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Abstract:

Obedience to God’s instructions is the key of the teachings of the book of Proverbs. A wise
person is one who upholds the instructions and teachings of his teacher and father, and of
course, God’s instructions. This article looks at the book of Proverbs from the perspective that
wisdom is the ability of a person to conduct their life in the best conceivable way and to the
best result. The article informs that healing connotes ‘restore’, ‘prolongation of life’ and
‘soundness’. It shows that obedience is listen to, heed by acting upon, or putting into practice
what has been said. The article, therefore, demonstrates that obedience to instructions is healing
wisdom to the individual. In other words, when one obeys instructions, the person gains
wisdom that brings healing and good health.
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INTRODUCTION

Obedience is an important subject of the Book of Proverbs. It teaches the importance of
obedience of a pupil/son to the instructions of the teacher/father. One of such instructions is to
obey instructions to experience health and healing. The article seeks to show that one of the
benefits of obedience is healing. The article defines the terms ‘obedience’, ‘healing’ and
‘wisdom’. It looks at ‘search for order’ as a worldview of the Wisdom literature and shows the
relationship between wisdom and healing. The article further discusses the fact that ‘the fear
of the LORD’ is obedience to God’s laws. It continues to demonstrates that wisdom is the path
of life. The article ends with an exposition of some texts in Proverbs to show obedience as
healing wisdom in Proverbs. The study shows that walking in wisdom, which is obedience to
the teacher’s instruction of God’s way, leads to physical, emotional, spiritual and psychological
wellbeing of a person. It also shows disobedience, which is sin, leads to death.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

Obedience

The word ‘obedience’ is translated from the Hebrew word vaw. The word means ‘to hear’,
‘listen to’, ‘pay attention’, ‘heed’, ‘obey’." In a variety of contexts, % denotes listen to, heed
by acting upon, or putting into practice what has been said. Where the listener is subject to the
authority of the speaker, it readily comes to mean obey. Obedience to a person is often
expressed through listening to the voice of the person. In the Old Testament, hearing may refer
to YHWH’s commandments and instructions. So, since hearing YHWH occurs within a
relationship of sovereignty and submission, ¥=% can mean ‘to obey, be obedient’.” In the
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context of wisdom teaching, a summons to listen attentively (‘paying attention’) occurs. In
Proverbs, many sayings reflect on the wisdom of heeding advice, rebuke, correction and
instruction (Prov 12:15; 13:1; 15:31-32; 19:27; 25:12). The teacher’s summons to receive
instruction is reinforced by terms stressing that to attend and accept his words involve putting
them into practice. The pupil must listen to them; his words are commands that the son must
keep (vnu, 4:4; 7:1-2). The figure of personified Wisdom, therefore pronounces her
benediction on those who ‘listen to me’ and ‘keep my ways’ (8:32-34; cf. 1:33).°

Healing

The Hebrew word, the verb X7 occurs around seventy times with the dominant meaning ‘heal’
in both a figurative and literal sense. In the gal form, the word means ‘heal’, ‘restore’, ‘mend’.
The niphal form of the word means ‘be healed’, ‘be cured/remitted’, ‘be repaired’. The piel
form means ‘heal’, ‘treat (medically)’. The hitpael form means ‘recover’, ‘be healed’.

In a small number of texts, X27 is used as a noun meaning ‘physician’. It also indicates healing
in the sense of personal renewal (cf. Pss 41:4; 147:3; Eccl 3:3). In some cases, it speaks of heart
renewal or conversion (Isa 6:10; 30:26). In other instances, it is used to indicate forgiveness of
sins (Isa 53:5; Jer 3:22; 17:14; Hos 6:1). Furthermore, 827 is used to refer to healing in the
sense of being cared for, after being neglected (Ezek 34:4; Zech 11:16).°

X27n is used in many instances in the sense of ‘health’,’ “healing’, ‘cure’ and ‘remedy’.’
Similarly, the word 127 means ‘healing’, ‘medicine’.® The term X271 is used in both literal
and metaphorical sense. The literal sense of ‘health’ is found in Jer 8:15. Metaphorically, health
is used in the sense of peace of mind (Prov 12:18; 16:24). X271 and NMX27 could also mean
‘health’.”

