
The Book of Proverbs, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 7: The Tongue, Diligence, and the Righteous Path

Proverbs 13:1–15:33

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

What is doctrinally at stake in this lesson is the trustworthiness of human judgment and the 
necessity of a wisdom that comes from God. The hinge verse is 14:12, there is a way that seems 
right to a man, but its end is the way to death. Proverbs flatly denies the modern creed that the 
heart is a reliable guide and that following our own truth will lead us home. It will not. We can 
be sincerely, confidently, disastrously wrong. The teacher must let this land, because a student 
who trusts his own sense of right above God’s revealed word has no defense against self-
deception. Paired with this is 15:3, the eyes of the Lord are in every place, keeping watch on the 
evil and the good. God is not distant or partial in His knowledge. He sees everything, which 
means every word, every hour of work, every private choice is already lived in His presence.

These chapters also guard a balanced view of the proverb itself. The diligent generally prosper 
and the gentle generally turn away wrath, but these are wise observations of how life ordinarily 
goes under God’s good order, not iron promises. The righteous can still suffer, as Job and the 
cross make plain. So the teacher steers students away from a prosperity reading that would 
make God owe the hardworking a comfortable life. At the same time the lesson upholds 
personal accountability over against any notion that we are helpless or that our choices do not 
truly matter. Each person answers for his own words, work, and walk before the God who sees.

Formationally, the aim is that students would learn to live the next ordinary day differently, with 
a guarded mouth, a diligent hand, wisely chosen company, and a heart bowed in the fear of the 
Lord. Above all, the aim is to lead them to Christ, who is the way, the truth, and the life (John 
14:6), the living answer to every way that only seems right. The fear of the Lord that these 
chapters call a fountain of life finds its fullest form in trusting and following Jesus. The teacher 
should pray that students leave not merely informed about wise speech and work, but drawn to 
walk the one path that truly leads to life.

Question 1

Student Question:

In 15:1–2,4, what does Proverbs teach about the power of the tongue, and why does a gentle, 
fitting word have such force to turn away wrath while a harsh word stirs it up?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Few subjects get more attention in Proverbs than the tongue, and these chapters press it hard. 
A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger (15:1). The proverb is almost a 



law of relational physics. Gentleness drains the fuel from a quarrel; harshness pours gasoline on 
it. We have all watched a tense moment go either way depending on a single tone of voice.

Verse 2 adds that the tongue of the wise commends knowledge, but the mouths of fools pour 
out folly. Wise speech is not just polite; it is fitting, well-aimed, the right word at the right time. 
Verse 23 captures the joy of it: to make an apt answer is a joy to a man, and a word in season, 
how good it is! There is real pleasure in saying exactly the right thing at exactly the right 
moment.

Proverbs also knows that words wound or heal at the deepest level. A gentle tongue is a tree of 
life, but perverseness in it breaks the spirit (15:4). Words reach the spirit. They can give life like a 
tree heavy with fruit, or they can crush something inside a person that is slow to mend.

Underneath all this lies the principle of 15:28, the heart of the righteous ponders how to 
answer, but the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things. The wise speaker thinks before 
speaking; the fool simply unloads. The tongue, in other words, reveals the heart, which is why 
the cure for the mouth is never mere technique but a transformed heart.

For the believer this finds its sharpest application in James 3, which calls the tongue a small fire 
that can set a whole forest ablaze, untamable by human strength alone. That is precisely why 
we need the wisdom from above and the heart-change only Christ can work.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 A soft answer drains a quarrel; a harsh word fuels it (15:1).
 Wise speech is fitting and timely, not merely polite (15:2,23).
 Words reach the spirit, giving life or crushing it (15:4).
 The wise ponder before answering; fools simply unload (15:28).
 The tongue reveals the heart, so the real cure is a changed heart.
 Compare James 3:2–12 on the tongue as a small but powerful fire.

Discussion Prompts

 When has a soft answer changed the outcome of a conflict for you?
 What does it mean for a word to be ‘in season’ (15:23)?
 Why can the tongue never be fully tamed by willpower alone?

Question 2

Student Question:

Reflecting on 15:1, in what relationship are you most tempted to answer harshly, and what 
would a soft answer actually look like the next time tension rises there?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This question turns the doctrine of 15:1 into a mirror for the closest relationships, where harsh 
words do the most damage. We rarely snap at strangers. We save our sharpest tongue for the 
people we live with, the ones whose love we count on to absorb it.

