
The Book of Proverbs, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 3: Get Wisdom; Guard Your Heart

Proverbs 4:1–27

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

The doctrine at stake in this lesson is twofold. First, where does conduct come from? Proverbs 
4:23 answers plainly: from the heart flow the springs of life. The Bible consistently teaches that 
sin and righteousness are matters of the inner person before they are matters of outward 
behavior, which is why Jesus traced both good fruit and evil fruit back to the heart as their 
treasury (Matthew 12:34–35; Mark 7:21–23). Yet we must teach this without slipping into the 
error that we are born with a depraved, sinful nature we cannot help. Scripture is clear that the 
soul who sins is the one who dies, and the son does not bear the guilt of the father (Ezekiel 
18:20). The command to “keep your heart” assumes we are accountable agents able, by God’s 
help, to guard our own desires. Guarding the heart is ongoing vigilance over what we choose to 
cherish, not the management of an inherited corruption we had no say in.

Second, this lesson presses the nature of a proverb. “Get wisdom” and walk the bright path are 
general principles of how God has ordered His world, not blank-check promises that the 
righteous will never suffer. Job suffered as a righteous man, and our Lord Himself walked the 
brightest path of all to a cross. The fear of the LORD, the book’s central theme, is not a formula 
for an easy life but reverent trust in God that shapes the whole inner person. Tie the guarded 
heart to that reverent trust: we keep our hearts not by sheer willpower but because we stand in 
awe of God and treasure Him above the things that would foul the spring.

Formationally, aim to send each person home as a watchman at the door of his own heart. The 
goal is not merely that they admire a wise father in chapter 4 but that they begin the daily, 
lifelong work of guarding what they let into the wellspring, of prizing wisdom as the principal 
thing, and of fixing their eyes on Christ, in whom all the treasures of wisdom are hidden 
(Colossians 2:3). A guarded heart is the soil in which a guarded mouth, guarded eyes, and 
guarded feet finally grow.

Question 1

Student Question:

In Proverbs 4:5,7 the father urges, “Get wisdom; get insight,” and calls wisdom “the principal 
thing.” What does it mean that wisdom must be actively gotten rather than passively absorbed, 
and how does this fit with the book’s theme that the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom 
(compare 1:7; 9:10)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Chapter 4 opens with a tender summons: “Hear, O sons, a father’s instruction, and be attentive, 
that you may gain insight” (4:1). The Hebrew word behind “instruction” (musar) carries the 
sense of discipline and correction, not merely information. This is formation, the shaping of a 
life, and it begins with a posture of attentive listening. The father is not handing over facts to be 
filed away but a way of living to be embraced.

He then roots his authority in his own history: “When I was a son with my father, tender, the 
only one in the sight of my mother, he taught me” (4:3–4). The wisdom he offers is not his 
invention. He received it as a beloved child and is now passing it forward. This is how God 
designed truth to travel, down the generations, hand to hand, like a lamp carried through the 
dark (compare Deuteronomy 6:6–7; 2 Timothy 1:5).

The content of that received teaching is striking in its single-mindedness: “Let your heart hold 
fast my words; keep my commandments, and live” (4:4). Already, before verse 23, the heart is in 
view. Wisdom is not first about the head or the hands but about what the heart holds fast. To 
keep his commandments and live is to let wisdom take up residence at the center of one’s 
being.

We who teach should feel the weight of this opening. We stand in a chain of those who received 
and must pass on. The church is meant to be a community where the older hand wisdom to the 
younger, not as nagging but as inheritance, with affection, as a father leaning in toward a 
beloved child.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Wisdom is received before it is passed on; the teacher is first a learner.
 “Instruction” (musar) includes loving discipline, not mere information.
 The home and the church are God’s ordained channels for handing down faith 

(Deuteronomy 6:6–7).
 The heart is in view from the start (4:4): wisdom must be held fast inwardly.
 Affection, not coldness, marks the wise teacher; he calls them tender and beloved.