Another Hebrew word translated ‘heal” is derived from 77X, which means ‘to be long’, ‘to
prolong’, ‘live long’. 217X and 127X are translated ‘healing’, ‘soundness’, or ‘health’, to mean
the prolongation of life, time and years or the fitness of the functions of the body. "’

In ancient Near East, health was a highly prized possession. The Hebrews tended to think of
health primarily in terms of physical strength and well-being. Whenever blessings were
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invoked, length of days was invariably one of the benefits most frequently enjoined.'’ The
concept of health includes all areas of the individual’s existence — body, mind and spirit (Ps
42:11). Forgiveness and cleansing from sin bring health and healing (Jer 30:12-17; 33:6-8).

Wisdom

In General

In the Old Testament, the most common technical term for ‘wisdom’ is the Hebrew word m22r.
Generally, the term means ‘masterful understanding’, ‘skill’, ‘expertise’. In biblical texts
outside of Proverbs, n22m is used of technical and artistic skills (Exod 28:3; 31:6), of the magic
arts (Exod 7:11; Isa 3:3), of government (Eccl 4:13; Jer 50:35), of diplomacy (1 Kgs 5:7[21]),
and of war (Isa 10:13).

Von Rad, who sees wisdom as an empirical knowledge of order, defines wisdom as, ‘practical
knowledge of the law of life and of the world, based on experience’.'” Criticising von Rad’s
definition as being so comprehensive that it is unusable, James Crenshaw defines wisdom as,
‘The quest for self-understanding in terms of relationships with things, people, and the
Creator’."” Unlike von Rad, Roger Whybray does not assign the preoccupation with ‘wisdom’
to a distinct group of people.'* He prefers the term ‘intellectual tradition’ (pp. 7-14) to ‘wisdom
tradition’ regarding this tradition as ‘a set of ideas, or an attitude to life’ (p. 72). Whybray
makes a careful study of the vocabulary that has been traditionally associated with wisdom.
The examination of the noun hokmah (wisdom) and the adjective hakam (wise) leads him to
define wisdom as ‘simply a natural endowment, which some persons possess in greater
measure than others’ (p. 6). However, quoting Prov 21:11, he believes that ‘“wisdom” could
also be acquired by those who did not originally possess it, provided that they did not belong
to one of the categories of fools whose folly was incorrigible’ (p. 6). Fox indicates that the
word mmn>on is different from English ‘wisdom’. For him, wisdom refers to ‘the good sense to
take the long view and judge things by moral as well as practical criteria and the sagacity to
discern the best ends as well as the best means’."” Fox adds that maon includes other aspects of

intelligence and knowledge, such as the craftsman’s skill, the magician’s arts, the statesman’s
savvy, the merchant’s know-how, the sly person’s wiles.'

Evidently every definition seeks to reveal the identity of the reality under consideration and
distinguishes it from what it is not. According to Dianne Bergant, there is diversity in the
definition of the wisdom that developed within ancient Israel as it is found in the Hebrew
Scriptures. There are many definitions, each presenting a slightly different perspective.'’
Perhaps Kathleen O’Connor is right when he says, ‘Wisdom is a fluid, mercurial term, difficult
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to pin down or to contain within set parameters’.'® This is because the Hebrew and Greek nouns
for ‘wisdom’ refer to divergent realities: to a way of thinking, to a way of living, to a body of
literature, to various technical or artistic skills, to a search for meaning and order, to sagacity
about life and human relations, to reverent ‘fear of the Lord’, and to a woman, personified
Wisdom herself."”