Ask students to locate the specific relationship. A marriage, a child, a parent, a coworker. 
Naming the place where harshness flows most easily is the first step toward guarding it. Wisdom 
is concrete; vague resolve to ‘be nicer’ rarely survives a real argument.

Then ask what a soft answer would actually look like there. Not weakness or dishonesty, but a 
deliberate gentleness that lowers the temperature instead of raising it. Often it is as simple as a 
slower tone, a question instead of an accusation, a pause before the reply.

The aim is formation, not guilt. None of us tames the tongue perfectly. But a person who 
decides in advance to answer softly in one specific relationship has begun to let the fear of the 
Lord shape even the heated moments of ordinary life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 We tend to speak most harshly to those closest to us.
 Naming the specific relationship is the first step to change.
 A soft answer is deliberate gentleness, not weakness or dishonesty.
 Deciding in advance to answer softly is real, livable wisdom.

Discussion Prompts

 In which relationship are you most tempted to answer harshly?
 What would a soft answer look like there next time?
 What ‘decided in advance’ could help you in the heated moment?

Question 3

Student Question:

According to 13:4,11 and 14:23, how does Proverbs connect diligent work with reward and mere 
talk or hasty wealth with want, and what does this teach about the place of honest labor in a 
wise life?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Proverbs honors honest work without apology. The soul of the sluggard craves and gets nothing, 
while the soul of the diligent is richly supplied (13:4). The contrast is not between the unlucky 
and the lucky but between the one who only wishes and the one who actually works. Desire 
alone supplies nothing.

Verse 11 adds a warning about how wealth is gained: wealth gained hastily will dwindle, but 
whoever gathers little by little will increase it. Get-rich-quick schemes and shortcuts tend to 



evaporate, while steady, patient effort builds something that lasts. There is a moral grain to how 
money is rightly accumulated.

Then 14:23 states the principle bluntly: in all toil there is profit, but mere talk tends only to 
poverty. Talk is cheap and produces nothing. It is the doing, the sweat and follow-through, that 
yields a harvest. Proverbs has little patience for the person who is full of plans and empty of 
work.

We must read these as general principles of God’s good order, not as guarantees. The diligent 
usually prosper, but Proverbs elsewhere knows the righteous poor and the unjust rich. Job 
worked hard and lost everything for a season. So this is wisdom about the ordinary shape of life, 
not a promise that hard work always pays on schedule.

Still, the dignity of labor stands. Scripture consistently treats work as good, given before the fall, 
and ties willingness to work to daily bread (2 Thessalonians 3:10–12). For the believer, diligent 
work is not just self-interest; it is a way of serving God and neighbor faithfully in the place He 
has put us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Desire alone supplies nothing; diligence is rewarded (13:4).
 Wealth gathered patiently lasts; hasty wealth dwindles (13:11).
 Real toil yields profit; mere talk yields poverty (14:23).
 These are general principles, not guarantees; the righteous can be poor.
 Work is God-given and good; willingness to work ties to daily bread.

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you see ‘mere talk’ standing in for real work (14:23)?
 Why does Proverbs distrust hasty, shortcut wealth (13:11)?
 How is diligent work a way of serving God and neighbor?

Question 4

Student Question:

Looking honestly at 13:4, where is the ‘soul of the sluggard’ at work in you, craving a result you 
are unwilling to work for, and what is one diligent step you have been avoiding?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question presses 13:4 into honest self-examination. The soul of the sluggard craves and gets 
nothing. Most of us have a corner of life where we want a result but resist the work that 
produces it. We want the fit body without the discipline, the close marriage without the hard 
conversations, the deep faith without the daily practice.



Help students name the specific craving and the specific avoidance. The sluggard in Proverbs is 
not always lazy across the board; often he is diligent in some areas and quietly negligent in one 
or two. Wisdom is willing to look at the neglected corner.

The antidote is rarely a grand overhaul. It is usually one concrete, diligent step that has been put 
off. The phone call. The first workout. The budget finally opened. The apology started. Proverbs 
honors the little by little that increases (13:11).

