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Introduction: A Question That Has Puzzled Readers for
Centuries

The Book of Proverbs stands as one of the most beloved and frequently quoted books of the
Bible. Its timeless wisdom, practical advice, and poetic beauty have guided countless
individuals across cultures and generations. Yet, for all its popularity, one question persists
among scholars, theologians, and casual readers alike: Who wrote the Book of Proverbs?
The answer is far more complex than simply attributing the entire work to King Solomon. In
fact, the authorship of Proverbs is a layered and fascinating subject that reveals how this
ancient text was compiled over centuries by multiple hands. Understanding who wrote the
Book of Proverbs not only enriches your reading of the text but also deepens your
appreciation for its historical and spiritual depth.

The Traditional View: King Solomon as the Primary
Author

For most of history, the default answer to the question of who wrote the Book of Proverbs
has been King Solomon. And for good reason. The very first verse of the book declares, "The
proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel" (Proverbs 1:1). This attribution
immediately associates the collection with the monarch renowned for his extraordinary
wisdom. According to the biblical narrative in 1 Kings 4:29-34, Solomon possessed divinely
granted wisdom that surpassed all the wise men of the East and Egypt. He is said to have
spoken 3,000 proverbs and composed 1,005 songs. Given this reputation, it is natural that
many proverbs would be attributed to him.

Solomon’s Historical and Cultural Context

Solomon reigned during the golden age of ancient Israel, roughly from 970 to 931 BCE. This
was a period of peace, prosperity, and international exchange. Israel sat at the crossroads of
major trade routes, and Solomon’s court attracted visitors from distant lands, including the
famous Queen of Sheba. This cosmopolitan environment allowed Solomon to gather and
synthesize wisdom traditions from Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Canaan. Consequently, the
Book of Proverbs reflects a blend of Israelite theology and broader ancient Near Eastern
wisdom literature. When people ask who wrote the Book of Proverbs, they often assume
Solomon was a solo author, but he was more likely a patron and compiler of wisdom sayings
that circulated in his court.

The Limitations of Solomonic Authorship

Despite the strong tradition linking Solomon to Proverbs, several internal clues suggest that
the book is a composite work. The text contains multiple superscriptions that credit
different authors or groups. For instance, Proverbs 10:1 begins another section titled "The
proverbs of Solomon," and Proverbs 25:1 introduces "proverbs of Solomon which the
men of Hezekiah king of Judah copied." This implies that scribes during the reign of
King Hezekiah (circa 715-686 BCE) compiled and edited Solomonic proverbs long after
Solomon himself had died. Therefore, the question of who wrote the Book of Proverbs must
account for editors, compilers, and later contributors who shaped the text into its final form.

The Multiple Authors and Contributors of Proverbs

The Book of Proverbs is not a single-authored work but an anthology. The text itself
identifies several distinct groups and individuals who contributed to its contents.
Recognizing these different voices is essential for anyone seriously exploring who wrote the
Book of Proverbs.

Agur Son of Jakeh

Proverbs 30 opens with a superscription that reads: "The words of Agur son of Jakeh of
Massa" (Proverbs 30:1). Agur is an otherwise unknown figure, though the location "Massa"
may refer to an Ishmaelite tribe in northern Arabia (Genesis 25:14). This suggests that non-
Israelite wisdom traditions also found their way into the canon. Agur’s contribution is
characterized by a humble, even skeptical tone. He opens with a confession of his own
ignorance: "Surely I am too stupid to be a man. I have not the understanding of a man." This
humility contrasts sharply with the confident tone of many Solomonic proverbs. Including
Agur’s words broadens the answer to who wrote the Book of Proverbs by showing that the
text incorporates voices from outside the Israelite establishment.

King Lemuel

Proverbs 31 begins with “"The words of King Lemuel of Massa, which his mother
taught him" (Proverbs 31:1). Like Agur, Lemuel is not mentioned elsewhere in Scripture.
Some scholars speculate that Lemuel might actually be a pseudonym for Solomon, but this
is speculative. What is clear is that this section presents wisdom passed from a mother to
her royal son. The famous description of the capable wife in Proverbs 31:10-31 is part of
this instruction. The inclusion of Lemuel further complicates any simple answer to who
wrote the Book of Proverbs, as it shows the text values maternal teaching and perhaps even
non-Israelite royal traditions.

The Wise Men and the Sages

Throughout the Book of Proverbs, there are references to "the wise" or "the sages" as a
collective group. Proverbs 22:17 introduces a section with the phrase: "Incline your ear
and hear the words of the wise." This suggests that a professional class of sages in
ancient Israel contributed to the wisdom tradition. These sages served as teachers, advisors,
and scribes in the royal court and in local communities. They collected, edited, and
transmitted proverbial sayings across generations. When historians consider who wrote the
Book of Proverbs, they recognize that anonymous sages played a crucial role in shaping the
text over centuries.

The Scribes of Hezekiah

Proverbs 25:1 explicitly states that the proverbs in chapters 25-29 were "copied by the
men of Hezekiah king of Judah." This is a remarkable editorial note that gives us a
concrete historical anchor. King Hezekiah reigned from approximately 715 to 686 BCE,
about two centuries after Solomon. These scribes did not merely copy existing material;
they likely selected, arranged, and perhaps even edited the proverbs for their own

generation. This editorial activity means that the final form of Proverbs reflects the
theological and social concerns of the late eighth and seventh centuries BCE. Thus, any
complete answer to who wrote the Book of Proverbs must include these anonymous scribes
who preserved and transmitted the wisdom tradition.