In Proverbs

The book of Proverb can be described as a ‘book of wisdom’. However, as Fontaine notes,
understanding the meaning of ‘wisdom’ in the book of Proverbs is not so simple a matter as
one might expect, because the history of book is complicated.” The Hebrew word masn,
translated ‘wisdom’ occurs thirty-nine times and the adjective 02 ‘wise’ forty-seven times in
the book. These words are found in the various sections of the book.”!

In Proverbs, the word m12m is used in a number of different senses, though they all convey a
similar meaning. It constantly refers to life-skill, which is the ability of a person to conduct
their life in the best conceivable way and to the best result. There are two other words which
are closely and frequently used with it that clarifies its varieties of meaning - 1320 and M2
which are translated ‘understanding’22 and n37 which is translated ‘knowledge’.23 For Waltke,
in Proverbs, mm>n mostly denotes the mastery over experience through the intellectual,
emotional and spiritual state of knowing existentially the deed-destiny nexus (a search for
‘order’), which enables its possessor to cope with enigma and adversity, to pull down
strongholds, in order to promote the life of the individual and/or a community (Prov 21:22).**

It is imperative to state that in Proverbs, 121 does not refer to the Greek conception of wisdom
as philosophical theory or rhetorical sophistry. Rather, as Waltke posits, in Proverbs, wisdom
includes virtues such as, knowledge, insight, prudence, cunning, discretion, learning, guidance,
counsel, understanding, competence, and resourcefulness (Prov 1:2, 25). In addition, in
Proverbs, these virtues are exercised in the realms of righteousness, justice and equity and give
wisdom a moral dimension as Prov 1:3 and 8:20 show. Furthermore, in Proverbs, wisdom has
a religious dimension, because Proverbs’ wisdom includes knowledge of God. * Proverbs
describes wisdom as a relationship; it begins with the ‘fear of the LORD’ (Prov 1:7).%° Finally,
wisdom in Proverbs is specifically instructional wisdom, framed as from an instructor such as
a parent to a junior such as a son or sons.”” We need to note that while Whybray indicates that
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ma3n is also paired with ¢ ‘honesty’ (4:11) and the mm* X7 ‘the fear of YHWH’ (9: 10),%
von Rad draws attention to 7m ‘plan’, ‘thought’, ‘prudence’ and 29m ‘correction’.” Thus,
‘Proverbs heaps up synonyms for cognitive powers and knowledge in an attempt to place them

all ... under the aegis of wisdom’.*

SEARCH FOR ORDER - THE WORLDVIEW IN WISDOM LITERATURE

A proper understanding of obedience as healing wisdom in the book of Proverbs begins by
understanding the worldview of Wisdom literature — order and disorder - of which Proverbs is
part. One feature of Wisdom literature is the search for order,”’ the order that exists in nature
and in human society. This order is discovered by experience, and it is expected that one should
conform to it.** A wise Israelite assumes that harmony reigns in and among the spheres of (1)
nature, (2) human society and (3) the religious relationship between believers and their deity.
These realms were thought to form an interrelated harmony, whose accord stemmed from the
very activity of YHWH as Creator.

Therefore, we can say that the sages knew there was an order apparent in nature, which they
incorporated into their wisdom. As von Rad aptly puts it:

Thus here, in proverbial wisdom, there is faith in the stability of the elementary
relationships between man and man, faith in the similarity of men and of their
reactions, faith in the reliability of the orders which support human life, and thus,
implicitly or explicitly, faith in God who put these orders into position.”

Dick intimates that the sages maintained that a wise person, first, successfully integrates
him/herself into this created order, either at the natural universe level or in the sphere of human
relationships; second, seeks to discover the continuity between the surrounding natural world
and human activities; and third, knows of the evils and disorders that pervades their
experiences of the world.** And so ‘having wisdom means being in tune with the order which

God has placed in creation and life’, which ‘leads to harmony, and therefore to success’.”