Keep the tone hopeful. The goal is not shame over past sloth but the freedom of taking one real 
step today. A single diligent action, chosen and done, begins to undo the paralysis of mere 
craving.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Most of us crave a result somewhere without doing the work.
 A person can be diligent in most areas yet negligent in one.
 The antidote is usually one concrete step, not a grand overhaul.
 Little-by-little diligence is honored by Proverbs (13:11).

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you crave a result you are unwilling to work for?
 What single diligent step have you been avoiding?
 What would ‘little by little’ look like in that area this week?

Question 5

Student Question:

In 13:20, why does the company we keep shape what we become, and how does walking with 
the wise grow us while the companion of fools is harmed?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Whoever walks with the wise becomes wise, but the companion of fools will suffer harm 
(13:20). Proverbs treats friendship as formative, not neutral. We become like those we spend 
our time with. Their values, habits, and ways of speaking seep into us slowly, often without our 
noticing.

The verb matters: whoever walks with the wise. This is not an occasional encounter but a steady 
companionship, a walking-alongside over time. Wisdom is caught as much as taught, absorbed 
through nearness to wise people across many ordinary days.

The flip side is sobering. The companion of fools will suffer harm. Not may, but will. We rarely 
rise to the level of company that pulls us down; we tend to drift toward it. The downward pull of 
foolish companionship is real and gradual.



This does not mean withdrawing from the world or refusing friendship with the lost; Jesus was 
the friend of sinners and we are sent to them. It means being honest about who is shaping us at 
the deepest level, choosing our closest companions and our heroes with care, and prizing the 
gift of wise friends in the church who walk with us toward God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Friendship is formative; we become like our companions (13:20).
 Wisdom is caught through steady nearness, not occasional contact.
 The pull of foolish company is real and gradual, not neutral.
 Mission to the lost differs from letting fools shape our hearts.
 Wise friends in the church are a gift to be prized and sought.

Discussion Prompts

 Who are the voices most shaping you right now, for good or ill?
 How does wisdom get ‘caught’ through close companionship?
 How can our congregation be a place of wise friendship?

Question 6

Student Question:

Considering 13:20, who are the voices most shaping you right now, and is there a friendship 
drawing you toward wisdom or one quietly pulling you toward folly?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question makes 13:20 personal. We are all being shaped by someone. The honest believer 
asks not only who his friends are but who his real influences are, the voices in his ears, the 
people he admires, the company he keeps in person and through every screen.

Ask students to take inventory. Is there a friendship clearly drawing them toward wisdom, 
encouraging faith, honesty, and growth? Naming and giving thanks for such a friend is itself an 
act of wisdom, and a reason to invest more deeply there.

Then ask the harder question. Is there a companionship quietly pulling toward folly, toward 
cynicism, compromise, or a coarsening of speech and conscience? Proverbs does not necessarily 
counsel cutting people off, but it does counsel clear eyes about who is forming us.

Move toward a step. Perhaps it is deepening a wise friendship, seeking one out in the church, or 
setting wiser limits on an influence that has been doing quiet harm. Either way, we steward our 
companions rather than drifting among them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Everyone is being shaped by someone; the question is who.
 Influences include not only friends but those we admire and follow.
 Naming and investing in a wise friendship is an act of wisdom.
 Clear eyes about harmful influence is wiser than drifting.

Discussion Prompts

 Which friendship is drawing you toward wisdom right now?
 Is any companionship quietly pulling you toward folly?
 What one step would steward your influences more wisely?

Question 7

Student Question:

Proverbs 13:24 ties love to disciplined correction. How should we understand this as loving, 
formative shaping of a child rather than harshness, and how does it reflect the way God Himself 
corrects those He loves?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Proverbs 13:24 is easily misread: whoever spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is 
diligent to discipline him. The point is not harshness but love. To leave a child uncorrected, to let 
him grow up undisciplined and unformed, is actually a kind of neglect, however affectionate it 
may feel. Real love takes the harder road of shaping.

The verse must be read alongside the whole of Scripture, which forbids provoking children to 
anger and exasperating them, and which roots all correction in love, patience, and the child’s 
good. The ‘rod’ stands for loving, consistent, formative discipline, not for cruelty, rage, or abuse. 
A parent who corrects in anger has misunderstood the proverb entirely.