Discussion Prompts

 Who first handed you wisdom, and how did the way they did it shape whether you received 
it?

 Why might “discipline” and “instruction” belong together in true teaching?
 What keeps the church from being a place where the older naturally pass wisdom to the 

younger?

Question 2

Student Question:



Looking honestly at your own life, what have you been treating as “the principal thing” to 
pursue, and how does it compare with the value Scripture places on wisdom (4:7–8)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Now comes the chapter’s great refrain: “Get wisdom; get insight; do not forget, and do not turn 
away from the words of my mouth” (4:5). The verb “get” is active and urgent. Wisdom does not 
drift into us while we drift through life. It is acquired, sought out, paid for with attention and 
obedience. This counters the lazy assumption that good character will simply happen if we mean 
well.

Verse 7 crowns the appeal: “The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom, and whatever you 
get, get insight.” The older translations call wisdom “the principal thing.” Of all that a person 
might spend a life acquiring, this is the chief acquisition, the one worth more than the rest 
combined. Set this beside the book’s thesis that the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom 
(1:7; 9:10); reverent trust in God is the doorway, and from it the whole pursuit flows.

The father personifies wisdom as a woman to be loved and prized: “Prize her highly, and she will 
exalt you; she will honor you if you embrace her” (4:8). Wisdom is not a cold abstraction but 
something to cherish, to hold close, almost to court. What we prize, we pursue; what we 
embrace, we are shaped by.

Verse 9 promises that wisdom “will place on your head a graceful garland; she will bestow on 
you a beautiful crown.” The imagery is honor and dignity. A life ordered by wisdom is a crowned 
life, not because it is showy but because it bears the quiet dignity of one who walks rightly 
before God.

For the Christian, this pursuit finds its summit in Christ, “the wisdom of God,” who “became to 
us wisdom from God” (1 Corinthians 1:24,30). To get wisdom is finally to be found in Him, in 
whom all the treasures of wisdom are hidden (Colossians 2:3).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Wisdom must be actively gotten, not passively absorbed (4:5,7).
 Wisdom is “the principal thing,” worth more than any rival acquisition.
 The fear of the LORD is the doorway into wisdom (1:7; 9:10).
 We are shaped by what we prize and embrace (4:8).
 Wisdom crowns a life with honor and dignity (4:9).
 Christ is the wisdom of God; the ultimate pursuit of wisdom leads to Him (1 Corinthians 

1:24,30; Colossians 2:3).

Discussion Prompts

 What does it look like, practically, to “get” wisdom this week rather than wait for it?
 If wisdom is the principal thing, what lesser things tend to crowd it out of your pursuit?



 How does seeing Christ as the wisdom of God change the way you seek wisdom?

Question 3

Student Question:

The father grounds his appeal by saying he too was once a son being taught (4:3–4). Why does it 
matter that wisdom is passed down through generations, and what responsibility does this place 
on parents, grandparents, and the whole church toward the young (compare Deuteronomy 6:6–
7; 2 Timothy 1:5)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The father presses on: “Hear, my son, and accept my words, that the years of your life may be 
many” (4:10). Wisdom is not joyless restriction; it is the path of fuller, longer life. This is the 
general principle of the proverb: ordering a life by God’s wisdom tends toward flourishing, while 
folly tends toward ruin.

Verses 11–12 describe the freedom of the wise path: “I have taught you the way of wisdom; I 
have led you in the paths of uprightness. When you walk, your step will not be hampered, and if 
you run, you will not stumble.” The wise way is not a cage but clear ground for the feet. Folly 
trips us; wisdom steadies us.

Then a command worth underlining: “Keep hold of instruction; do not let go; guard her, for she 
is your life” (4:13). The same vigilance that verse 23 will assign to the heart is here assigned to 
instruction itself. Wisdom, once gotten, must be guarded, held with a tight grip, because letting 
go is not neutral; it is loss of life.