WISDOM AND HEALTH/HEALING

In order to understand the reason wisdom was connected with healing and health, as shown in
the book of Proverbs, we need to look at healing and the cultus in ancient Israel and how
wisdom came to bridge the gap between cult-centred pre-exilic faith and the post-exilic faith
of a Jewish diaspora.”® Clements asserts that in early Israel, the diagnosis and treatment of
disease were mainly the responsibility of the cultus. The priest, with the assistance of the
prophet, diagnosed the causes of the problem and its probable outcome. It was assumed that (i)
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sickness came from God (so, e.g., Exod 15:25-26), (ii) healing comes only from God (e.g.,
Isaiah 38)*" and (iii) disease was bound up with experiences of sin and guilt (Ps 38:3-8). It is
important to note that illness was uncleanness which could be only countered by holiness (Lev
15:31). In ancient Israel, therefore, health had connection with the regulations and activities of
Worgglip. Notwithstanding, they recognised the healing power of certain herbs (Ezek 47:9,
12).

The 598 and 587 BCE catastrophes of Israel led many Judahites in exile, where they had no
access to the cult for sanctifying and restorative power. As a result, wisdom came to develop a
wide-ranging concern with the ideas of health and healing as a part of the wise order of life
which God had created for his creatures.”” Thus, as Clements notes, a non-cultic approach to
the problems of sickness and healing came to be developed which no longer carried the stigma
of ‘disloyalty’ which was still capable of being levelled against king Asa by the Chronicler (2
Chr 16:11). Medicine came to be viewed as part of the science of ‘life’, available to all those
who feared the Lord. Similarly, the pharmacist, with his knowledge of healing plants and herbs,
needed no longer to be a Levite. It was a distinct ministry, which like the medical practitioner,
was a gift of God.*

‘THE FEAR OF THE LORD’ AS OBEDIENCE

‘The fear of the LORD’ (M NX7") is a concept that is central to the biblical wisdom literature,
and especially to the book of Proverbs. This idea is clearly revealed from its position: it is the
motto at the beginning (1:7) and unites with 9:10 to form a frame for the collection in chs 1-9.
In addition, it provides a frame for the whole book, as a connection between 1:7 and 31:30

demonstrates. As Atkinson notes, ‘It is a theme which underlies all Wisdom’s values’.*!

According to Toy, the word fear is traced to the dread which was felt in the presence of the
powerful and stern tribal or national deity. He explains that Semitic deities were believed to be
lords and kings, who exercised constant control over their subjects and inflicted punishment
on those who disobey them. Toy, therefore, indicates that this was the attitude of the pious man
toward God in the Old Testament. He, however, explains that the mere dread of the divine
anger advanced to that of reverence for the divine law.? As a result, he adds,

‘the OT ethical conception of life is not love for a moral ideal as the supreme good,
but regard for it is an ordination of the supreme authority; the world is looked on not
as a household in which God and man are co-workers, but as a realm in which God is
king and man is subject. This conception, the result of the moral strenuousness of the
Jewish people and of their Oriental governmental scheme of life, helped to develop
moral strictness. It is a fundamental principle of moral life....*"

Fear simply means ‘reverence’,* and understood as ‘reverent obedience’.* As Toy notes, ‘the
idea of the Hebrew sage is that he who lives with reverent acknowledgement of God as
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lawgiver will have within his soul a permanent and efficient moral guide’.46 Whybray writes
that ‘fear of God’ refers ‘to a standard of moral conduct known and accepted by men in
general’.*’ According to Waltke, “fear of God” stimulates people to right behaviour even when
a state does not impose moral sanctions.*®