The deeper logic is that discipline is an expression of love and a means of formation. A child left 
to his own way will not naturally drift into wisdom; Proverbs assumes the opposite. Loving 
parents accept the painful work of correcting, guiding, and shaping, precisely because they want 
the child to flourish and to walk the path of life.

Most beautifully, this mirrors how God deals with His own children. Hebrews 12 says the Lord 
disciplines those He loves, and that He does it for our good, that we may share His holiness. 
Earthly discipline, done in love, is meant to be a small picture of the Father who corrects us not 
because He is cruel but because He is committed to our good.

So the wise parent disciplines as God disciplines: consistently, patiently, never in cruelty, always 
aiming at the child’s heart and ultimate good. The goal is never to crush a spirit but to form a 
soul that one day chooses the fear of the Lord for itself.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Loving discipline shapes; neglecting correction is a kind of harm (13:24).
 The ‘rod’ means formative discipline, never cruelty, rage, or abuse.
 Scripture forbids provoking and exasperating children.
 Children do not drift naturally into wisdom; they must be formed.
 Earthly discipline mirrors God correcting those He loves (Heb 12:5–11).
 The aim is a formed soul, never a crushed spirit.

Discussion Prompts

 How is loving correction different from harshness or anger?
 How does God’s discipline of us shape how we correct others?
 What is the goal of discipline according to this passage?

Question 8

Student Question:

Thinking about 14:30 and 15:13,15, how is the state of your heart showing on your face and in 
your body lately, and what is feeding either a cheerful heart or a crushed spirit in you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

These chapters notice something we often miss: the heart shows on the body. A tranquil heart 
gives life to the flesh, but envy makes the bones rot (14:30). Inner peace and inner corrosion 
both leave physical marks. What we carry in the heart we eventually wear on the face and feel 
in the frame.

A glad heart makes a cheerful face, but by sorrow of heart the spirit is crushed (15:13). The face 
is a window into the heart. And the crushed spirit is no small thing; it is one of the heaviest 
burdens a person can carry, slow to heal and hard to hide.

Verse 15 widens the lens: all the days of the afflicted are evil, but the cheerful of heart has a 
continual feast. Remarkably, the difference is not mainly outward circumstance but the state of 
the heart. Two people can face similar days, and one is at a feast while the other is in famine, 
because of what is happening within.

This is not a call to fake cheerfulness or to deny real grief; Proverbs elsewhere makes room for 
sorrow, and Scripture honors lament. It is rather an invitation to tend the heart, to let the fear of 
the Lord, gratitude, and trust feed a settled gladness, and to refuse the envy and bitterness that 
quietly rot the bones.

For the believer, the deepest source of a cheerful heart is not circumstance but the steadfast 
love of God in Christ, a joy that can hold even in affliction because it rests on something the 
affliction cannot touch.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 The state of the heart shows in the body and face (14:30; 15:13).
 A crushed spirit is a heavy, hard-to-hide burden (15:13).
 Inner heart, more than circumstance, makes a feast or famine (15:15).
 This is not forced cheerfulness; Scripture honors real lament.
 For the believer, lasting gladness rests on God’s love in Christ.

Discussion Prompts

 How is your heart showing on your face and body lately?
 What is feeding either gladness or a crushed spirit in you?
 Where might envy or bitterness be quietly ‘rotting the bones’?

Question 9

Student Question:

Proverbs 14:12 warns that ‘there is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to 
death,’ while 15:3 says ‘the eyes of the Lord are in every place.’ Taking these together, what do 
they teach about human self-deception, about our deep need for God’s wisdom rather than our 
own, and about living all of life before the God who sees everything and draws near to the 
righteous (15:8–9,29)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal weight of the lesson, and it begins with one of the most sobering verses in 
all of Proverbs: there is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death (14:12). 
The danger named here is not obvious rebellion but sincere self-deception. A person can feel 
completely certain, follow his own sense of right, and walk straight toward ruin. The way seems 
right. That is exactly what makes it deadly.

This verse demolishes the popular creed that the heart is a trustworthy guide and that following 
our own truth will lead us home. Proverbs says plainly that we are not reliable compasses. We 
can be honestly, confidently wrong. This is why we cannot generate wisdom from within; we 
need wisdom that comes from outside us, from the God who alone sees the end of every road 
from its beginning.

