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Wisdom of Solomon: Mishlei Week 1: Method and Message

R’ Mordechai Torczyner — torczyner@torontotorah.com
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1. Proverbs = Mishlei (Bava Batra 14b) = Meshalot (Shir haShirim Rabbah 1) = Memshalot (Gittin 35a)

2. Rabbi Mosheh Lichtenstein, Fear of Gd: The Beginning of Wisdom and the End of Tanakh Study, fn 11

Let us now return to 7anakh and utilize these metaphors and analogies as a guide to assist us in determining our
approach to Tanakh. The first conclusion to be drawn is that there must be age differentiation. The child should receive
a version of the Torah that appeals to his imagination and understanding, even at the expense of depth and
sophistication; it will, therefore, be a more vivid and less introspective approach that may often be two dimensional and
schematic with the emphasis upon action rather than reflection. In addition, it will prefer amplification over ambiguity
and literal comprehension over textual analysis. Thus, Rashi who is a quintessential “amplifier” will consistently portray
the “heroes” in a more positive light than the psukim (verses) themselves, thereby making the good guys better, while
the villains are usually cast in a more negative light that will always make the bad guys seem worse. It is a didactic
world of black and white that does its best to eliminate gray from its universe and, therefore, most appropriate for the
child’s needs.

11An enlightening example from 7anakh itself is the interplay between Mishlei and lyov. Both address the issue of divine
justice, but in markedly different perspectives. Mishlei presents a conventional, almost facile, morality that portrays a
world in which the righteous are always rewarded and the wicked never prosper. The outlook of the companions that
sefer lyov so unflinchingly attacks is the very world that Mishlei champions. The juxtaposition of the two is almost an act
of self-reflection on the part of 7Tanakh, with lyov serving to call into question the conclusions of its companion sefer. One
of the more plausible suggestions to explain the discrepancy is that Mishlei is addressed to the young child while lyov
reflects the world of the adult. The voice of the narrator in Mishlei is the didactic parental voice while lyov presents the
raging debate of the embittered adult conversing with his peers. Each message is age-appropriate for the needs of its
participants.

3. Talmud, Berachot 57b
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There are three long Writings: One who sees Tehillim should anticipate piety, Proverbs should anticipate wisdom, Job
should worry about suffering.

4. Prof. Avigdor Hurvitz, Mikra I"Yisrael: Mishlei pp. 12-13
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The third section in the book, “The words of sages” (22:17-24:22), should be easy to date its composition and to identify

its sefting, because it is based, in its overall structure and in part of its content on the instructions of Amenemope the

Egyptian, which were complied in the era of Ramses, before Solomon’s time.

The Units of Mishlei

5. Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Introduction to Chapter 10, comment to 23:15-18
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And from here the first segment is complete, and afterward comes the second segment, with Gd's help. It does not follow

the order of things that flow through sections as the first did; all of it is separate verses without a tie or connection with

each other, only connection of neighbours, and each verse there is its own subject, aside from a minority for which

some verses tie one fo the next... This entire portion, until 24:3, is one unity, speaking of the father’s conduct and his

guidance for the son...

6. “The proverbs of Solomon” 1:1,10:1, 25:1
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7. Midrash, Shir haShirim Rabbah 1:10
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He said three meshalot— 1:1, 10:1, 25:1.

8. Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Introduction to Mishlei
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And we have found five segments in this book: 1) 1:1, 2) 10:1, 3) 25:1, 4) 30:1, 5) 31:1

9. Prof. Avigdor Hurvitz, Mikra I"Yisrael: Mishlei pp. 14-15

Mishlei 30:1
Mishlei 30:2
Mishlei 30:4
Mishlei 30:5
Mishlei 30:6

Bamidbar 24:3, Shemuel I 23:1
Tehillim 73:22

Devarim 30:12

Shemuel 11 22:31, Tehillim 18:31
Devarim 4:2

10. Additional headings?

Mishlei 22:17
Mishlei 24:23
Mishlei 30:15

Hear the words of the sages

These are also of the sages
La‘alukah

11.Based on the style of the book

Chapters 1-9
10:1-22:16
22:17-24:22
24:23-24:34
Chapters 25-29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31

12.Based on fopics

1:1-7
1:8-2:22

Chapters 3-4

Chapters 5-7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapters 12-15
Chapters 16-17
Chapters 18-21
Chapters 22-29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31

One unit

Brief pieces

30 (2) segments of cause-and-command
Statements on speech and laziness

Pieces like in the second segment, but longer
Number-oriented proverbs

Eishet Chayil unit

Introduction

Listen to Mussar and gain wisdom early and so avoid the wiles of sin;

Wisdom brings one to Gd and saves one from danger.

Positive behaviour - Choose the paths of Torah, generosity, truth, faith and Divine instruction.
Gd protects and handles everything, and Torah improves your life.