We must be careful, as we teach, not to turn these general principles into ironclad promises. 
The proverb says the wise way tends to long, unhampered life. It does not promise the righteous 
will never suffer. Job walked uprightly and suffered deeply; the Lord Jesus walked the brightest 
path to a cross. Proverbs gives us the grain of how God ordered the world, not a guarantee 
against all hardship.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Wisdom is the path of life and flourishing, not joyless restriction (4:10).
 The wise way frees the feet; folly trips them (4:11–12).
 Instruction, once gotten, must be guarded and not let go (4:13).
 Proverbs state general principles, not unconditional promises.
 The righteous can still suffer (Job; the cross); wisdom is not a prosperity formula.

Discussion Prompts

 How have you experienced wisdom as freedom rather than restriction?
 What does it look like to “keep hold of instruction” and not let it slip away over time?



 Why is it important to read Proverbs as principles rather than guarantees?

Question 4

Student Question:

Who are the younger believers or children in your circle, and what is one concrete way you could 
begin passing on wisdom to them this month?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Now the father warns sharply about the other road: “Do not enter the path of the wicked, and 
do not walk in the way of the evil. Avoid it; do not go on it; turn away from it and pass on” 
(4:14–15). The piling up of commands, avoid, do not go, turn away, pass on, shows how 
seriously he takes the danger. There is no flirting with the wicked path; the only safe 
relationship to it is distance.

Verses 16–17 expose how deeply folly can corrupt a person: “For they cannot sleep unless they 
have done wrong; they are robbed of sleep unless they have made someone stumble. For they 
eat the bread of wickedness and drink the wine of violence.” Sin has become their food and 
their restlessness their normal. This is a sobering picture of how habitual sin reshapes the 
appetites.

The warning is realistic about the pull of bad company. We become like those we walk with. The 
father is not teaching contempt for sinners but clear-eyed caution about the road they travel 
and the way it forms those who travel it (compare 1 Corinthians 15:33).

Yet even here, the door of accountability stays open. The wicked are described as choosing their 
wrong, eating it, drinking it, doing it. This is not an inherited compulsion they cannot help; it is a 
path entered and traveled. Scripture holds each person responsible for the road he walks 
(Ezekiel 18:20).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The only safe response to the wicked path is decisive distance (4:14–15).
 Habitual sin reshapes the appetites until wrong becomes one’s food (4:16–17).
 We are formed by the company we keep (compare 1 Corinthians 15:33).
 The wicked choose their path; sin is described as something they do, not a fate (4:16).
 Each person is accountable for the road he travels (Ezekiel 18:20).

Discussion Prompts

 Why does the father pile up so many commands to stay away from the wicked path?
 How have you seen company and environment shape someone’s appetites over time?
 What is one path you sense you should not merely slow down on, but turn away from 

entirely?



Question 5

Student Question:

Proverbs 4:18–19 contrasts the path of the righteous, growing brighter like the dawn, with the 
way of the wicked, like deep darkness in which “they do not know over what they stumble.” 
What does this teach about how sin works on a person, and why can those on the dark road be 
blind to their own danger?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Here the chapter gives one of Scripture’s most beautiful images: “But the path of the righteous 
is like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until full day” (4:18). The righteous 
life is not a flat noon that never changes; it is a sunrise. It begins faint and grows. There is 
movement, progress, an ever-increasing brightness toward the fullness of day.

This pictures the Christian life well. We are not made mature in a moment. Faithfulness 
compounds; each obedient step adds light. The believer who keeps walking finds the road 
growing clearer and brighter, the character steadier, the discernment sharper, until that full day 
when faith becomes sight.

The contrast in verse 19 is stark: “The way of the wicked is like deep darkness; they do not know 
over what they stumble.” Notice the deepest tragedy here. It is not merely that the wicked 
stumble, but that they do not even know what trips them. Sin blinds. The dark road robs a 
person of the very ability to see the danger he is in.