Reverent obedience (fear) is understood as a straight walk (Prov 14:2), a humble ear (Prov
15:33), a tender heart (Prov 28:14), and a cleansed life (Prov 16:6). So, the phrase, ‘the fear of
God, means ‘reverent obedience to YHWH’. The fear of the LORD is not understood as a
fleeting emotion or a passing notion but as a habit, uprightness. As Atkinson shows, it is not
an imprisoning fear, which is the consequence of sin (cf. Gen 3:10), but ‘an appropriate
response to the authority and enabling power of God’.* The biblical reader realises that this
notion is typical of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic writings and is connected with
‘walking in the Lord’s ways’ and ‘hearkening to the commandments’ of his Law. These phrases
are ‘added to wisdom literature in order to link it to the Law and the Prophets.”>

The ‘fear of the LORD’ is combined with the ethical maxim ‘turn away from evil’ as in Prov
3:7, 8:13 and 16:6. These are two sides of the same coin. Nel discusses the combination of the
ethical and the cultic. The ethical ‘fear’ denotes a prior relationship with God, while the cultic
‘fear” denotes obedience to the Torah and the religious cult.”’ The ‘fear of the LORD” is the
milieu or sphere within which true wisdom is attainable. Therefore, wisdom does not connote
the acquisition of cognitive knowledge but rather is lived as an ethical concept. It comes from
‘listening’ to the Lord and obeying his precepts (Prov 1:5, 8; 2:2).” Ross is right to indicate
that ‘the fear of the LORD is manifested in a life of obedience, confessing and forsaking sin
(28:18), and doing what is right (21:3), which is the believer’s task before God (17:3)’ and
adds that ‘since the motivation for faith and obedience comes from the Scripture, Proverbs
relates the way of wisdom to the law (28:4; 29:18)’. As Toy notes, the ‘fear of God’, which
is assumed to be the true wisdom, is defined as turning away from sin/evil; it implies that the
‘fear of God’ gives the proper ethical norm of life.>* The phrase refers to an attitude of respect
and loyalty towards the LORD and the LORD’s intentions.”

The Book of Proverbs provides benefits of fearing God/obeying God. It is the beginning of
knowledge (1:7, 29; 2:5) and wisdom (9:10; 15:33). In addition, it instils confidence (14:26)
and makes rich (22:4). Moreover, it enables one to ‘hate or avoid evil’ (Prov 8:13; 16:6;
23:17).”° Furthermore, it can be valued for its worth (15:16), satisfaction (19:23), safety (29:25;
14:26) and its vitality (10:27; 14:27; 22:4). Most importantly, it prolongs life (10:27), it is a
fountain of life (14:27), leads to life (19:23) and is rewarded with life (22:4).
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WISDOM AS THE PATH OF LIFE

In ancient Near East, there is a dualism between life and death. These concepts are central to
the people’s cultic ideas and rites. For instance, in Canaanite religion, Mot was the god of death
who serves as the chief opponent of Baal, the god who gives life. However, the wisdom
tradition displays different ideas about life and death. It de-mythologises death. Israel’s wisdom

teaches that adherence to wisdom is the path to life, while rejection of wisdom is the way of
death (see, e.g., 3:1-2, 18; 12:28).

Wisdom is a fountain of life that helps one to avoid the snares of death (13:14). While the
pursuit of immorality leads to death (e.g., 1:32; 2:18; 5:5), wisdom holds the key to well-being
and long life (3:15-18). Wisdom leads to blessing, protection and long life. A person who keeps
the commandment keeps his/her life (19:16); ‘the wage of the righteous leads to life’ (10:16),
guarding the way ‘preserves’ life (16:17), those who ‘heed instruction’ are ‘on the path of life’
(10:17), and ‘the reward for humility and fear of God is. . . life’ (22:4). One who is ‘steadfast
in righteousness will live’, but one who ‘pursues evil will die’ (11:19), as will one who
‘despises the word’ (19:16; 13:13). Death has ‘snares’ but they can be avoided through the
teachings of the wise and through the fear of the LORD (13:14; 14:27). Fools, however, ‘die
for lack of sense’ (10:21). The ‘way of error leads to death’ (12:28), but ‘righteousness delivers
from death’ (10:2; 11:4).