Set beside this is 15:3, the eyes of the LORD are in every place, keeping watch on the evil and 
the good. God is not partial or limited in His sight. He sees everything, everywhere, the wicked 
and the righteous alike. This is God’s omniscience, and it cuts two ways. It is a comfort to the 
faithful and a warning to the deceiver, because nothing is hidden and every life is already lived 
in His presence. Hebrews 4:13 says all things are open and laid bare before the eyes of Him to 
whom we must give account.

The chapters then describe how this seeing God relates to people: the sacrifice of the wicked is 
an abomination to the LORD, but the prayer of the upright is acceptable to him; the LORD 



detests the way of the wicked, but he loves him who pursues righteousness (15:8–9). The LORD 
is far from the wicked, but he hears the prayer of the righteous (15:29). The God who sees all is 
not neutral. He draws near to the righteous and keeps His distance from the wicked, not by 
arbitrary favoritism but in response to the path each one walks. And this responsibility is 
genuinely ours; Proverbs assumes throughout that people truly choose their way and answer for 
it, with no hidden decree forcing the outcome.

The resolution of 14:12 is not to trust ourselves more but to fear the Lord and seek His wisdom, 
which these chapters call a fountain of life that turns one away from the snares of death (14:27). 
For us this points unmistakably to Christ, who said, I am the way, and the truth, and the life 
(John 14:6). Against every way that only seems right, He is the way that truly is. To escape the 
deadly self-deception of 14:12, a person must stop trusting his own sense of direction and 
follow the One who is the way Himself.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The deadliest danger is sincere self-deception, not obvious rebellion (14:12).
 The heart is not a reliable compass; we can be confidently wrong.
 We need wisdom from outside ourselves, from the all-seeing God.
 God’s omniscience watches the evil and the good everywhere (15:3; Heb 4:13).
 The seeing God draws near the righteous and is far from the wicked (15:8–9,29).
 People genuinely choose their way and answer for it; no hidden decree.
 Christ is the way that truly is, against every way that merely seems right (John 14:6).

Discussion Prompts

 Why is a way that ‘seems right’ more dangerous than open rebellion?
 How does knowing the eyes of the Lord are everywhere change a private moment?
 How does Jesus as ‘the way’ answer the warning of 14:12?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking back across Proverbs 13–15, name one specific way Jesus, who is the way, the truth, and 
the life (John 14:6), is forming you through this passage, and what first step of obedience will you 
take this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone gathers the whole sweep of Proverbs 13–15 and asks students to let it form them 
in Christ. We have walked through the tongue, diligence, our companions, the discipline of love, 
the state of the heart, and the sobering truth that a way can seem right and still end in death. 
Now the question is simply: how is the Lord using all of this to shape me?



Point clearly to Jesus. He said, I am the way, and the truth, and the life (John 14:6), the living 
answer to 14:12. Every theme in these chapters finds its home in Him. He is the soft answer of 
God to a world under wrath. He is the diligent Servant who finished His work. He is the friend 
who walks with us and makes us wise. He is the Son the Father disciplined and perfected 
through suffering. He is the joy that gives the heart a continual feast. To follow the wisdom of 
Proverbs all the way down is to follow Christ.

Press for one specific step. Vague intentions evaporate. Perhaps it is a soft answer in a certain 
relationship, a diligent step long avoided, a wiser choice of company, gentler discipline at home, 
or simply surrendering a way that has seemed right but has not been God’s way. What is the 
one truth that searched the student most, and what will obedience to it look like this week?

End in hope. The fear of the Lord, which these chapters call a fountain of life and instruction in 
wisdom (14:27; 15:33), finds its fullest form in trusting and following Jesus. Every student who 
leaves with even one settled step of obedience has begun to walk the way that truly leads to 
life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The themes of these chapters find their home in Christ.
 Jesus is the way that answers the warning of 14:12 (John 14:6).
 Formation requires one specific, concrete step of obedience.
 The fear of the Lord finds its fullest form in following Jesus (14:27; 15:33).

Discussion Prompts

 Which truth from Proverbs 13–15 searched your heart most?
 How is Jesus, the way and the life, forming you through it?
 What is your first concrete step of obedience this week?