This is one of the most important truths in the chapter for self-examination. A person on the 
bright road can see more and more clearly; a person on the dark road cannot see at all and does 
not realize it. The danger of sin is not only where it leads but how it dims the eyes along the way 
(compare 2 Corinthians 4:4).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The righteous path is a growing dawn, brighter and brighter (4:18); maturity is gradual.
 Faithfulness compounds; each obedient step adds light.
 The wicked way is deep darkness; its travelers cannot see what trips them (4:19).
 Sin blinds before it binds, dimming the eyes to danger (compare 2 Corinthians 4:4).
 The contrast invites honest self-examination: which way is my light going, brighter or 

darker?

Discussion Prompts

 Where in your life is the light growing brighter, and what has helped it grow?
 Why is it so dangerous that the wicked “do not know over what they stumble”?
 How can we tell, honestly, whether our own road is brightening or dimming?



Question 6

Student Question:

Where in your own walk do you sense the light growing brighter, and where do you fear you may 
be stumbling over something you cannot yet see clearly?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The father returns to the language of attentive listening: “My son, be attentive to my words; 
incline your ear to my sayings” (4:20). Wisdom requires a posture, an inclined ear, a leaning 
toward the truth. We do not stumble into wisdom; we lean in for it.

Verse 21 adds a striking inward instruction: “Let them not escape from your sight; keep them 
within your heart.” The words of wisdom are to be kept in the heart, not merely heard with the 
ear. Here again, before verse 23 names the heart explicitly, the father is steadily moving the 
focus inward, from ear to heart.

The reason follows in verse 22: “For they are life to those who find them, and healing to all their 
flesh.” Wisdom is not only true; it is life-giving and even healing. God’s words minister to the 
whole person. This prepares the way for verse 23, where the heart is named as the very 
wellspring of life.

This short section is the hinge of the chapter. It takes everything the father has said about 
getting wisdom and the two paths and channels it inward: keep these words in your heart, 
because the heart is about to be revealed as the source of everything that flows out of a life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Wisdom requires an attentive, inclined posture toward the truth (4:20).
 God’s words are to be kept in the heart, not merely heard (4:21).
 Wisdom is life and healing to the whole person (4:22).
 The focus moves steadily inward, from ear to sight to heart.
 This section is the hinge leading into the central command of verse 23.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it look like, practically, to “incline your ear” to God’s words this week?
 How is keeping wisdom “within your heart” different from merely hearing it?
 In what ways have you found God’s words to be life and healing?

Question 7

Student Question:



Proverbs 4:23 commands, “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.” 
What does the Bible mean by “the heart” here, and why does Scripture locate the source of our 
conduct in the heart rather than only in our outward actions (compare Matthew 12:34–35)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

We arrive at the heart of the chapter, and of this lesson: “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for 
from it flow the springs of life” (4:23). The older translation reads, “Keep thy heart with all 
diligence; for out of it are the issues of life.” This is the central command, and it deserves to be 
slowed down and dwelt upon.

In Scripture, “the heart” is not mainly the seat of emotion as we use the word today. It is the 
inner control center of the person, the place of thought, will, desire, and motive, the real self 
behind the outward life. To guard the heart is to stand watch over what we think, what we 
want, what we love, and what we decide, because all of that is the source from which our visible 
life springs.

The image is a spring of water. “From it flow the springs of life.” Foul the spring and every 
stream that runs from it is polluted; keep the spring clean and clean water flows out to the 
whole life. This is why the heart must be guarded above all else. Behavior is downstream of the 
heart. We will never out-behave a polluted heart for long; what is in the spring eventually 
surfaces in the streams.

Jesus taught exactly this. “Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks... The good 
person out of his good treasure brings forth good” (Matthew 12:34–35). And again, “From 
within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts... All these evil things come from within, and 
they defile a person” (Mark 7:21–23). Conduct is the visible overflow of the invisible heart.