Scholarly Perspectives and Critical Analysis

Modern biblical scholarship has brought additional nuance to the question of who wrote the
Book of Proverbs. Scholars employ textual criticism, historical analysis, and comparative
literature to understand how the book came together.

The Compositional History of Proverbs

Most scholars agree that the Book of Proverbs reached its final form during the post-exilic
period, likely around the fifth to fourth centuries BCE. This means the book was compiled
and edited over a span of roughly 500 years. The earliest material probably dates to the
time of Solomon (tenth century BCE) or shortly thereafter, while the latest material may
come from the Persian period. The prologue (chapters 1-9) and the epilogue (chapter 31)
are often considered later additions that frame the older proverb collections. This long
compositional history means that when we ask who wrote the Book of Proverbs, the answer
involves multiple generations of contributors working within a living tradition.

Comparative Wisdom Literature

The Book of Proverbs does not exist in isolation. It shares striking similarities with Egyptian
wisdom texts, such as the Instructions of Amenemope (dated to around 1250-1100 BCE).
Scholars have long noted that Proverbs 22:17-24:22 closely parallels Amenemope. This does
not mean the biblical authors plagiarized; rather, it shows that Israelite sages participated
in a broader international wisdom culture. They adapted and transformed foreign sayings to
fit their own theological framework, particularly by emphasizing the fear of the Lord as the
foundation of wisdom. This comparative evidence enriches our understanding of who wrote
the Book of Proverbs by situating the authors within a larger ancient Near Eastern context.

The Role of the "Fear of the Lord"

A distinctive feature of Proverbs is its repeated emphasis on the fear of the Lord as the
beginning of knowledge (Proverbs 1:7; 9:10). This theological refrain sets Israelite wisdom
apart from its neighbors. While Egyptian and Mesopotamian wisdom texts focus on practical
ethics and social harmony, Proverbs grounds wisdom in a covenant relationship with God.
This suggests that the editors and compilers of Proverbs were deeply committed to
Yahwistic theology. They were not merely collectors of folk sayings but theologians who
shaped the material to teach Israelite identity and faithfulness. Therefore, any serious
discussion of who wrote the Book of Proverbs must consider the theological motivations of
its editors.

The Structure of Proverbs: A Clue to Its Authorship

The literary structure of Proverbs provides valuable clues about its authorship and
compilation. The book is organized into distinct sections, each with its own heading and
style.

e Chapters 1-9: A lengthy introduction consisting of wisdom poems and instructions
from a father to his son. These chapters do not claim Solomonic authorship directly but
establish the theological framework for the entire book.

e Chapters 10-22:16: The first collection of Solomonic proverbs. These are mostly
short, two-line sayings that contrast the wise and the foolish, the righteous and the
wicked.

e Chapters 22:17-24:22: The "words of the wise," which show influence from the
Egyptian Instruction of Amenemope.

e Chapters 24:23-34: Another collection of "sayings of the wise."

e Chapters 25-29: A second collection of Solomonic proverbs that were copied by
Hezekiah's scribes.

e Chapter 30: The words of Agur son of Jakeh.

e Chapter 31: The words of King Lemuel, followed by the acrostic poem about the
capable wife.

This structure clearly indicates multiple sources and editorial layers. The repetition of
headings and the diversity of styles and themes all point to a composite authorship. When
people ask who wrote the Book of Proverbs, the structure itself provides a compelling
answer: it was written by many hands over many centuries.

Why Authorship Matters for Readers Today

Understanding who wrote the Book of Proverbs is not merely an academic exercise. It has
practical implications for how we read and apply the text. Recognizing the multiple voices
within Proverbs helps us appreciate its richness and complexity. Each contributor brought a
unique perspective: Solomon’s royal wisdom, Agur’s humble skepticism, Lemuel’s mother’s
practical advice, and the sages’ collective experience. This diversity means that Proverbs
offers a multifaceted guide to life rather than a single, monolithic viewpoint.

Hermeneutical Considerations

If we assume that Solomon alone wrote Proverbs, we might read every verse as a direct
command from a divinely inspired king. But if we understand Proverbs as a compiled
anthology, we can better appreciate its genre as wisdom literature. Proverbs are not
promises or prophecies; they are general observations about how life tends to work. This
distinction is crucial for responsible interpretation. For example, Proverbs 22:6 says, "Train
up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it." Many
parents have struggled with guilt when their adult children stray from the faith.
Understanding the nature of proverbial wisdom as probabilistic rather than absolute can
relieve that burden.

Historical and Cultural Appreciation

Knowing that Proverbs contains material from different time periods and cultural contexts
allows readers to appreciate how God's people adapted wisdom across changing
circumstances. The faith of ancient Israel was not static; it grew and developed through
engagement with surrounding cultures. The inclusion of Agur and Lemuel, who may have
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been non-Israelites, demonstrates a remarkable openness to truth wherever it is found. This So who wrote the Book of Proverbs? The most honest and accurate answer is that the Book

challenges any narrow or tribalistic reading of Scripture and invites believers to seek of Proverbs was written by a community of sages over the course of several centuries. King
wisdom from diverse sources while remaining grounded in the fear of the Lord. Solomon stands as the most

Conclusion: A Tapestry of Wise Voices




