right 
kind of person. For example, righteousness insists on treating 
poor folk fairly (29:7). Proverbs 15:8 agrees with the teaching 
of the prophets that righteousness is far more important than 
sacrifices or public worship (see Amos 5:21-24 or 1 Samuel 
15:22). Righteousness, the wise men of Israel say, leads to 
contentment (Proverbs 13:25), safety and security (13:6 and 
14:11), and approving love from God (15:9). 

All this is true. Nevertheless, we need to couple the  
Old Testament demand for righteousness with the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. “For in the gospel a righteousness from God  
is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, 
just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith’”  
(Romans 1:17). 

Can we hold these truths together in our minds without 
minimizing one or the other? Real righteousness comes to us 
from God when we trust Jesus’ atoning sacrifice for us. It is a 
gift received by faith. At the same time, God wants us to open 
ourselves to the transforming presence of the Holy Spirit, so 
that we actually live righteous lives and become righteous 
people. 

Do you often thank God for the righteousness he gives 
you in Jesus? Do you often ask the Spirit to transform your life 
by renewing your mind? Let us grow into the virtue of 
righteousness. 

SONG: Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, you desire 

righteousness more than sacrifice. I bow before you now, 
inviting you to renew my mind and change my heart.  

—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
January 16 The Virtue of Faithfulness 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 25:13  
(See also 14:14; 20:6; and 27:5-6) 

Imagine a world without videoconferences, email, or 
telephones. No telegraphs or any other kind of distant 
communication; no courier, delivery, or mail service. Now 
imagine that you are a government official or merchant trying 
to manage military affairs, tax policy, or business deals with 
people in distant places. How do you do it? 

In the ancient world, nobody could communicate 
directly with anyone who was not physically present. 
Therefore, messengers were absolutely essential. Sometimes 
they delivered written communications from place to place, as 
couriers. Just as often, they served as ambassadors, 
interpreting the words and intentions of those who sent them. 

Imagine now the mischief that would arise if a 
messenger were unfaithful, perhaps desiring a little personal 
profit from the business or seeking to shape policy in a way 
favorable to himself or his political friends. No wonder that 
Israel’s wise man said: “Like the coolness of snow at harvest is 
a trustworthy messenger to those who send him” (25:13). 

It hardly needs saying that we need faithfulness outside 
of government as well. Without faithfulness what becomes of 
our friendships, families, and marriages? Pity the woman or 
man who will not be faithful; by undermining relationships, 
faithlessness brings on itself its own punishment. 

Let’s strive to do what we say we will do. Let’s stand by 
our promises to our spouses, children, and friends. Let’s be 
faithful people who “refresh the spirit of their master” (25:13). 

SONG: O Jesus, I Have Promised 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy One, you are the Father of 

Light, always faithful and true. Let me reflect your constancy 
in my dealings with _________. 

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
January 17 The Virtue of Patience 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 14:29  
(See also 16:32; 19:11; and 25:15) 

Sometimes in life we have to wait, whether we want to or not. 
Children wait for Christmas Day. Prisoners wait for their 
release date. Drivers wait for the light to change. Christians 
wait for the Lord’s return. Cub fans wait for “next year.” 

How do we wait? Proverbs says that wise waiting will be 
patient waiting. When we let waiting make us anxious and 
angry, we slip into folly. Let’s consider three modes of 
waiting. 

Proverbs 16:32 says that a patient man is better than a 
warrior. Why? Warriors are in the business of asserting 
control. Warriors are strong; they use their strength to force 
the world to conform to their desires. When the world resists, 
warriors often lose control. They get angry and “go off.” The 
patient woman controls herself, which is a greater 
accomplishment than controlling others. 

Proverbs 19:11 points to another aspect of patience: our 
reaction to the offenses of others. Here, the tables are turned; 
the world tries to control us. Sometimes other people 
deliberately insult or harm us. We are tempted to anger and 
revenge. But the patient man overlooks offenses. 

Proverbs 25:15 pictures a situation in which someone 
else has power and I feel powerless. I want my boss, or a 
government official, or a corporate executive to do something, 
but it seems the powerful person won’t listen. I am tempted to 
give up, get angry, and become embittered. But gentle 
patience can win a hearing where anger only seals ears.  

SONG: Be Still, My Soul 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Father, remind me when  

I am tempted to anxiety and anger, that you are in control. 
Help me to trust you.  

—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
January 18 The Virtue of Contentment 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 15:16-17  
(See also 17:1 and 23:4-5) 

May God give us the grace to recognize “enough”! 
To use a common metaphor, we’re not talking rocket 

science here. Wise sayings from cultures around the world 
agree with today’s proverbs. Happiness does not lie in getting 
more stuff, but rather in learning to be content when we have 
enough. 

Social scientists have actually researched this question. 
They surveyed people in different countries and looked for 
correlations between wealth and self-reported happiness. 
Results? In very poor countries, there is a positive correlation 
between increasing wealth and happiness—people who can 
feed their children and send them to school are generally 
happier than people who can’t. But in rich countries there is 
very little correlation between wealth and happiness. 

Still, the advertisers press us with the idea that we need 
more stuff. So ask yourself: What price would I be willing to 
pay for more? Broken relationships? Sleepless nights worrying 
about money? What foolishness! It is far better to be content 
with enough than to push for more and more. 

Contentment does not negate ambition. But Jesus’ 
disciples should strive for kingdom ends, not a crowded 
garage. Many people regret buying a boat, but no one regrets 
giving money to send poor kids to school. 

Do you know when you have enough? Do I? Let us learn 
contentment when we have enough.  

SONG: Little Is Much When God Is in It (“Little is much 
when God is in it / Labor not for wealth or fame / There’s a 
crown and you can win it / If you go in Jesus’ name.”) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, I will list your kind 
gifts to me. First,…Second,…Third,…. 

—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
January 19 The Virtue of Justice 

BIBLE READING: Proverbs 18:5 (See also 17:15, 23; 
21:13; 22:22-23; 23:10-11; 24:23-25; and 29:4) 

Wow! Are you surprised at the many references to justice in 
Proverbs? This was obviously not an inconsequential matter 
in ancient Israel. It’s still important today. God cares about 
justice. In particular, the proverbs warn us to give justice to 
those who are poor or fatherless or otherwise have little power 
or influence. 

According to these proverbs, here’s a list of unjust 
actions: convicting the innocent, acquitting the guilty, 
accepting bribes (even if they’re called something else), 
ignoring the needs of the poor, exploiting the poor (and others 
who have little power), moving boundary stones, and showing 
partiality in judgment. Notice that the proverbs don’t say what 
justice is. Maybe the wise men of Israel assumed that 
everyone should know the essence of justice: Treat people 
fairly and give them what they deserve. 

I don’t intend to belittle the work of political 
philosophers who debate hard questions about justice. When 
it comes to details, how do we treat people “fairly”? Do 
people “deserve” only things they need? Or what they earn? 
There’s good work for lawyers and philosophers to do here. 

But the proverbs aim at our hearts as well as our heads. 
Do I want to treat people fairly, or would I rather curry favor 
with powerful people? Am I especially careful when dealing 
with people of little influence?  

SONG: He Has Shown Thee (“He has shown thee, O man / 
What is good and what the Lord requires of thee / But to do 
justly, and to love mercy / And to walk humbly with thy God.”) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, please help those with 
responsibility for the courts in my city and county.  

—Phil Smith 
 