Crucially, this guarding is ongoing vigilance over our own desires, not the policing of some 
inherited, depraved nature we were born helpless under. Scripture is plain that the soul who 
sins is the one who dies, and the son does not bear the guilt of the father (Ezekiel 18:20). The 
command “keep your heart” assumes we can, by God’s help, watch and shape what we cherish. 
And this is finally bound to the fear of the LORD: we keep the heart not by gritted willpower 
alone but by reverent trust in God, treasuring Him above whatever would pollute the spring.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Proverbs 4:23 is the central command of the chapter; guard the heart above all.
 “The heart” is the inner control center, the place of thought, will, desire, and motive.
 Behavior is downstream of the heart; conduct flows from the inner spring.
 Jesus locates both good and evil fruit in the heart (Matthew 12:34–35; Mark 7:21–23).
 Guarding the heart is ongoing vigilance over our own desires, not management of an 

inherited depraved nature.



 We are accountable for our own sin, not another’s (Ezekiel 18:20); no original sin or total 
depravity.

 The fear of the LORD, reverent trust, is what enables us to keep the heart.

Discussion Prompts

 Why does the Bible put the heart at the center, ahead of mouth, eyes, and feet?
 What does it mean that behavior is “downstream” of the heart, and where have you seen 

this in your own life?
 How does reverent trust in God, rather than mere willpower, help us guard the heart?

Question 8

Student Question:

What are the “springs” that have actually been flowing out of your heart lately, and what does 
the fruit of your words and choices reveal about the condition of that inner spring?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Having posted a watchman over the heart, the father now follows the water downstream to the 
mouth: “Put away from you crooked speech, and put devious talk far from you” (4:24). It is no 
accident that speech comes first after the heart, for Jesus said the mouth speaks out of the 
abundance of the heart (Matthew 12:34). The tongue is the most immediate stream from the 
inner spring.

“Crooked speech” and “devious talk” describe words that twist the truth, that bend and deceive. 
The wise person puts such speech far away, not merely trims it back but removes it. A guarded 
heart shows itself first in honest, straight speech, words that can be trusted because they flow 
from a clean spring.

We should not miss the order of the chapter here. The father does not say, “Watch your words 
and your heart will follow.” He says, guard the heart, and then put away crooked speech. The 
clean stream comes from the clean spring. Yet the two work together: as we refuse devious talk, 
we also reinforce the guarding of the heart from which words flow.

This is deeply practical. Much of the damage we do and much of the damage done to us travels 
by the tongue. A community of guarded hearts becomes a community of trustworthy words, 
where speech builds up rather than twists, deceives, or tears down (compare Ephesians 
4:25,29).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Guarded speech is the first stream to flow from a guarded heart (4:24).
 The mouth speaks from the heart’s abundance (Matthew 12:34).
 Crooked, devious talk is to be put far away, not merely reduced.



 Order matters: clean speech flows from a clean heart, yet the two reinforce each other.
 Trustworthy speech builds up community (compare Ephesians 4:25,29).

Discussion Prompts

 Why does speech come first among the things to guard after the heart?
 What does “crooked” or “devious” talk look like in everyday life, and how do we put it far 

away?
 How might guarding your words this week also help guard your heart?

Question 9

Student Question:

Jesus taught that “out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery... ” and that these 
things defile a person (Mark 7:21–23). Putting Proverbs 4:23 together with Jesus’ words, why 
must guarding the heart be ongoing vigilance over our own desires rather than a one-time fix, 
and how does this square with personal accountability for our own sin (Ezekiel 18:20) rather than 
blaming an inherited nature? How does reverent trust in the LORD, the fear of the LORD, actually 
help us keep the heart?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Next the father turns to the eyes: “Let your eyes look directly forward, and your gaze be straight 
before you” (4:25). The wise person keeps his eyes fixed on the right road rather than 
wandering after every distraction or temptation. Where the eyes drift, the heart often follows, 
and the feet after it.

There is real wisdom here about focus. A life that gazes straight ahead, fixed on its God-given 
path, is far less likely to be lured aside than a life whose eyes rove restlessly after whatever 
glitters. Guarding the eyes is part of guarding the heart, for what we keep looking at, we tend in 
time to love.