The word ‘life’ could be used as a figure of speech referring to quality and quantity of life
rather than to mere physical existence. ‘Life’ is used in proverbial statements to mean ‘a long
and blessed life’ and that ‘death’ refers to an early demise, dying before one’s time. Since most
OT witnesses concerning the concepts of immortality or everlasting life is silent, there is a high
degree of probability that statements such as those about avoiding ‘the snares of death’ (14:27;
16:22) meant simply avoiding a premature or tragic death rather than an escape from mortality
itself.

Wisdom is a tree of life to those who embrace her (3:18). Obedience to wisdom’s teachings
and commands prolongs life many years (3:1-2), because long life is in wisdom’s right hand
(3:16a). Obedience to a father’s instruction and teaching helps one to live (4:1-4).

OBEDIENCE AS HEALING WISDOM IN THE BOOK OF PROVERBS

As shown above, the Book of Proverbs preaches that adherence to wisdom can promote a long
life. This is true of the life of a person who ‘fears that LORD’. In other words, obedience to
God brings healing and health. Thus healing or health is one of the benefits of obedience to
God. Some few texts will be collected to explain obedience to God as healing wisdom in the
Book of Proverbs.

Prov 3:7-8

Do not be wise in your own eyes;
fear the Lord and shun evil.

¥This will bring health [mx27] to your body
and nourishment to your bones. (NIV)

Do not be wise in your own eyes;

fear the Lord, and turn away from evil.
*It will be a healing [mwa7] for your flesh

and a refreshment for your body. (NRSV)



Proverbs 3:1-12 is an exhortation from Solomon to his son, urging him to heed his teaching
and trust wholeheartedly in the Lord. He cites some of the valuable results of obedience and
trust. This section builds on the counsel Solomon gave in Proverbs 2. The following section
describes the blessings that come to those who find wisdom and understanding.

Verse 7a is within the context of trusting God with all your heart (v. 5). Thus, choices,
decisions, motives, intentions must all be directed to what God wants and what God can do.
To trust God is to bet your life on God’s truth and wisdom. Trusting God goes with three
renunciations, first, of our own understanding (v. 5), not tempered and not molded by the will
and guidance of God. Second, of our own wisdom in which it is so easy and so foolish to take
pride (v. 7); third, of evil in its many headed manifestations, but especially, in this context, in
its most dangerous form — arrogance self-reliance from which all fear of God is drained (v. 7).

In v. 7b, avoidance of evil is joined to the fear of the LORD. As Murphy notes, it is only here
and in 24:21 that the imperative is used.”’ Verse 8 provides the benefit of true wisdom, which
comes from the fear of the LORD, which in turn leads to obedience - physical health and
vigour.”® McKane suggests the meaning ‘health’ for 7% and ‘medicine’.’’ The health is for the
bones and flesh. The terms bones and flesh are used here as ‘synecdoche’, a figure of speech
in which the part is substituted for the whole. It is used here to describe not only the structure
and tissue of the human body, but the whole human self, body-spirit, tangible-intangible.*’
Hubbard explains that ‘health is a wholistic not just a physical word; it connotes thriving and
radiant wellness’ and indicates that ‘for Proverbs, health or healing is a code word for the total
personal prosperity that is God’s gift to those who walk in wisdom’s way’.®" As Atkinson
shows, “spiritual, moral, and physical aspects of health are brought together” in this text.*

The reward of obedience is healing (deliverance from disease) and refreshment. Toy is right to
state that ‘the sense of the verse is that obedience to the law of God secures for a person a
thoroughly healthy and happy condition of being. The happiness is primarily freedom from
bodily and other outward ills, but necessarily involves inward peace’.”