Stay away from harm

The greatness and glory of Torah

Wisdom builds wisdom

A range of wise ways

Contrasting the ways of righteousness and the ways of evil

Contrasting the behaviour/impact of the wicked and the righteous, the sage and the fool, Pt 1
One-line proverbs

Contrasting the behaviour/impact of the wicked and the righteous, the sage and the fool, Pt 2
One-line proverbs

Number-oriented proverbs

Eishet Chayil unit

The method and message of Mishlei

13. Stories that convey ideas  Examples: 6:27-29, 7:7-27



14. A broader mashal

e Animage used for comparison 17:12

e A non-raditional educational statement meant to surprise 6:6

e Alesson presented in poetic form
o Part A reinforced by Part B 10:9, 18:11, 21:27
o Part A contrasted with Part B 10:10, 10:15, 15:8

15. Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Introduction to Mishlei
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And the term mashalincludes many types. Sometimes it refers to a case where the only meaning is in the lesson, but the
mashal resembles the lesson as a positive, or as a negative. Like saying of the Assyrian king as a positive, “A cedar in
Lebanon, of fine branches, a shaded forest, and of great height”... And so the opposite, the deficiency of the subject,
“And all of the trees said to the thorn: You go reign over us”...
Sometimes it refers to a case where the mashal has a benefit in the superficial layer, even though its true benefit is in
the hidden layer, and the one teaching the mashal intends both benefits even though his main intent is for the benefit
hinted in the hidden layer. As Solomon always spoke of the foreign woman... And so the opposite, the eishet chayil...
Sometimes it refers to a case where the infent is only for the lesson, like the first type, but the speaker attaches the
mention of the lesson to the mashal, such that the lesson is the essence of the statement, meaning, “This is like this,” as
in Mishlei 27:15... The mashal/ comes only to improve the statement, to beautify it and make it more compelling, to be
sweet to the listeners because of the sweetness of the comparison, as the resemblance between the two is very strong...
... The book also includes simple statements in education and guidance, which do not teach of any deeper lesson, and
we have found that sometimes that is also called, in a broad sense, a masha/ when it comes from the mouth of one who
is established and known for practicing the mashal, as in Bamidbar 24:20.

16.Rabbi Eliyahu Kramer, GRA to Mishlei 1:6
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The written Torah is called mashal, for the mashal is always understood, but it is garb for its example and a wonder.

And so the words of the written Torah are understood, but wondrous things are clothed by it.

17.Rabbi Shemuel Eidels, Maharsha to Chullin 6a
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The entire book of Mishlei is stated in the manner of a Mashal, and the simple meaning of the verses is what is taught
from it.

18.Prof. Mordechai Zer-Kavod, 9w as22 m7°1, regarding Mishlei 27:14
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In the new commentary, the German and English, the verse is taught regarding one who blesses “one way verbally and

another in the heart,” and they omit the qualifying “rising early in the morning” for reasons of meter. But the early



translations did not know yet of the decree of meters invented by the later ones, and they explained the verse word for
word... Now we see that specifically those words “rising early in the meaning,” which extend the first half, are the key
to explaining the riddle. The early sage did not yet know that he was not allowed to speak a mashal-riddle in prose. He
sinned, and this sin is common in the book of Mishlei.

19.Prof. Avigdor Hurvitz, Mikra I"Yisrael: Mishlei pg. 52
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...Not a small portion of the Torah of Mishlei and its counsel springs from the idealistic desires of general society, and
from the desire to shape a good and righteous society.

20. Rabbeinu Yonah, Commentary to Mishlei 1:2
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And chochmah is the trait of the righteous and the paths of truth and justice, which it will make known and explain in
this book. And mussar is the degradation of the wicked, and informing of the harm and loss which come from them.

21.Rabbi Menachem Meiri, Commentary to Mishlei 1:2 (c/o mgketer.org)
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It hints with chochmah to perfection of intellectual levels, and with mussarto perfection of character.

22.The value of Chochmah Mishlei 8:5-21

23.The religion of Chochmah
e Mishlei 28:4 Torah
e Mishlei 8:22-31, 9:10 From Gd

24 Prof. Avigdor Hurvitz, Mikra I"Yisrael: Mishlei pg. 34
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It is clear that in the eyes of the book of Mishlei (or a certain layer in it), the sage is the tzaddik and the tzaddik is the

sage. Like this, the rashain his forms is the fool in his forms, and the fool in his forms is the rasha in his forms. In practice,

there is no sharp distinction between the intellectual traits and the ethical traits...

25. Wisdom from Gd Mishlei 2:6

26.Prof. Avigdor Hurvitz, Mikra I"Yisrael: Mishlei pg. 29
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The sage is not a static personality, but a growing and evolving personality, learning continually. He has a listening ear

which seeks wisdom (15:31, 18:15, 22:17), he adds learning (1:5), takes mitzvot (10:8), listens to counsel (12:15)...

27 . Improving society
e Helping the needy 22:22,31:9
e Helping the nation 11:14, 29:2

28. Rabbi Eliyahu Kramer, GRA to Mishlei 1:1-7
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29 .Prof. Avigdor Hurvitz, Mikra /"Yisrael: Mishlei pg. 54
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30. A realistic note Mishlei 13:23