Then the feet: “Ponder the path of your feet; then all your ways will be sure. Do not swerve to 
the right or to the left; turn your foot away from evil” (4:26–27). The wise person actually thinks 
about where he is going. He weighs his path rather than wandering through life on autopilot. A 
pondered path is a steadier path.

Notice how the whole chapter ends, then, with the body marshaled in the service of a guarded 
heart: the heart kept, the mouth made straight, the eyes fixed forward, the feet pondered and 
turned from evil. This is the picture of an integrated life, where the clean inner spring sends 
clean streams out through every part. And for the Christian, the path itself is finally a Person, for 
Christ is the way, and in Him are hidden all the treasures of wisdom (Colossians 2:3). To ponder 
our path rightly is to fix our eyes on Him and follow His steps.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Guarding the eyes means fixed, forward focus on the right path (4:25).
 Where the eyes linger, the heart often follows; guarding the eyes guards the heart.
 The wise person ponders his path rather than living on autopilot (4:26).
 Wisdom turns the feet decisively away from evil, neither right nor left (4:27).
 The chapter ends with an integrated life: heart, mouth, eyes, and feet aligned.
 For the Christian the path is finally Christ Himself, in whom are all the treasures of wisdom 

(Colossians 2:3).

Discussion Prompts

 How does what you fix your eyes on shape what your heart comes to love?
 What would it look like this week to actually “ponder the path of your feet”?
 How does seeing the path as following Christ change the way you walk it?

Question 10

Student Question:

Proverbs 4:24–27 moves from the guarded heart outward to a guarded mouth, guarded eyes, 
and guarded feet. Name one specific way the Lord Jesus, in whom are hidden all the treasures of 
wisdom (Colossians 2:3), is forming your heart and the path of your feet across this whole 
passage right now.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Stepping back, Proverbs 4 gives us a whole vision of the wise life, and it is worth gathering the 
threads. It begins with wisdom received and passed down (4:1–9), moves to the two paths laid 
before us (4:10–19), and centers on the guarded heart from which everything flows (4:20–27). 
The chapter is built like a funnel, pouring everything inward toward the wellspring, then back 
outward through the whole life.

The central conviction is that the heart is the headwater. This is why the gospel is finally about 
new hearts and not merely new behavior. God promised to give His people a heart to know Him 
(Jeremiah 24:7) and writes His law on the heart under the new covenant (Hebrews 8:10). We 
guard the heart, and God Himself works in the heart of the one who trusts and obeys Him.

We must keep teaching this in a balanced way. The heart is the source, but we are not helpless 
prisoners of a corrupt nature. We are accountable agents called to keep watch over our own 
desires (Ezekiel 18:20). At the same time, we do not guard the heart by willpower alone; we 
guard it by the fear of the LORD, by reverent trust that treasures God above all rival springs, and 
by abiding in Christ, who is the wisdom of God.



So the lesson lands here: each of us is called to be a watchman at the door of his own heart, 
prizing wisdom as the principal thing, walking the brightening path, and following the feet of 
Christ, in whom all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden (Colossians 2:3). The 
crucial question is not merely how we behave, but what we are letting flow into and out of the 
spring.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Proverbs 4 funnels everything inward to the heart, then outward through the whole life.
 The gospel is about new hearts, not merely new behavior (Jeremiah 24:7; Hebrews 8:10).
 We are accountable agents, not helpless prisoners of an inherited nature (Ezekiel 18:20).
 We guard the heart by the fear of the LORD and by abiding in Christ, not willpower alone.
 Christ is the wisdom of God and the path our feet are to follow (Colossians 2:3; 1 Corinthians 

1:24,30).

Discussion Prompts

 How does seeing the heart as the headwater change the way you think about change in your 
life?

 What is the difference between trying to fix behavior and asking God to work in the heart?
 Name one specific way you sense Christ forming your heart and your path through this 

chapter.