Prov 4:20-22

*My child, be attentive to my words;
incline your ear to my sayings.
'Do not let them escape from your sight;
keep them within your heart.
2For they are life to those who find them,
and healing [xe72] to all their flesh. (Prov 4:20-22 NRSV)

In this text, the healing/health of the whole body/flesh is said to depend on the diligent
application of ears, eyes, and heart to the task of learning what the teacher has to teach, which
leads to obedience. The Hebrew word /eb/lebab (translated ‘heart’) ‘is the central organ of the

" Murphy, Proverbs, 21.

> Murphy, Proverbs, 21.

% McKane, Proverbs, 293.

% David A. Hubbard, Proverbs, The Communicator’s Commentary (Dallas, TX: Word, 1989), 71.
! Hubbard, Proverbs, 71-72.

8 Atkinson, Message of Proverbs, 127.

% Toy, Proverbs, 61-62



body in the wisdom literature’.** It can also be translated ‘mind’ because its range of meaning
in Hebrew includes concepts we often associate with the word ‘mind’ in English.®> The
‘heart/mind’ represents the place within the human body where both rational and emotional
decisions are made.®

‘Life’ in v. 22, as in 2:21; 3:2, 22 and 4:13, refers to long life or preservation of life, which
comprehends all outward earthly blessing. It clearly includes physical health or well-being.’
If the teacher’s words are in the heart, they are life and healing, and so it is important to guard
the heart, because it is the source of the surges of life.”® Health (or healing) involves deliverance
from the evils of life as in 3:8. ‘Flesh’ (7¥32) is sometimes interpreted here to mean ‘the whole
being’ (so REB). However, the claim that ‘length of days and years of life’ would be confer on
those who listen to the words of the teacher (3:2) indicates that the meaning of ‘flesh’ as ‘body’
would not be inapplropriate.69 So, as Toy indicates, it could refer to as ‘being’ and that the terms
flesh, heart and soul often refer to ‘self”.”” ‘Healing’ here probably simply means ‘health’ (cf.
16:24).”" Obedience to good teachings preserves the soul and body for keeping instructions
provides true guidance on the way of life.”> Walking in wisdom (obeying the teacher’s
instruction of God’s way) benefits every aspect of a person’s life — physical, emotional,
spiritual and psychological.” As Proverbs 4:23-27 shows, this holistic health demands that our
‘whole body’ be dedicated to God and kept in obedience for him.

Prov 29:1
On the other hand, disobedience does not bring healing.

He who is often reproved, yet stiffens his neck,
will suddenly be broken beyond healing [x22]. (Prov 29:1)

Kitchen describes ‘stiffens the neck’ as ‘an ineducable spirit, a wilful self-sufficiency, and a
resolute rebellion’.”* The phrase is often translated as ‘obstinate’ (Exod 32:9; 33:3 and 5; 34:9)
or ‘stubborn’ (Deut 9:6 and 13). The opposite, Toy posits, is ‘bending the neck, in token of
submission”.” It is a biblical Hebrew expression ‘for stubbornness in the sense of refusing to
accept teaching or rebuke’;’® such a person persists in sin and in self-delusion sets himself in
opposition to what can save him.” The term ‘suddenly’ could refer to the law of divine
intervention; possibly it indicates that the person who is secured in his obstinacy does not
foresee misfortune.”® The text teaches that when God reproves, he does so for the purpose of
calling us away from death back into life. A wise life is marked by obedience. Solomon tells
his student what the results will be if the student trusts in the Lord wholeheartedly,

% Murphy, Proverbs, 28.

% Farmer, Proverbs & Ecclesiastes, 40 and Murphy, Proverbs, 28.
% Farmer, Proverbs & Ecclesiastes, 40.

" Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 908.

% Murphy, Proverbs, 28.

% Whybray, Proverbs, 82.

" Toy, Proverbs, 97.

"' Whybray, Proverbs, 82.

2 Carl F. Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 6 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2006),
82.

3 Kitchen, Proverbs, 112.

™ Kitchen, Proverbs, 651.

” Toy, Proverbs, 507.

7 Whybray, Proverbs, 398.

" Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, 425.

™ Toy, Proverbs, 507.
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acknowledges the Lord in everything, fears the Lord, and turns his back on evil. Good health
and refreshing are the normal results of a good relationship with the Lord.”

Sin, which is disobedience to God’s instructions, affects the health of the body. David has an
experience to share:

3While I kept silence, my body wasted away
through my groaning all day long.
*For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;
my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.
>Then I acknowledged my sin to you,
and I did not hide my iniquity;
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,”
and you forgave the guilt of my sin. (Ps 32:3-5)

As Kraus shows, ‘the guilt that is retained in humans and passed over in silence has a
deleterious effect on physical well-being’. The text shows a secret relation of guilt and illness.
When one is silence and not open toward God, his body wastes away. God’s wrath brings
distress on the sinner. Failure to confess guilt results in ‘psychic convulsions and devastations’.
Psychologically, guilt disturbs one’s life from deep within and displays itself in the processes
of physical illness. Nonetheless, confession of guilt brings consolation of forgiveness. ‘The
rescue of forgiveness is the source of healing’.* Wisdom enables the obedient to avoid the

disastrous effects of foolishness and sin, with the benefits being real and lasting.
We conclude this section with these texts.

The fear of the LORD prolongs days,
but the years of the wicked will be shortened. (10:27)

The antithetical parallelism here is that the opposite of God-fearer is being wicked. The
difference between the two ways of life is great that it affects the length of life. To live in utter
disregard of God and in basic violation of his will is so to disrupt the normal flow of things
that health itself may well be jeopardised. Stress, anxiety, conflict, dissipation all take their toll
on human vitality and longevity. And where violence is a life habit the risks are even greater.

This principle is stated in a mixed metaphor:

The fear of the LORD is a fountain of life,
to turn one away from the snares of death. (14:27)

Death is the persistent hunter, trailing the unwary and silently coaxing them to make decisions
that will catch them in his snares — decisions about companionship, work, relaxation, diet,
personal habits that violate God’s will. The fear of God, like a ceaseless fountain provides both
refreshment and persistence to enable us to quell death’s plot.

” Exodus 15:22-25 describes a situation in which the Israelites were desperate for water. They grumbled when
they found water at Marah, but could not drink it because it was bitter. However, the Lord cured the water and
promised, ‘If you will diligently listen to the voice of the LORD your God, and do that which is right in his eyes,
and give ear to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will put none of the diseases on you that I put on
the Egyptians, for I am the LORD, your healer’ (Exod 15:26).

% Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1-59: A Commentary, trans. Hilton C. Oswald (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1988),
369-70.
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The positive value of biblical obedience is summed up simply in these synthetic lines:

By humility and fear of the LORD
are riches and honour and life. (22:4)

The fear of the LORD prolongs life
but the life of the wicked will be shortened. (10:27)

Life is used here to refer to longevity, preservation from illness or misfortune that would
shorten the days of the wicked as 10:27 shows: long life, a supreme blessing when there is no
hope beyond the grave, is the reward of obedience to God.

CONCLUSION

The book of Proverbs clearly shows that obedience to God gives wisdom which offers health
and healing to the human body. The study has shown there are physical consequences to sin,
and there are physical benefits to obedience. This is not a guarantee of good health or healing.
For our context, it is perhaps best to say that as we obey God’s instruction and so refrain from
sin, we are protected from the physical problems which come through sin;*! in other words, the
more we obey God and walk in his ways, the /ess likely we are to encounter physical problems.
Following God’s commands makes one less likely to experience the diseases, accidents, and
consequences which often befall those who lead a decadent life. The force of the verses we
looked at is clear; godly living is a key to healing and health.

¥ In Pss 32:2 and 51:8, David expressed the effects of sin upon his body.
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